Evolution
Zerrex Narrius

Prologue: The Prayer Wheel
Worlds spin through the blackness of space, through the depths of the universe; nearly
infinite worlds, of nearly infinite variation. Life lives on some, death has swept over others, and
some have never known either, but all – no matter how vast or tiny – share one thing in common:
they exist inside this universe, and whether galaxies or miles apart, they all obey the same
cosmic rules, albeit in different ways here and there.
Civilizations upon planets rise and fall, societies plummet and new life is born. In the
inky, icy reaches of black space, warm light streams down upon planetoids and nuclear furnaces
rage and explode with enough fury to shatter entire solar systems. The universe has existed since
the dawn of time, supporting life but uncaring for it, crushing both mortals and gods alike with
its laws with no care for their trials and tribulations, compassions or faults. Forever inside its
deep, encompassing darkness, all life, all existence thrives and starves, lives and dies: the
universe is mechanical, but it is not cold by nature, any more than it is generous and warm. It
gives as it must, and it takes as it must, and that is all it does.
Worlds spin, and worlds will forever spin in the universe, until the day it dies, for even in
all its mighty grandeur, the universe too is but part of a much greater working, a much greater
machine forever ticking onwards. The universe is reality, but not all of it: for there exists a
Nothingness, too, and cracks between the very fabric of existence, full of mad tea parties where
discorporate entities whisper stories to each other. And waiting with ever-hungry jaws in a place
much more sinister than directionless space is a place even more dangerous and greedy than the
Nothingness, the Unworld that even angels and demons fear. A place where all things break
down into the primal state of energy, where souls are dissolved and no king may rule, no god
may survive, no hero or villain may taint to their pleasure or woe. It too follows its own designs
and workings, but unlike the physical universe or the incorporeal Nothingness, is whispered of in
the deep strange places of Hell and the highest peaks and cities of Heaven to have its own
despairing agenda.
Yet there are other dimensions, too: Valhalla, Limbo, the Marquee Sur Noir, places of
beneficence, places where supernatural beings cavort and entertain lucky guests and wanderers
that cross it, places that twist the most benevolent of souls to evil, places that are empty, cold,
and where the most stout-hearted may quickly lose their way. And there are dimensions made
physical by the ripping of realities and the collapse of tenuous threads and bonds, such as the
Heaven and Hell that forever circle both the sun and a wretched, burning mortal planet in an
eternal, beautiful dance that will last until the anchoring mortal planet turns to dust, and Heaven
and Hell dissolve with it.
It has been more than a decade now since Heaven and Hell – Heavens and Hells, perhaps
should be said, as worlds and dimensions merged together upon their summoning into the
physical realm – became physical worlds, and since a creator gone mad with power fell from his
high throne while embattled with a monarch who felt himself beyond redemption. More than a
decade since the entire world was charred by fire and blood, and almost destroyed; more than a
decade since mortals fled to space stations that now slowly orbit their old planet, waiting for
their old homes to become habitable again.

But now, eleven years, three months, and five hours after two deaths that ended the siege
of fearful and controlling gods on one of many earths, the gears of the universe revolve, and a
new story born from the last great cataclysm begins.

Verse I: A Prayer For The Lost
Three planets dance, all caught in a strange revolution: one spins ceaselessly around the
burning, fiery orb of the sun. Once upon a time, this planet was the color of soft, baby blue, with
not the best people who were nonetheless a civilization, a race of evolved beings, living upon its
face. Abusing it, then suffering for their abuse: and just as they promised to turn their selfdestructive societies around, disaster struck and plunged the sky-colored world from tones of
blue and tenuous greens to that of freshly-spilled blood and ashy blacks.
Around both this planet and the sun revolve two other planets, only recently-born but
ancient in their lineage and heritage. Among the many events of the Armageddon ten years ago
was the merging of these two worlds into the physical universe: of Hell and Heaven, the afterlife,
into the now-life. Yet even now they perform their duties, dying souls ferried from where life
still breathes in the space stations and the rare safe zones over the planet‟s surface to be punished
or rewarded for their acts in life, keeping an acute and treacherous balance. As physical worlds,
however, it has become all the easier for demons from the black and red planet of Hell and
angels from the white and blue, cloudy realm of Heaven to slip into mortal realms.
Their orbital dance is relentless and fast, and the space stations that contain much of what
remains of Ire, Lunis, Hez‟Ranna, and so many other countries destroyed by monstrous halfmachine, half-primordials strive to keep up. Their cargo is precious, but resources are neither
infinite nor light to carry, and years of irregular maintenance have only worsened the situation of
the enormous – and in some cases, still incomplete – space stations.
But from a distance, the three planets are beautiful in their positioning: Heaven‟s halfobscured planet in far orbit, spinning decadently in a rotation that will shortly block the view of
the mortal world with the sun, and Hell‟s colossal girth looming near the planet as if to compare
their size and the depth of their reds and blacks as the moon feebly floats between them, almost
pulled towards Hell by its immense gravity. Even the belt of space colonies, floating between
and amongst debris and detritus in a loop around the planet, seem beautiful and natural, and like
they too are part of a grand puzzle that has neared completion.
Stars twinkle in the velvet of space, and the sun burns, a furious engine that nonetheless
cradles these planets in its orbit at the perfect distance to maintain life and give treacherous but
still-there footholds to the green trying to blossom on the planet mortals once called their own…
but in the distance, where the planets look so beautiful and so right together, there is a
momentary disruption as sparks of effervescent energy appear for a moment and a strange
singularity forms, space and reality trembling as if folding in on themselves… and a moment
later, a hole with a deep and terrible white core forms before blue light shines from the wound in
reality, and a shape is propelled violently into space before the rip vanishes with a crackle of that
same terrible energy. There is no longer a hole, but only the figure, floating slowly through
space, safe in a translucent, rippling bubble with the slightest tinge of blue to it.
The figure seems unconscious: it is a reptile, a male, dressed in plain black jeans and
wearing matching combat boots. His green scales are tight against his body, the flex of muscle
clearly visible through them as his arms twitch, and his breathing – strange in space, in this
vacuum – almost seems to stretch the navy-blue that cover his chest and chiseled abdominals.
But his body is not handsome: scars mar his form, crisscrossing here and there, a terrible mark as
if someone had attempted to rip his heart out of his chest over his breast and countless slashes
and gouges along front, back, and limbs. Undoubtedly, more travel down his legs… and upon his

aged features is a terrible, black burn scar around his left eye, along with several more scars
along muzzle and face.
Another strange marking is on his right arm: on the bicep is a bold black swastika inside
a bordered circle, with a double-helix of ivy vines wrapping around his arm like a band holding it
on. But stranger still is the way the ivy of the tattoo seems to slither and move with and against
the flexing of his arm, as if it was a living thing itself, either some part of the reptile or
something that lived in harmony with the strange being.
Also odd was the hair that fell from the lizard‟s head: messy, shoulder-length white locks,
floating slowly around his features without gravity to hold it down, just as the reptile himself
floated slowly and strangely through empty space, illuminated by the fiery orb of the sun in the
distance. And then, as an errant strand of hair tickled down his cheek, the Drakkaren opened his
eyes and straightened up as naturally as if getting out of bed, a slight frown cresting his muzzle
as his emerald eyes, but a shade lighter than his scales, seemed to glow like searchlights in the
dark vastness of space.
He looked towards the planets, watching them for a moment, breathing quietly… and
then he looked down at himself, touching his body slowly, drawing his hands over the masculine
form of his chest before he rubbed along either arm, feeling his biceps flex, the shape of his
forearms, the dexterity and familiarity of his hands and fingers… and then he looked up quietly
at the planets in the distance, sharp eyes easily spotting even the dark shapes of the colonies
encircling the mortal world as he said quietly to himself, voice echoing in the soundlessness of
space: “But I died.”
No, more than that… somehow, the reptile knew that he hadn‟t simply died; dying was
merely a transference of self from one state of being to another. No, something more dire had
happened… something involving him and someone he had hated until the very end, someone he
had been unable to defeat, and unable to save. The lizard frowned at these half-memories, his
mind seeming to sizzle as he rubbed a hand slowly through his hair… and then he looked down
at his naked chest, saying quietly: “That won‟t do.”
And a moment later, with the briefest of thoughts, the reptile was wearing a t-shirt and a
leather jacket that matched his black pants, and in one of his hands a fedora had appeared. The
Drakkaren put this on his head as naturally as if he had just plucked it off the rack instead of
created it from thin space, and he smiled a bit to himself, before frowning as he looked down at
his right arm, flexing his fingers slowly as he murmured: “Something… something‟s missing.”
He sat back in space, crossing his arms and legs as if resting on a stool, floating slowly
through the cosmos as he tried for several minutes to unsuccessfully figure out exactly what was
missing… and then he simply made a face, looking towards the distance and feeling a strange,
pining longing to visit those three odd planets… no, more specific than that, one of those space
colonies. He leaned forwards as if to stand up, and the lizard and the translucent sphere around
him vanished… and a moment later, the Drakkaren was standing inside one of the colonies,
looking back and forth curiously as several people yelled in surprise and fear and a klaxon went
off, an alarm blaring somewhere about some kind of anomaly.
The lizard frowned a bit at this, wondering what that could exactly mean before he
looked down, testing his boots against the concrete of the ground and smiling a bit. His eyes
travelled upwards, gazing rapturously over the tall, rectangular buildings with their windows and
to the glass sky above, a checkerboard of clear plates and heavy alloy girders. Then he looked
down, tilting his head a bit at the sight of fleeing people of all shape and size before his head
tilted the other way as soldiers in thick armor charged down the concrete street. They were

carrying assault rifles he recognized, and then the Drakkaren frowned as a bolt of pain shot
through his mind, reaching up to touch his head as he echoed words he‟d spoken in the past as he
sensed himself being surrounded from all sides and weapons being aimed at him. “I don‟t want
to hurt you. Any of you.”
He could tell by their equipment they were Irenic soldiers, yet he didn‟t know how he
could tell that: nor could he completely remember why this event was so familiar, as an officer
near the back in a metallic-blue uniform shouted into a megaphone: “Get down on your hands
and knees and surrender, or we will be forced to take aggressive actions against you! You have
illegally entered the ISC Heosphoros, we do not allow unregistered Class 8Entities on board this
ship!”
“I don‟t understand.” the lizard said in a soft, almost naïve voice, and then he looked
back and forth slowly, frowning slowly. The guns were pointed at him… and he knew they could
hurt him, but he was unsure of how. He could feel the tenseness, the fear in the air, and it made
him feel strange, unhappy, and he couldn‟t tell why; yet at the same time, he could feel some part
of his brain grasping at connections as he lowered his head a bit, gritting his teeth and knowing
that he could figure this out, understand it, but he needed timeHe stepped forwards, and a soldier panicked and pulled the trigger of his assault rifle, the
Drakkaren wincing and immediately stepping back as he rose his right arm… and in a strange,
unconscious reaction, his arm almost immediately became a terrible warped claw, ripping apart
the fabric of his leather jacket as scales tore off and fell to the ground, leaving a limb behind that
was made of a rocky, metallic material that was ugly, jutting out here and there in warped spikes
and uneven scales. His fingers became vicious talons, and his hand expanded to more than twice
its size, the lizard wincing both at the sight of the limb as well as the bullets that bounced off it
with strange sparks of visible electricity.
The other soldiers reacted instantly, opening fire on the Drakkaren from all sides as the
reptile instinctively created a cylindrical barrier of blue energy around himself, leaning
backwards in surprise: both at the sudden violence as well as the way he had somehow created
what seemed like an impenetrable wall around himself, bullets ricocheting off this with sparks of
electricity. The reptile at least now understood how the guns worked again… and that the bullets
were electrically-charged, in order to better take down supernatural foes. The lizard frowned,
reaching out to touch his own blue energy, feeling like this had been a familiar ability to him…
before he looked up as the soldiers ceased to fire at him as several other figures entered the fray
and surrounded him in a much-narrower cone than the soldiers had.
These new figures were not mortals, or lower-level supernatural entities: two were angels
with broad white wings, wearing modified metal armor over their upper bodies and both carrying
broadswords that were wreathed in blue fire… and the reptile glanced over his shoulder as he
allowed the blue barrier surrounding himself to fall at a female that shoved her way through the
crowd of soldiers, carrying a whip loosely in one hand with a snarl. Then she froze at the sight of
the reptile, her jaw working spasmodically as the reptile sensed hesitance in the angels behind
him… and then she suddenly stood straight and shoved her fingers into her muzzle, blowing a
sharp whistle that got the attention of everyone around her.
“Okay everyone, false alarm, back to work! Commander, tell your soldiers to stand
down, this is just one big misunderstanding!” she said loudly, and the lizard heard a strange
tremble in her voice as soldiers looked back and forth in surprise… and then she stomped a foot
down, shouting angrily: “Hey, I said get the hell gone, who‟s the superior officer here?”

That got everyone running, and the lizard looked at her as strange feelings warred
through his body and soul. He felt his arm flex, then slowly return to normal as scales grew over
the limb as it thinned out, becoming normal again in only a few moments. He looked at her, his
eyes flickering with recognition as he put the details of her body together bit-by-bit, and then he
said in a slow, considering voice: “You… you‟re someone I once cared about, aren‟t you?”
She looked at him with surprise, then smiled a bit as she came closer, holding her arms
out as if to show she didn‟t mean him any harm. It let him get a better view of her; features that
were faintly masculine but still had a very feminine beauty to them, sharp and clear blue eyes,
and like him, she was a Drakkaren. Strange, large yellow fins stood up from her skull, shaped
like large crescents, and she had several visible piercings in her features: a ring above her eye,
and two more in one nostril.
Her body was thick and powerful: despite very large breasts barely restrained by the
black uniform shirt she was wearing, that showed off a lot of her cleavage, she still seemed
almost more masculine that she did feminine, with her huge, strong arms, girthy waist, and
chiseled abdominals. If he had to guess, he‟d say she had more muscle than he did… and yet he
found that attractive. He felt, in fact, that was one of the things he‟d always loved about her…
just like he liked her tattoos.
And now, memories were falling into place: he remembered loving her, and making love
to her. He remembered anger, and scorn; he remembered fighting her almost to the death, and
that they had once been enemies instead of friends and more. He remembered a failed marriage,
and a happy marriage; and he remembered how she had eventually come to wear the leather
collar around her neck, and why it had the silver plate on the clasp engraved with the numeral
„II.‟ “Come on now, Boss, you must remember me…”
He looked at her curiously for a few moments, and although he couldn‟t see the rest of
her body – covered as it was by the tight black pants as well as the uniform shirt that was cut to
show off her powerful arms and solid abdominals – his mind filled in the blanks. The tattoo of
black flames, for instance, that wrapped around her waist in a belt and crawled up one side of her
body to wrap around a breast… and the „II‟ with the swirled border on her tailbone, which
matched the numeral on her collar. Not to mention that swastika on her arm, plain but still
reminiscent of his own… and he smiled uncertainly as he glanced down at her hand, noticing
how she was still holding the deadly-looking chain whip at the ready, and how her other hand
was flexing, as if in preparation to go for the gun holstered on her other side. “I do… Cherry.
You‟re Cherry… my… daughter. Lover. Wife. And even bitch… because you always… wanted
to be my second. At my side, never equal…”
“Zerrex…” Cherry whispered, and she dropped her chain whip as she ran forwards and
tackled him with a hug, clenching her eyes shut as she buried her head against his chest, her body
heaving as tears threatened at her eyes. She clutched him tightly in the embrace, her vibrant
green scales almost glowing as her body seemed to ripple, and the Drakkaren looked down at her
with surprise, his arms spread as he tensed at the contact… and then a moment later, he
hesitantly settled his arms around her.
When it felt right, he squeezed her closer, curled her tighter to his body… and Cherry
looked up after a moment, her features bright but terrified at the same time as a tear leaked down
her face, whispering: “Boss, goddamn… I… we… we all almost gave up on you, oh fuck… but
Marina always said you‟d be back and I‟ll be fucked if she wasn‟t right and… oh goddammit
Zerrex, I‟m… I‟m so glad you‟re back… I‟m so fucking glad to see you…”

“Zerrex… I was called by that name once…” the lizard murmured, as he held the female
close against his body. It felt reflexive more than anything else, unconscious… and yet at the
same time, he could feel memories beginning to stir inside of him, strange feelings that he
examined with calm detachment even as they ran through his body, like his mind and physical
form were two different things, tied only loosely together. He looked upwards as he thought
about this, felt her against him, the trembles of her body, the wetness of her tears, and then he
gazed down at her as she looked up at him with a shaky grin and an emotion in her eyes he
recognized as nervousness.
“Yeah… you‟re Zerrex.” Cherry pulled carefully away, and he allowed her to, his hands
tracing over the musculature of her arms before gently stroking down her wrists, and she caught
his fingers in her own, locking their hands together. The gesture made Zerrex look down quietly,
examining their fingers as if he had never seen them before or dreamed they were capable of
such action, and Cherry grit her teeth before she forced her grin back, saying in a voice that had
the smallest of trembles in it: “C‟mon Boss, don‟t be such a fucking forgetful… fuck, I can‟t
think of any names that start with F. Francine? Yeah, forgetful Francine. I know things may be a
little different since… since you…”
She swallowed hard, then said in a voice that was almost a whisper: “Since you… left…
but you gotta remember me… us… right? Don‟t… you don‟t want to hurt a chick‟s feelings
now… or mine, big tough bitch as I am.”
Zerrex looked up, tilting his head slowly and examining her face for a few moments, his
hands not tightening nor loosening as her fingers clenched against him, and Cherry felt a wave of
fear-propelled nausea pass through her system. After more than ten years of waiting, of listening
to Marina talk constantly about how their father would come back and going from thinking she
was deluded to flat-out insane to hoping it was true and around in a goddamn circle again, was
Zerrex really back? Or was this a trick of some cruel god they had crossed and that still
championed the cause of Athéos, or something even more sinister? She squeezed his hands hard,
but the lizard in front of her only continued to look at her with that strange expression, like he
was a stunned, lost wanderer in a foreign land, like he didn‟t understand the very things going on
in front of his eyes…
Cherry closed her own eyes, bowing her head forwards and cursing herself as she
composed herself, thinking inwardly: Yeah, and you’re doing a great job of welcoming him back
so far… making a scene, crying like a fuckin’ baby, being a goddamn jackass… come on Cherry,
pull it together! You’ve had to change… but not so much that he should be unable to recognize
you, now pull it together and get back to who you are, show him that you’re still you… tell him,
fill him in, goddammit, suck it up…
The female‟s eyes opened as she took a deep breath, and then Zerrex said in a soft,
distant voice: “I died, didn‟t I?”
“Zerrex…” Cherry winced at this, wishing that she could call Marina or Cindy or any
number of the others who had pined for Zerrex‟s return… but as she looked down at their hands,
then up at the lizard‟s features, she knew that the Drakkaren wasn‟t ready for a lot of interaction
at this point… and worse, that in this state his friends and families wouldn‟t be ready to see him,
either. Marina she knew she couldn‟t keep away: the moment Marina found out, there was
nothing Cherry could do to stop her from getting to her beloved, lost father, who she had prayed
and cried and raged for these long eleven years… but she had to at least see for herself first if
Zerrex was here… if this was her father, her master, her lover… and if he was okay from
whatever ordeal he‟d faced.

But he was still looking at her as if she had an answer to the question, and the female
winced, looking around awkwardly before trying to let her hands drop… but even as her fingers
loosened, his didn‟t. They tightened almost imperceptibly, and Cherry looked at their joined
hands before her heart caught in her chest as Zerrex‟s thumb slowly, almost hesitantly, brushed
quietly over a plain, damaged silver ring she wore on one finger. The surface was badly scraped,
and a large crack through the body had been fixed awkwardly with glue by Cherry herself… but
the ring had been the one she had worn at their wedding day, so many long years ago. And for a
moment, despite the eyes watching from the buildings around the courtyard and the several
soldiers still uncertainly standing in the distance, the only people in the world – or perhaps
universe was a better term – was her and him.
She looked up at him, then squeezed his hands back quietly, smiling a bit despite herself
as something inside her rumbled and grew. Then she softened, stepping forwards carefully,
closing the gap between their bodies but keeping their hands intertwined as she said softly:
“That‟s… what we all thought, Boss. Do you remember the gods, the invasion?” She hesitated,
then questioned quietly: “Do you remember Athéos?”
Zerrex looked down for a moment at this, and then he looked up and nodded slowly,
staring through the glass ceiling and into starlit space as he murmured: “Yes… but… the
thoughts, visions, are fuzzy. I can‟t make sense of them all…” He looked down, then frowned a
bit more. His emotions still felt muffled, distant… but several – sadness and frustration chief
amongst them – were beginning to sting, to settle in as if they were puzzle pieces that had found
the correct spots in his damaged body and soul. “I… thinking is difficult, it‟s like wading
through… piles and piles of unsorted information, of fog and static…”
He grit his teeth, and Cherry felt both relief and concern as the reptile‟s features twisted
with aggravation, showing his emotions for the first real time since he‟d appeared. “Dammit,
it‟s… so goddamn hard…”
“Slow down then, Boss, don‟t want you hurtin‟ yourself now.” Cherry said quietly, and
she looked at him with quiet concern, their eyes meeting as Zerrex‟s features cleared and he
looked back at her with a strange solemnity. She winced a bit, then laughed and tried to rub at
her head, but Zerrex refused to let go of her hands still, and she glanced down at his fingers
before saying carefully: “You… can let go now. After all, I sure ain‟t goin‟ nowhere now.”
The Drakkaren nodded, releasing her hands, and Cherry reached up to rub slowly at her
face. She paused, then slowly reached forwards after a moment, feeling another indistinct thrill
of both joy and worry run through her as she stroked over the Drakkaren‟s face, and he only
stood, barely glancing at her hand as she traced slowly over the scars of his features. “How…
how are you? Fuck, that sounds like such a lame-ass question but I can‟t think of anything right
now other than… other than you, and… oh fuck, I sound so stupid…”
Cherry half-turned away, rubbing at her face and grumbling as she tried to compose
herself, and then she awkwardly looked at the Drakkaren as he only stood, looking down at his
feet after a moment before saying slowly: “I… am okay. I have… a lot of emotions and feelings,
and I feel… strange… but I also am glad.”
The female looked at him for a few moments, cocking her head and wincing at the
stumbling quality of his voice. He sounded so… strange still, so off… and Cherry sighed as she
rubbed at her face, wondering what she should do: if she should talk to him more, if she should
try and probe his memories, if she should tell him what had happened or how long it had been…
but then she made a face as someone peeked their head out of a window above, and she opened
her mouth to yell at them… but a moment later closed it, glancing awkwardly at Zerrex. Better

not make too much of a scene around him, he used to have spaz attacks even before… whatever
the fuck happened to him now happened… oh for fuck’s sake, I’m treating him like he’s some
crazy animal that’s going to bite me if I… fuck, Cherry, fuck! “Boss, I… hey…”
Zerrex tilted his head slightly as he looked at her, once more examining along her face
and body, and Cherry felt strangely self-conscious as she adjusted her shirt slightly, clearing her
throat. “I… why don‟t we go somewhere more private? Maybe see Marina, see if that helps with
your brain… memory… problem-thing.” Cherry offered a hesitant grin, then she turned around
and picked up her dropped chain whip, looping it quickly up before turning quickly back to the
lizard, anxious to see how he took the idea.
The Drakkaren looked at her for a few moments, his face tensing slightly as if he were
concentrating… and then finally, he said slowly: “Marina… is… my daughter?” A pause, and
the words hung in the air like an awkward question as Cherry wondered if she should be relieved
or even more worried now… but then she felt relief become the overwhelming emotion as
Zerrex confirmed it for himself, murmuring: “Yes. Marina is my daughter. Like… you. Like
Cindy, too.”
He stopped, then looked down slowly, before his gaze travelled upwards as he processed
another thought before voicing it in careful, strange tones, as if embarrassed: “Your name is…
Cynthia too, isn‟t it? Cherry… but also Cynthia. And there are other names I remember, but I
can‟t see or connect their faces, or their meaning… but names that make me feel… strange…
nonetheless. Emotions I can‟t quite understand…”
“It took me a hell of a long time to grapple with my own damn emotions too, so I guess I
kind of get what you mean, Boss.” Cherry said softly, and she walked over to gently grasp his
bare arm, smiling a bit. “We‟re gonna have to get you a tailor, too.”
“Oh, that?” Zerrex glanced down at his bare arm as if surprised, and Cherry rolled her
eyes, beginning to laugh before the sound caught in her throat and she stared, the bare arm
suddenly hidden by a sleeve of leather as if the coat had never been torn, and she gaped stupidly
for a moment before staring at the Drakkaren as he looked at his arm for a few moments, then up
at her, looking at her with calm curiosity. “What?”
“Uh… you… yeah.” Cherry rubbed the back of her head awkwardly, and then she shook
herself quickly, muttering: “Nevermind, nevermind. We‟ll let Marina take a good look at you,
she‟ll probably be able to figure something out… I‟m still just the brawn after all, Cindy‟s the
brains and Marina‟s… Marina.”
Cherry halted, realizing that Zerrex wouldn‟t know about what Marina had done to
herself… but then she put this aside for now, shaking her head a bit as she carefully pulled the
pliant Drakkaren along, tossing nervous glances every now and then at the Drakkaren. Zerrex
followed more than willingly, looking back and forth curiously now and then, frowning a bit
every so often… but more and more, Cherry was getting the sense that beneath that mask of
distance was someone struggling to remember things and understand things like he once had, and
it cut Cherry to the core to see her father so… so wounded, and so vulnerable, and so lost and
confused. Yet at the same time, he had demonstrated an ability that would seem minor to most…
but to be able to assimilate particles into anything a person wanted was a rare and powerful
talent, and not an ability Zerrex had ever demonstrated in life… and even more, that wasn’t
magic. That was just… a thought.
She put it aside for now, though, shaking her head slowly as she guided Zerrex to a pair
of double doors inset into a massive wall. The courtyard was on one of the upper decks of the
space colony, but the courtyard and the buildings inside it comprised only five percent of the

total ship, despite how wide and tall the open area was. The stylization of it – apartment
buildings, and what looked like large business offices – was meant to resemble a metropolis, and
give people a feeling like they were at home in a civilization they recognized… but Cherry didn‟t
think it exactly worked all that well. Whether living in cramped quarters in the vast dead
coldness of space or an urban sprawl in the city, you still got that feeling of claustrophobia now
and then: of being unable to get out, see the green grass and smell the fresh air… and for all any
of them knew, they never would get that feeling again.
It didn‟t help that the buildings of the courtyard were not actually living quarters: they
were either offices and computer stations, or mess halls, each with their own kitchen. Every
person on board the ship was assigned to a particular mess hall and a set amount of rations, but
there was also food that could be bought with credits, earned by doing jobs around the ship: there
was never a shortage of work to be done, after all, and they needed all the help they could get.
Food and other resources were regularly shipped in from Hell and Heaven, but all the
same, they were almost always coming up short. The real problem, after all, was that each and
every space colony had too many people on board, and most of them had been sent into space at
the last moment or before scheduled completion, without a thought that some crisis might
happen before then to require their immediate use. They had worked fine in the short term,
sure… but now, moving onto the eleventh year, and people were angry, apathetic, or simply
depressed, and several colonies were facing severe trouble with failing machinery and damage
from attacks by supernatural entities, collisions with space debris, and mistakes and accidents
that had both too often snowballed into near catastrophe.
Cherry shook her head slowly, then she looked at Zerrex as they walked down a long,
metallic hallway, the female pointedly ignoring the people they passed as the male lizard stared
around at everything with that same expression on his face. Fuck… Zerrex, it’s been rough… and
that’s without even getting into how life has been like without you here to help us out and keep
the ones of us in line who… get a little stupid sometimes. I wish I could tell you… “Come on,
Boss. Into the elevator.”
“Elevator.” Zerrex said the word ponderously, looking down thoughtfully as Cherry
guided him through the open doors and into the cabin. The Drakkaren looked back and forth,
then watched as Cherry stepped inside and hit the button for one of the lower decks, and the
Drakkaren looked at the panel before glancing up as the doors slid shut. When the elevator began
to descend, the reptile didn‟t look surprised… but also didn‟t seem to know quite what was going
on, looking down at his feet the entire ride as Cherry tried to think of something to say that
wouldn‟t sound stupid even to her.
She was glad that there was no one else riding with them, at least; with her so silent
compared to how she usually yelled at people around the space colony, it would start all kinds of
gossip going. She smiled wryly at this thought, then glanced up at Zerrex as she squeezed his
arm with her own, getting his attention as she said quietly: “I‟m surprised these guys don‟t
recognize you, to be honest, Boss… you saved their asses a long time ago, when Heosphoros
first launched. Think the fuckers would remember a face like yours.”
Zerrex looked at her for a moment, and Cherry blushed a bit with a dumb grin… but his
eyes only continued to stare, making her feel uncomfortable. She thought of all the times she had
done stupid things just to get attention from him, whether positive or negative… yet now, for
perhaps the first time, she almost wanted him to look away, as she lowered her gaze and rested
her head a bit, murmuring: “Sorry, Boss.”

“A… Mechanaut. Colossus.” Zerrex said slowly, and Cherry looked up in surprise,
seeing the Drakkaren still gazing at her, his features slightly tensed. It was as if he still had to
struggle for his memories, but like it was getting easier all the same, and it made Cherry smile a
bit as the elevator began to slow, and the Drakkaren looked at the ceiling, saying in the same
deliberate voice: “This space colony… we all fought to protect this, our last bastion for the
mortal world, from… Athéos…”
Zerrex broke off, looking down… and images sparked in front of his closed eyelids that
he couldn‟t entirely make out, splotched and smeared as if they were old photographs perused
too often… but he could also hear voices, shouting things that rang with terrible logic as well as
other things that screamed only of insane emotion… and the reptile reached up, his hand
trembling as he touched his skull and whispered: “I think I‟ve lost my mind… and in more than
one way, Cherry…”
“Well, this may not sound exactly nice, Boss, but that‟s the first fucking thing you‟ve
said all day that‟s sounded like the old you.” Cherry replied with a bit of a smile, and Zerrex
looked at her for a moment before he hesitantly smiled, his features contorting as if they were
both struggling and scared to make that expression. And it sent more relief through Cherry than
she could express, closing her eyes and resting against him for a moment before the door dinged
open and she shoved him quickly through into the hall beyond, the lizard stumbling a bit in front
of her as he looked back and forth and she muttered: “Come on, gotta get you to Marina.”
“Marina…” Zerrex echoed the name, trying to remember her face as they made their way
down another hallway, Cherry taking the lead after a moment and grasping his hand, leading him
almost like an oversized child. In some part of his mind, the reptile felt almost patronized… but
at the same time, he understood why she was treating him like this. What hurt more, however
was the fact that try as he might, he couldn‟t remember what his daughter looked like… and the
reptile lowered his head, his feelings definite and undeniable, not at all diluted like the other
emotions had been.
He knew that these things – the faces of his daughters, his friends, his family – should
have stayed in his mind, locked safe and secure forever… and yet, despite the fact that he sensed
them as important, that he could see such indistinct and primal images in his mind of memories
long ago. He shook his head slowly after a moment, breathing quietly as he tried to focus… but
after a few moments, he realized he couldn‟t even remember what his own face looked like, as
he glanced silently down at the back of his weathered left hand, flexing it slowly as Cherry
continued to gently guide him onwards through the catacombs of the space colony.
They approached a massive, pressurized door as Zerrex looked up, not roused from his
thoughts but his surroundings and a strange tingle in his mind drawing his interest, and then the
valve on the door spun before Cherry could reach for it and the dome-shaped door slowly
opened, revealing an almost naked female. She stood quietly with her arms at her sides, her
scales the same emerald as Zerrex‟s, lightening over her chest to a softer hue of sky green. Her
body was toned and slender, her arms and legs both lithe and dexterous, and her features were
beautiful… in them, Zerrex saw the same beauty as her mother possessed, although he could not
at all remember just what her mother looked like on the same hand.
From her forehead to the back of her neck crested a black, segmented fin, and she wore
silver shackles around either wrist, and only a simple loincloth and a black bikini top covered the
rest of her body, leaving a large, diagonal scar that went from near her shoulder, over one breast,
and all the way down to her hip bare and almost gleaming. Then she smiled, and Zerrex‟s

searching eyes were drawn to her own, seeing himself reflected in the beautiful emerald before
he murmured softly: “Your eyes used to be blue.”
“Yes Father, that‟s right.” the girl said gently, and then she stepped forwards, her body
almost radiating vitality and youth as she reached up to take his face gently in her hands, gazing
up at him and asking in a soft voice: “Do you remember my name?”
Cherry was surprised at the question at first; after all, the youngest daughter of Zerrex
had been a powerful psychic in life, possessing both telekinetic and telepathic powers of the
highest order… and after stealing forbidden knowledge and performing a terrible ritual during
the last great battle eleven years ago, she had gained even more power. But the loss of her father
had also struck her hardest, and turned the blossoming goddess into a docile, quiet shut-in who
wanted nothing to do with the affairs of mortals or supernatural entities, however they begged
and entreated her to help.
Zerrex was still silent, though, and it worried her… before she couldn‟t help but smile as
the Drakkaren hesitantly reached up and grasped one of Marina‟s shackled wrists, rubbing it
slowly as he murmured softly: “Marina… your name is Marina. Cindy‟s daughter. My
daughter.”
“That‟s right, Daddy.” Marina said quietly, and then she stepped forwards and hugged
him tightly, and the Drakkaren looked down at her with a strange expression on his face as
Cherry stepped back, crossing her arms and feeling a pulse of nervousness again. She knew that
eventually, things were going to get nasty: once Zerrex found out exactly what Marina had done
to herself – among many other problems currently facing the colony – then she knew this
beautiful moment of serenity and reunion was going to end, and end nastily.
Why the hell can I always only focus on the bad? Cherry made a face at her thoughts as
she watched the male quietly hug his daughter back. On that same cynical note, however, it was
a nasty surprise to see that Zerrex had showed such a delayed reaction even with Marina… but
then the youngest daughter of Zerrex glanced up at her, shaking her head quietly, and Cherry felt
her hopes begin to crumble at the sorrow she saw in her eyes.
“Oh Daddy… I‟m so sorry.” Marina stepped back, stroking over her father‟s face gently,
and Zerrex looked down at her with that odd, calm curiosity that seemed so distant, so lost. A
moment later, however, she smiled and closed her eyes, pressing against him and letting her
hands slide down his chest as she murmured: “You‟ve suffered so much… I can feel the turmoil
in your emotions, and I can feel out your mind… but not as well as I could before. Your brain
has been… damaged. Degraded.”
Cherry winced at this as Marina drew back a bit from her father, and then she couldn‟t
help but ask weakly: “Does that mean… I mean… fuck, is he going to be okay?”
Marina was silent for a few moments, and then she finally said quietly: “I‟m not sure.
We… we need to talk to Cindy, I think… either way, she does deserve to know that Father is
back. But we can‟t rush things… we need to be careful who and what we expose him to for the
moment. I know you‟ve noticed it, how Father has changed… but even I can‟t tell you how
much he‟s changed, Cherry.” She stopped, then looked up at her father, taking his face gently in
her hands and tilting it slowly back and forth as she murmured: “Your mind is indistinct, fuzzy…
you can‟t connect things… but it‟s not your fault at all… even I can‟t read through your mind
and discover the truths of what has happened to you.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, then he looked down quietly before Cherry and Marina both
winced as a voice asked sulkily: “Hey, who the fuck is at the door, Marina? I already told Julian
me and faggot just don‟t feel like work today…”

The Drakkaren leaned to the side as Marina sighed and Cherry stepped forwards
protectively up by his side, resting a hand on his shoulder as he glowered. For a moment,
however, the reptile‟s interest was drawn into the large, rounded room beyond, tilting his head as
a figure wearing only baggy boxers emerged from a side door, rubbing slowly at his eye as he
grumbled angrily to himself.
The figure was a male wolf, with a masculine build and a chiseled form visible through
his short fur. His fur was pure white, tall and handsome even with the tired, strained look on his
features and the fogginess of his gunmetal grey eyes, and bold black swastikas were on either
shoulder of the wolf, as visible through the short fur as his musculature… and Zerrex felt those
had something to do with him, that just like Cherry, they were a sign of respectful imitation. The
moment the lupine saw him, however, he straightened and gaped, staring stupidly at the lizard…
and the Drakkaren tilted his head before he said softly: “Lone.”
“Dad… oh… Dad!” Lone charged forwards, leaping at Zerrex… and the Drakkaren
winced, leaning back as a wall of blue energy appeared in front of him in reflex, and Lone
smacked loudly into this, expression stupid and dazed before he fell heavily to the floor on his
ass, and the wall of energy vanished as Lone stared dumbly up at him, trembling a bit before he
whispered: “Holy shit, this ain‟t a dream…”
Marina smiled faintly, then she leaned up and whispered quietly to the lizard: “He didn‟t
mean to startle you, Daddy… I want you to just think about him for a moment, okay?” She
paused, then looked at Lone, saying in a gentle but firm voice: “Go get Mahihko, Lone. And tell
him to be gentle. Zerrex needs… time to adjust, okay?”
Lone looked at her for a few moments, seeming to want to argue… and then he winced,
grasping at his head as Marina‟s eyes flickered. Zerrex sensed something pass between them, but
he couldn‟t tell what as Cherry squeezed his shoulder… and the reptile lowered his head,
frowning slightly in concentration as he felt… crowded, almost claustrophobic, and confused. So
many people, so many faces passed in front of his closed eyes as memories crowded for
attention, hearing laughter, murmurs, crying, screams… and then he rose a hand to touch his
forehead quietly as Marina said softly: “Let‟s get you inside.”
“Inside.” Zerrex echoed, not understanding the term… but he allowed Marina and Cherry
to gently pull him inside, before Cherry pulled the large door behind them most of the way
closed, leaving it only slightly ajar before she sighed and turned around, watching as Zerrex was
carefully led to a large, well-used couch.
Zerrex only stood for a moment in front of it, looking strange and lost, like he didn‟t
understand… and Cherry felt something give in her heart as she realized that yes, Zerrex
honestly didn‟t understand even something as simple as sitting down. Fucking hell… Boss…
“Hey, Marina?”
Marina glanced over at Cherry from where she was carefully rearranging the furniture,
and then she followed her gaze to where Zerrex was standing and staring around the room. She
did not wince or twitch, but Cherry still saw almost physical pain twist down her body before she
stepped carefully around the table to him and gently pushed him down, murmuring softly: “Sit.”
Zerrex sat, looking down at his bent legs and then slowly back and forth over the ugly
green couch as if he had just performed some kind of physical miracle. Then he rose his head,
looking slowly around the large room and trying to understand it, put the furnishings and objects
he had trouble recognizing into context, all kinds of memories warring in his head as Cherry
leaned on the wall next to the door in sad silence and Marina sat silently down, looking first at an
open doorway. He realized only a moment later that Lone was gone… and he sighed quietly,

feeling frustration and some other strange emotion that made his heart beat faster and his breath
troubled as he struggled to put his mind into order.
The couch he sat in was against a back wall, with Marina sitting in a large, matching
armchair next to it, and a damaged, scratched coffee table sitting nearby, several dirty dishes and
other clutter resting on it. Across from the reptile at the far wall was a large television stand,
upon which sat a damaged, ancient monitor hooked up to a machine Zerrex felt like he should
recognize, but he couldn‟t. Next to this was a stack of strange cases that the reptile somehow
knew contained round things called discs… and he shook his head a bit, not letting his mind
linger on this or their use as he looked at the open doorway that led into a short hall, and then his
eyes drew towards framed pictures on the open wall past the door… and Zerrex slowly stood up,
Marina and Cherry both looking at him sharply as the reptile walked quietly across the metal
floor to stand in front of the five framed pictures.
Cherry walked towards him, reaching a hand out… but Marina shook her head as she
caught the female‟s wrist before she could touch Zerrex‟s shoulder. They looked at each other,
Cherry glowering and Marina looking more stoic than anything else, and finally the muscular,
older sister relented, muttering to herself as she stepped back but inwardly glad that things hadn‟t
suddenly escalated. After all, Marina could be dangerously volatile, and with Cherry‟s
temperament and Cindy‟s inability to always be there to look out for the two of them, it meant
the sisters more often than not were fighting instead of getting along.
Zerrex was in his own universe for a moment, enraptured with the framed photographs.
Here, a young, beautiful Drakkaren was standing with a younger, unscarred Zerrex, who was
cradling a small baby tenderly in one large arm. They were standing in a room from what Zerrex
remembered as a home he had owned countless years ago… and although he knew who they
were, at the same time he felt disassociated, like that hadn‟t been him. He reached hesitantly
forwards, touching the picture with a single finger as if afraid he was going to be burnt, and then
he stroked a finger over his own, then-unblemished features before looking to another frame, his
eyes settling on an image of him polishing his motorcycle in just jeans, scars covering his body
as he gazed at the camera with amusement, Cherry standing on the other side and posing with her
arms behind her head in a two-piece bikini with a wide grin on her face.
It brought back memories… laughing, throwing sponges at each other, getting covered in
water, dumping the bucket on Cherry‟s head… running around a cracked and broken parking lot
with the female, then kissing afterwards and pushing bodies that were wet, scales glimmering in
the fading light before they made love in the ruins of a building… and Zerrex shook his head
slowly, looking over his shoulder at her as he said quietly: “Sex was always our thing, our way
of connecting, wasn‟t it?”
“Well, yeah. That and breaking shit.” Cherry replied with a bit of a smile, nodding and
rubbing the back of her head awkwardly. Then she looked down as two wolves carefully stepped
into the room, Lone dressed now in black jeans and a black, heavy vest as he twiddled his fingers
together nervously, and the smaller wolf beside him breathed hard in and out, almost
hyperventilating as tears spilled down his cheeks and he clutched an art book against his chest.
Zerrex‟s gaze drew over them both, before settling on the little wolf; he was petite, with
lithe arms and a girlish figure, the largest part of him either the black, diamond-shaped ruff of fur
that poked out the top of a blouse tied around his chest or his oversized paws. He trembled as the
Drakkaren gazed over his body, picking out snowflake-like swastikas on his shoulders, bangles
that hung around his wrists, and pink polish on his nails… and then the reptile frowned a bit,
before he said softly: “Turn around.”

The little wolf shook violently, not speaking, but he did as he was asked, his pink short
skirt swishing around his legs as he lowered his head forwards, black-tipped ears falling flat
amongst his skull… and Zerrex tilted his head as he saw both tattoos of purple flames on the
wolf‟s sides, and a tail that was tipped with ancient, long-dried-up pink dye as well as tied with a
black ribbon… before his eyes settled on something he knew was there, and that he had felt
important to see to connect the dots. He looked for a long few moments at the tattoo that said
“Property of Zerrex” in large, arched letters over the wolf‟s entire lower back, and then he
murmured softly: “You‟re Lone, too… but when you were born again, I named you Mahihko.”
The little wolf looked over his shoulder, positively beaming as Lone let out a sigh of
relief, grinning stupidly from ear-to-ear as Cherry and Marina exchanged looks. Then both
winced as Mahihko immediately spun around and ran up to Zerrex… but he halted only a foot
away, holding up the sketchbook as he whispered, his voice hitching: “M-Marina always said
you‟d be b-b-back, D-Daddy, so I… I… I drew all kinds of things for you while waiting… I love
you so much Daddy, oh… D-D-D-D…”
Mahihko collapsed into sobs, throwing himself forwards against the Drakkaren and
hugging him tightly around the middle as Zerrex looked down at him, feeling distantly
surprised… and then he hesitantly reached a hand down, silently stroking between the wolf‟s
pierced ears as the little lupine gazed up at him. Zerrex inspected the wolf‟s features, looking at
the multitude of piercings in his muzzle and his nose… and then he reached down and quietly
took the art book from his hands when the wolf meekly offered it with one hand.
Zerrex held this in his hands as the wolf buried his face against his stomach, trembling
and breathing hard as he pressed his head against his body… and the reptile squeezed it quietly,
murmuring softly: “Art… yeah… I… always loved art…”
He stopped, then looked down, closing his eyes as he heard Marina say, her voice
seeming thousands of miles away: “Cherry, you might as well call Cindy down here, too… I
think she might be able to help us a little identifying Daddy‟s condition.” A pause, and then he
felt a hand touch his shoulder as Cherry grunted an affirmative. “Daddy? Are you okay?”
“Yeah… I‟m fine.” Zerrex murmured, reaching up to touch his forehead as he opened his
eyes. Memories whirled through his mind, a jumble of things trying to overpower each other and
push their importance on him… and then he shook his head slowly as Mahihko took a step back,
exchanging uncertain looks with Lone.
He felt something touch, whisper through his mind as Marina touched his arm gently…
and then she sighed and shook her head, stepping forwards to wrap an arm around him and guide
him carefully towards the couch again. Mahihko and Lone both cautiously walked forwards as
well, likely not realizing how similar they looked as they both sat down on the floor on the
opposite side of the coffee table, as Marina gently and carefully sat Zerrex down.
The Drakkaren looked down, then up when Marina lifted his hat carefully and tenderly
from his head, brushing his hair back after a moment with a faint smile before she took the art
book from his hands. Mahihko made a bit of a whimper, but instead Marina only put the book
down on the coffee table, looking at her father with soft love. “Why don‟t you take a look at
some of the pictures in the book?”
Zerrex nodded, then he looked at the sketchbook, reaching down… before he hesitated,
hand floating over the cover of the book. He breathed a bit harder, then looked up before a
tremble ran through him at the expectant faces staring at him from all sides, and suddenly some
strange emotion took hold, and the reptile grasped his head with both hands, a snarl of pain on
his face as he snapped: “Stop staring at me!”

The room vibrated violently, Marina cursing and Mahihko falling over with a yelp as
Lone scrambled backwards, before he squeaked in shock as the television screen shattered and
the lights in the ceiling both exploded, sparks hailing down as the pictures on the wall fell and
shattered… and at this, Zerrex looked up sharply, and the last picture froze in the air before it
could strike the ground, the reptile murmuring softly: “I… I‟m sorry. I lost my temper.”
Zerrex looked down silently, and the others stared around in shock as the broken pictures
on the ground immediately floated upwards and snapped back into place on the wall, shattered
glass piecing itself back together. The television repaired itself in an instant along with the lights
in the ceiling above, and it left the wolves looking stupefied as Marina reached out and silently
stroked her father‟s cheek, even as he tilted his head away with a strange, ugly feeling rolling
through his stomach. He couldn‟t explain just what it was… and then he sighed, shaking his head
slowly before he finally said quietly: “I feel… I think this feeling is called shame.”
“You shouldn‟t, Daddy… we‟re sorry for pressuring you so much, putting you on the
spot when we all are well aware you‟ve been through so much.” Marina said soothingly, as
Cherry stepped into the room from the hall with a wince, looking back and forth and feeling the
tenseness in the air as the wolves both got back up to sitting positions, Lone still looking
spooked. “How did you know how to do that, though?”
Zerrex frowned for a moment, and then he sighed and shook his head slowly, murmuring
quietly: “I guess… it was just a reflex. Just like everything else I‟ve done… it feels and seems so
natural, even if I know that… it isn‟t.” He stopped, then looked down for a moment, that look of
concentration passing over his features before he said slowly: “I was mortal once.”
“And then you died.” Marina said softly, and Cherry wondered whether or not she should
have been a bit more tactful on that particular subject… but on the other hand, she also wasn‟t
sure herself if Zerrex would understand had she actually pussyfooted around the subject or tried
to explain through metaphor. Cherry softened at this thought, looking quietly at her father as she
realized all the implications of that… and then she shook her head slowly, putting it out of her
mind for the moment. No. He’s back, he’s… learning, I guess, and he’s… he’s gonna be okay.
Boss survived every other thing thrown at him, he can survive this too… and me, Marina, Cindy,
even the wolves can and will help the bastard out as much as we possibly can…
Zerrex didn‟t take the information badly, at least: instead, he simply nodded, but his
distance even on the subject of his own death disturbed Cherry in a way she didn‟t want to admit.
She looked quietly at him, watching the way the Drakkaren inspected the backs of his hands for a
few moments before he hesitantly rested back against the couch, and then Marina leaned
carefully forwards and reached out to open the sketchbook, flipping through a few pages before
she smoothed out one of the drawings, Mahihko blushing a bit and smiling worriedly up at the
lizard as Zerrex gazed with calm curiosity down at his own features.
He inspected the page for a few moments, and then he reached forwards, touching the
paper quietly, watching it crinkle under his fingers before he carefully grasped the side of the
page. He half-lifted it, careful and gentle, and watched the drawing of his face distort and change
as he moved the page slowly around, murmuring: “I should understand this… but… I don‟t.”
The reptile stopped, then he shook his head slowly before glancing up as the door
opened, and another female hurried in, slamming the hatch door behind her and then standing for
a moment with her hand gripping the handle. She looked worn-down, but her blue eyes were
radiant and almost disbelieving as they stared at the male as he stood slowly, Marina jumping to
her feet behind him to grasp his arm and wrist gently as she murmured softly: “Just take it slow.”

Zerrex half-nodded as the female quietly put down the bag she was carrying: her clothes
were semi-military, not entirely loose against her body and customized. She also wore spiked
bracelets around her wrists and a matching spiked collar, along with polished motorcycle boots
on her feet: definitely non-standard, that much at least the Drakkaren was able to remember. But
as he looked at her, he remembered someone else, someone who had meant a great deal to him
almost too late in life, someone whom he had looked up to and admired…
Zerrex looked down quietly, and then he said softly: “Cindy… who was it that… you and
I both idolized, but… who I had to fight, and who kidnapped you, but who only did it because
that was what ended up being best for everyone involved…”
“Requiem, Daddy.” Cindy said softly, and then she reached up and touched his face
gently, smiling softly, her green scales seeming to regain their vibrancy as her tired pallor
vanished like so much dust in the wind. “I‟ve missed you.”
“I…” Zerrex stopped, then he looked down, murmuring: “Would it be wrong for me to
say that I missed you all as well, even if I don‟t remember where I‟ve been or what I‟ve endured,
or if I was even alive?”
“Well, Daddy, if you didn‟t miss us, you wouldn‟t be here.” Cindy said gently, and then
she carefully guided Zerrex to sit back on the couch as Mahihko beamed brightly and even
Cherry smiled a bit at this sentiment, before she glowered as Cindy glanced aside to her and said
quietly: “But you know we‟ll have to tell the others at some point, too… Sin, for example, has
been pining for him ever since he… was lost.”
“Not yet.” Marina said quietly, but there was a sharpness in her voice that even Zerrex
picked up on, as he lifted his head slightly while Cindy carefully touched along his body: a ritual
that brought back other memories, the lizard recognizing that she was making sure he was okay.
“Like you said, he came here first… and I‟m sure if he wanted to, he could have gone to Hell or
even Heaven. For now, Daddy needs to adjust back into his normal life… and he needs to do it
with his real family.”
Cindy‟s eyes narrowed slightly, but then Cherry cleared her throat, saying mildly: “Look,
the point is moot either way. Let‟s let Boss get reacquainted with shit, and then the Boss can
decide himself where he wants to be and what he wants to do. Bastard might have always pushed
himself too hard in the past, but he always knew what was right for him to do anyway, ain‟t that
right, Boss?”
Cherry winked at him as she reached out and slapped the Drakkaren on the shoulder, and
Zerrex tensed in surprise, looking confused for a moment… before Cherry winced as she was
hurled backwards by some unseen force, smashing into the wall opposite and collapsing as the
Drakkaren frowned. The female looked stupefied and dazed as she landed on her ass, and Cindy
winced back, bringing her hands up in a gesture of surrender as Marina leaned away… but then
the Drakkaren said quietly, feeling oddly hurt: “Why are you doing that… I didn‟t do that.” A
pause, and then the lizard looked slowly to the side, saying softly as Marina‟s expression clouded
over: “It was you.”
“They don‟t understand… it was her own fault.” Marina muttered after a moment, as all
eyes turned on her for a moment. Her expression grew darker as Cherry climbed up to her feet
with a snarl, and then Marina leapt up as rage suddenly flashed over her features, snarling: “Just
keep on making him make all the decisions, Cherry, just get down on your knees and pretend
you can‟t help worth a fuck even when things go wrong… it‟s your fault Daddy died and
suffered like he did!”

“If you were so worried about Zerrex, then you should have gone and killed Athéos
yourself instead of staying and showing off!” Cherry shot back immediately, and then she
winced and suddenly leaned to the side as several dishes shot seemingly by themselves off the
coffee table and shattered loudly against the wall. Immediately, Mahihko began to cry loudly as
Lone winced and scurried to hide behind the armchair, and Cindy cursed under her breath,
jumping up and shouting at them both, but her words were lost as Cherry added venomously:
“All the power in the fucking universe and it‟s only made you into an even more self-absorbed
cunt, you stupid-”
Marina snarled furiously as she sent the coffee table rocketing at Cherry with a simple
shove of her hand, her telekinetic powers throwing it with all the force of a runaway train, but
Cherry bowed forwards as if she was in front of an applauding audience instead of a heated
battle with her youngest sister, before she looked up and snarled, launching herself forwards as
Marina shot at Cherry… and then both females choked loudly, halted as Zerrex appeared
between them, holding both high in the air above his head and he murmured softly: “Enough.”
The single word rippled through the room, and Mahihko‟s jaws fell stupidly open, eyes
half-closing as his tears dried on his cheeks, and Lone slowly sat up, blinking and frowning as if
he couldn‟t remember where he was. Cindy touched her throat, struck silent, and Marina and
Cherry both went limp, Marina trembling and Cherry breathing hard, but looking both frightened
and ashamed of herself as the room repaired itself around them. Zerrex still stood, holding both
by the throat… and then he dropped them and looked up at the ceiling, asking quietly: “Why do
you fight so viciously when you love each other so much? And over me… while I sit here,
talking as if I‟m still gone. I don‟t understand it… I don‟t understand your emotions, or your
actions… and in my own body, I feel… ashamed. Just not of myself this time.”
Marina looked down silently as Cherry glanced to the side, rubbing at her head slowly as
her lower lip trembled for a moment… and then the male Drakkaren shook his head quietly,
murmuring to himself as he touched his forehead. “I think it‟s best that I… spend some time
alone for the moment. My head aches. I feel…” He stopped, then fell silent again as he turned
and walked down the hallway, looking back and forth before letting himself into a room with
two beds in it, a bookcase stuffed with books and several toys, and a desk covered in both art
supplies and complex files.
“Marina and I share this room.” Cindy said quietly, and then she reached up, touching her
father‟s cheek as he turned around and looked down at her, before he closed his eyes as she
brushed his hair back, adding softly: “And the girls are sorry, too… but… you know how
Cherry… I mean, you… remember…”
Cindy fell silent, blushing in embarrassment as she looked down, then she glanced up at
her father, smiling a bit as she said quietly: “Do… do you mind if I run a few quick scans on
your brain while we‟re alone? I understand if you want me to go, but…”
“No. It‟s okay.” Zerrex said softly, and he walked over to a messily-made bed with plain
black sheets. He sat down on it, unsure of whose bed it was even as he looked at the other, which
sat beside a wall covered in drawings of him… and then he looked down, asking quietly as he
knitted his fingers together while Cindy dug through the desk: “Am I in the way?”
“Don‟t start that shit now, Daddy, or I‟ll have to slap you.” Cindy said softly over her
shoulder, but there was a tone of both surprise and sternness in her voice. Zerrex looked up at
this, and Cindy smiled a bit after a moment, saying quietly: “You always used to be such an
asshole when it came to stuff like this… politeness, etiquette… but you only ever held yourself

truly responsible for all of that. I guess you had to apply different rules to some of us, though…
different cultures, and all very different… growing up.”
She made a face at the lameness of her own response, looking back towards the drawer as
she dug through it and finally pulled out a case, before continuing softly: “Their only fault is
loving you too much, Daddy… while… while you were gone, we had it rough.” She stopped and
laughed a bit, shaking her head slowly as she set the black case on the desk, opening it carefully
and beginning to assemble a handheld scanner from the parts all resting inside the shaped
cellophane. “Marina just… stopped caring after a little while about everything. Always was
talking about the day you‟d come back, always was drawing the same things over and over…
and Mahihko would start crying at the drop of a hat and became almost a toddler, and Lone was
so angry, so mean, and most of the time refused to get out of bed. We had to do everything for
both of them… and they developed such an odd complex, too. For example, even if just one of
them was out – you remember how Lone and Mahihko can combine, right? – there had to be
things for both of them if we did something special.”
Zerrex tilted his head a bit as Cindy looked over her shoulder, embarrassed at her own
rambling, and then he said slowly: “That‟s right, isn‟t it? Lone and Mahihko… because they
were originally just Lone… can split apart and join as one. That‟s right.” Zerrex looked up, and
at Cindy‟s nod, he seemed to relax some, adding in a hesitant voice: “But Lone… turned into
Mahihko, first… and it was long after he died, that power manifested…”
“You‟re doing well, Father.” Cindy said softly, before she finished slapping the last part
of the scanner into place, holding the L-shaped device out and tapping a short command into the
keypad on top to start the boot-up process, asking him gently as it did so: “Do you mind if we do
a short series of questions? It‟ll help me determine… what‟s happened with your brain.”
Zerrex looked at her for a moment… and then he looked down and trembled a bit, before
he grasped his face as he whispered: “I feel so… humiliated and helpless, I… I…” He stopped,
then looked up, tears in his eyes as he said weakly: “I don‟t even know who I am…”
Cindy sighed softly as she put the device aside, walking over to him and hugging him
tightly around the neck, as Zerrex shook for a moment against her, his hands staying tight over
his face as his cheeks flushed with humiliation even as he was unable to stop his emotions from
suddenly running rampant… and then Cindy carefully pried one of the lizard‟s hands from his
eyes, kissing it softly as she whispered quietly: “You are Zerrex Narrius, my father and my lover
and my husband. You are a warrior and a hero to countless people, even if you never wanted to
be. And you have always done what is right above all else, even when it means giving someone
who you hate another chance at redemption, or putting a stop to someone you love more than all
the world.”
Zerrex looked down, breathing quietly as he felt the strange distance in himself fading
and his emotions becoming more alive, understanding his own strange feelings a little bit more
even as he asked quietly: “Why am I so important, though? Was it because of my power? My
strength?”
“No.” Cindy looked at him with a faint smile, as he looked back up with a look of
concentration on his face. “It was never because you were stronger, or bigger, or a better fighter.
You, Zerrex, have always had an eternal, deep resolve… and that, Dad, is worth more than
anything else. That ability to endure in order to do what is right… but more importantly… to do
not what is best for you, but what is best for the world itself, even when you had to die to do
that.” She reached forwards, brushing the reptile‟s tears from his features as he let his hands fall
away, and then she quietly licked her own thumb, tasting the liquid and feeling a strange thrill

run through her body as she murmured: “Now let‟s see what we can see about you while the
others are out getting some things in order.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, and then he glanced down, saying quietly as he played his fingers
together: “I‟ll answer what questions I can… I just… don‟t want to look like an idiot. That
feeling and the fear of the pain that comes with it are both very clear even now… and even as
these memories pulse in my head, grow more clear… with them, the emotions become stronger
and clearer, too. I felt so distant, and I still do, from everything in this world… yet I‟m terrified
of what will happen as I become more myself, and of these strange, alien feelings growing inside
of my body.”
“That‟s okay, Daddy… and it helps me narrow things down some more, too.” Cindy said
softly, then she paused, picking up the scanner and examining it in her hands before she asked,
looking at him gently: “Do you mind if I run the scans first, in that case? I promise to let you
know everything I find, even if it‟s bad.”
Zerrex nodded silently, keeping his head down, and Cindy smiled, reaching out to
squeeze his shoulder. “If you want, I can go get Marina. She‟s promised to behave and just wait
to be called. Cherry‟s gone out with the wolves to get some food and books and other odds and
ends that might help you recover some of your memories… but Marina at least can sit here with
you, and maybe help a little. Would you like that?”
Zerrex looked up at Cindy for a few moments, her gentle voice somehow never
patronizing, her care so genuine and so tender it made him feel stronger and more sure of
himself… and then he nodded slowly, before something clicked in his mind as she began to
leave, and he caught her by the arm before she could. She looked down in surprise, and then
Zerrex smiled faintly, the expression feeling strange on his face. “Are you this gentle with all
your patients?”
“Only the good ones.” Cindy gazed down at him with a look on her face that was
positively radiant, and then she leaned down and quickly kissed his forehead before ruffling his
hair, and Zerrex leaned back a bit, blinking. She left, and the lizard sat for a moment before
hesitantly reaching up to touch his own hair, feeling through it and over his scalp as if he had
never felt such a thing before. It puzzled him, why the others had no hair and yet he did… but
this time, no memory or answer would come: there was not even static in his mind, only silence
and darkness.
A few moments later, Marina appeared, looking abashed as she followed Cindy into the
room… and she was silent as she knelt by her father, taking his hands quietly in both of her own
as the Drakkaren gazed at her, and she looked back. For a moment, he didn‟t understand… and
then it clicked as he recognized the emotion in her eyes, and he remembered how they had used
to communicate with only so little as a glance, before Cindy said quietly: “Okay, I‟m going to
start. Just stay still and don‟t worry… it‟ll buzz, and you may feel a tingling, but it‟s just the
machine doing its job.”
“Okay.” Zerrex started to nod, but Cindy caught his muzzle before he could, and the
reptile smiled a bit, eyes glancing up at her with embarrassment. She only smiled, however, then
carefully began drawing the machine along his skull, holding the underside of his muzzle gently
and using that to tilt his head this way or that every so often as she scanned over his mind,
murmuring to herself as the Drakkaren waited and felt a strangely-familiar emotion building in
him, that made him feel tense and his heart beat faster; anxiety.
Finally, Cindy gently released him and stepped back, and she held the device out in front
of her as it beeped and made strange noises… then she finally sighed, shaking her head a bit as

she tapped a button on the machine, and Zerrex started, leaning away in surprise as a threedimensional image of his brain was projected into thin air. Cindy blushed a bit, but Marina only
patted Zerrex on the knee, saying softly: “It‟s okay, Daddy. Cindy, I… I already get the idea
from your thoughts, but can you explain what‟s happened?”
Cindy nodded, then her expression became more serious as she pressed a button on the
device to shrink the image slightly and make it turn so the front of the brain faced Zerrex, who
could only marvel at the technology despite the misgivings he felt in his gut. “So your brain,
Daddy… like Marina predicted, has suffered some extensive damage. I don‟t want to say how
much, and I don‟t want to say it‟s irreparable: science, of course, can only heal so much, but we
have access to much greater faucets than science… and even while I was scanning, I detected
abnormalities here and there that appeared to be very-slowly regenerating neural matter.
“Now, I…” Cindy stopped for a moment, visibly gathering her thoughts, and then she
continued in a quiet, calm voice: “The biggest areas of degradation in your brain – not… not so
much damage, per se, as… slackness, like a muscle that hasn‟t been used too often – are here,
and here.” She pointed at parts of the brain nearer to the middle, and Zerrex tilted his head,
feeling a nervous pang. “This is the right hippocampus. It explains why… you‟re having some
spatial recognition problems. If you don‟t mind, Zerrex, I‟d like to run a few tests on your finer
motor skills… opening bottles, things like that, very simple procedures. Another reason I want to
do that is because the other point of degradation I pointed out is in the motor cortex.” She
stopped, looking at him softly for a moment before she said gently: “If this is too much to take in
or to ask of you, just tell me to stop at any time, Daddy. I‟ll gladly stop, and we can always pick
up later wherever we leave off, okay?”
“No… I just…” Zerrex glanced down, murmuring softly as Marina squeezed his hand
tightly: “It‟s just hard to understand. My brain feels like… its rolling back and forth, trying to get
upright, but it just can‟t. These things confuse me… feel like puzzles I have to put together, but
I‟m missing a few hundred pieces, but… it‟s important that I know. I need to know… that…” He
stopped, then he said in a whisper: “I need to feel like I didn‟t just forget these things. Like this
isn‟t all my fault.”
“Daddy…” Marina said softly… and then Cindy nodded as they exchanged a look, and
the youngest daughter of Zerrex climbed up on the bed and hugged him tightly around the neck.
“None of this is your fault. Don‟t ever blame yourself for any of this… for forgetting what you
have. It‟s not your fault…”
Cindy nodded, adding softly: “Zerrex, anyone else would likely be dead right now…”
She stopped and smiled a bit as the Drakkaren looked up quietly. “Or at least, they wouldn‟t be
able to regain their memories as you so far have.”
There was a long moment of awkward silence… and then Cindy cleared her throat and
pointed at another part of the brain, picking up in a voice that trembled ever-so-slightly: “There
is, however, a lot of damage to the left hippocampus… much less than the right structure, but the
vessels around both have also… corroded, is the best word to use.” She stopped, then pointed at
another pair of structures, further back in the brain. “This is the amygdala. It mostly controls
fear… but it also has a little bit to do with emotional memory. Unlike a lot of the rest of your
mind, it seems to be in much better shape… and this is important, because my theory is that it‟s
the key as to why you‟ve been able to recall the memories you have. Emotional trigger points,
combined with the correct imagery or sensations, seem to be able to assist you in putting back
together memories… and I believe that as your brain rebuilds itself from whatever damage it

suffered, these memories will lock back into your mind with more or less the same strength they
had while you were alive.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, frowning a bit as he tried to understand what Cindy had said, but
so many words at once were proving difficult to process… and then Marina simplified it quickly,
speaking in soothing tones: “She means that if we show you the right things, your memories will
come back. It‟s a good sign.”
Cindy nodded, then she opened her mouth to caution against too much optimism… but
Marina shot her a deadly glare, and she closed her mouth slowly, looking quietly back at her. She
understood why Marina wouldn‟t want her stepping on any hopes of their father getting his
memories back… but at the same time, she was scared that too much hope could eventually lead
to Zerrex crashing, which would be much worse. Finally, however, she relented as Marina
continued to calm and soothe her father, and instead she tapped a button on the hologram,
making it revolve and then become translucent, revealing the vessels inside of it. “The rest of
your mind seems stable, at least… the back of the brain is in fine condition and there‟s only a
small amount of degradation to your frontal lobe.” She stopped, then finally allowed herself a
faint smile, turning the scanner off for the moment as she crossed her arms and hugged herself,
Zerrex looking up at her curiously. “It means that you‟re still you, Daddy, whatever memories
you may have lost. And I think we can all agree that this is good.”
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, looking down as another emotion trickled
through his body, making his breathing easier and his mind settle some despite the static and the
faint pulses of pain he felt, and he murmured finally: “I think I‟m relieved to hear that.”
“I certainly am.” Marina hugged her father again, resting her head against his chest
quietly, and then she glanced over at Cindy, impatience in her eyes. “So are we done here?”
“Not yet.” Cindy‟s eyes narrowed a bit at Marina, and then she turned around, putting the
scanning device down before she reached up and plucked a jar full of art miscellanea off the
shelf, tossing it to Zerrex. “Catch.”
Zerrex winced, his fingers clenching shut and his arm only jerking a bit, and then the jar
bounced off his chest before it fell… but then it halted in midair, floating slowly upwards until it
hovered in front of the Drakkaren‟s muzzle. Zerrex looked at it, tilting his head slowly and
curiously back and forth, the jar tilting with him before he reached up and gently took it in both
hands, and Cindy stared, looking at Marina… but the look on her face told her that Marina had
nothing to do with this feat of telekinetic ability.
Zerrex squeezed the jar, and then he lowered it to his lap, looking curiously at it… and
Cindy gave him the time to, not bothering to give any orders. She instead sat back, forcing her
emotions to the side and her logical mind to come forwards, analyzing her father‟s movements…
but still glad that even with his decreased reflexes and inability to catch the jar with his hands, he
was showing as much curiosity as ever. Yet it doesn’t explain what happened in the main room…
he was able to somehow… get between Marina and Cherry and catch them both… but maybe it
was because there was an obvious emotional trigger present…
She mused on this as Zerrex fumbled to get the jar open, turning it upside down, rubbing
over it with his hands, shaking it slowly. He looked surprised at the sound he got, and then he
smiled a bit and rattled the contents again before his hand settled on the latch by accident… and
the lizard looked down, examining this curiously. He fumbled at it for a moment… then he
sighed, but Cindy prodded gently: “Almost Daddy. Go ahead. You can figure this out.”
Zerrex looked up at her, and the tenderness in his eyes made him sigh and nod, despite
the humiliation he felt. Marina, too, he felt only affection from, as she curled against him and

hugged his arm tightly… and then the lizard looked down in surprise as his fingers caught on the
latch and pulled it free. It jangled, not entirely off but the lid popping up, and Zerrex stared for a
few moments at the clasp, frowning before he finally pushed the last part of it slowly off the
hook… and the lid of the jar jangled before Zerrex grasped it and slowly pulled it open.
Cindy clapped slowly, smiling quietly at him as Marina hugged him tightly, looking at
him with loving affection in her eyes… and Zerrex looked back and forth, feeling strangely
proud of himself even as he slowly closed it and carefully shut the latch, finding it not quite as
hard to do in reverse as he muttered: “It‟s no big deal… if anything, I feel like a moron…”
“Stop that now.” Cindy shook her head, rolling her eyes a bit… and Zerrex looked at her
curiously, as if the gesture had confused him. She decided to move on for the moment, however,
and let her father figure it out later as she held a hand out, asking him in a casual voice: “Do you
remember your mother‟s name?”
Zerrex looked at her hand, then down at the jar, then at her hand again… and finally, he
held the jar out… but it didn‟t quite reach. He frowned in concentration, and Marina glowered at
Cindy… but she knew it was important to see if Zerrex could figure this out on his own, and
what he would do, even as he said slowly: “My mother‟s name…”
He stopped, sitting back and pulling the jar into his lap, and Cindy thought for a moment
he had given up… and then he looked up, saying quietly: “Celestial. Celestial… DePriese.”
With that, he tossed the jar – a little bit too hard, Cindy leaning back and almost fumbling
it as it fell in an arc against her body – but it was still the active response Cindy had hoped for,
and she smiled as she put it back on the shelf, saying quietly: “Exceptional, Daddy. Exceptional.
And-”
“My father was Ifret Narrius. Ifret… Ark Narrius.” Zerrex said suddenly, looking down,
and Cindy felt surprised as Marina tilted her head as the male reached up and grasped his own
skull, frowning and closing his eyes. “I… hated him. I loved my mother, but hated him… and
yet, I can‟t remember why…” He stopped, then a vision of a figure appeared in his mind before
he said slowly: “Was I just a bad son?”
“Never.” Marina said quietly, her voice sharp… and Zerrex looked at her with some
confusion for a moment before he frowned, leaning closer as she blushed and lowered her head.
Then she glanced at Cindy, asking her quietly: “Why can‟t we just tell Daddy everything? Why
not just… show him, even? It might-”
“No, we can‟t rush this.” Cindy overrode firmly, and Marina looked almost surprised at
the intensity of her tone and gaze, as Zerrex looked up from the jumbled thoughts he had fallen
into. Then the female sighed quietly, looking at both of them imploringly. “Listen. I‟d love to do
that myself… if it was a good option. But by simply outlining Zerrex‟s life for him, the mind will
absorb the information without processing it. He may not get memories out of it… he‟ll only get
information that we tell him are facts, without emotional depth or content to them. Worse yet, we
could set off the opposite: some of Zerrex‟s memories may trigger an emotional attack, and…
and Daddy, much as I love you, I‟m… very concerned about what could happen if such an event
occurred, especially with these… new abilities you have.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, then he looked down… but before he could speak or even process
his emotions properly, Marina squeezed him around the neck and rested her head against him,
saying firmly: “But don‟t ever blame yourself, Daddy… none of this is your fault, not one bit,
not at all. You just… you need time to adjust, and to adapt.”
Cindy nodded, then she softened, walking over and stroking Zerrex‟s muzzle quietly as
he glanced up at her, looking confused, lost… and a little scared. Emotion, true… but emotions

that made her worry nonetheless. “Look, why don‟t we stop for now? You look like you could
use some quiet time to yourself, anyway… so lie down, close your eyes, and see if you can sleep
for a little while. I‟ll take care of registering you on the ship and Marina will stay in the main
room if you need anything, okay?”
“I don‟t know if that‟s such a good idea…” Marina said slowly, looking quietly at
Cindy… but Cindy only shook her head a bit before looking at Zerrex. The reptile looked from
one to the other, frowning… and then Marina sighed quietly, kissing his cheek before she stood
up and said softly: “Okay, but… I‟ll check in on you now and then. Make sure you‟re okay, and
that…” She stopped, then shook her head slowly, murmuring: “Just rest well, and don‟t let your
mind play tricks on you, Daddy, or run rampant.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, then he glanced at Cindy as Marina left. The female frowned as she
watched the younger Drakkaren leave, and then she sighed, looking at Zerrex and saying softly:
“You just get some good rest, alright? Daddy…” She stopped, then smiled, leaning down and
kissing his forehead quietly. “I love you.”
“Love…” Zerrex looked down at his hands as Cindy stepped back, then quietly left,
sliding a thin metal door closed behind her. Zerrex looked around the room, lit faintly by a single
dome light in the ceiling, and then he stared at this, murmuring softly: “I love you too, Cindy… I
love Marina, and Cherry, and even Mahihko and Lone. And everyone else, too… I feel I have so
much more family out there…”
Zerrex stood up, then absently wished for a window… and suddenly, the floors and walls
simply became transparent as the lizard put his hands behind his back, staring out quietly into
space. He didn‟t know if he was really looking at the stars and the planets, but he didn‟t care…
and slowly, the reptile sat down on the cool, invisible metal floor, before he put his hands behind
his head as he laid back hesitantly: he wasn‟t afraid of falling into space, but was simply unsure
of what he was doing. It was so strange… the others moved with such grace and assuredness…
and he could barely understand how to sit down.
But his thoughts were calmed as he stared into the sky, at the vastness, the beauty of
space beyond, a cold, enthralling blanket full of warm planets and bright, burning points of
light… and slowly, Zerrex‟s eyes closed as pain faded and a tiredness he hadn‟t even noticed
took slowly over.
He did not dream so much as remember, as he fell through darkness… and all around him
fell shattered pieces of what seemed like glass, as the Drakkaren looked listlessly back and forth,
uncaring, falling headfirst into nothingness that seemed eternal. He gazed down – or was it up? –
and then he looked around himself, at the shards around him… and they were moving, pulsing,
and the Drakkaren frowned as he reached out and caught one, before examining it closely.
He could see a breast, a stomach, a female body, covered by a dress… and the figure
wearing it was swaying back and forth, but he couldn‟t make out much more. The reptile looked
around, and then he caught sight of Cherry‟s face in another falling shard, and the lizard brushed
several broken pieces of memory-trapped-in-glass out of the way before he grabbed the piece
that held Cherry‟s face, a breast, and part of her body, and he snapped it together with the broken
piece in his other hand. For a moment, blazing light shone down the point where they connected,
and then he was holding a larger piece of memory, and he stared into this, watching Cherry
dance… and he knew that the person she was dancing with was him, so long ago. She had no
piercings, no tattoos, not even any fins… but she still had that same Cherry grin on her face,
even if her eyes were dark with hate and malevolence and wrongdoing.

The dance at the ball, the Goth Legion… and Zerrex clenched his eyes shut as these
memories flooded back, before he was suddenly standing in a massive ballroom… and he stared
back and forth in shock, watching featureless people dance by before he caught sight of a figure
standing at the edge of the room. He stumbled forwards, then gritted his teeth when a pair of
figures danced in front of him, and he shoved them angrily out of the way in a sudden blaze…
and all the dancers vanished from the ballroom as it fell silent.
The Drakkaren looked back and forth before his eyes settled on the figure still there, and
he hesitantly approached her… and Cherry looked at him, before she smiled and transformed in
front of his eyes from the Cherry of the past to the Cherry of the present, as the ballroom warped
around them. Zerrex reached out to her, but the moment he touched her, a crack shot through her
body… and the Drakkaren stumbled backwards before Cherry shattered… and another figure
stepped forwards, as if a shell she had been wearing had shattered.
The female extended a hand covered in purple and black scales, the pattern seeming to
twist and change before his eyes… and his eyes travelled up her, over her modest, long black
dress and to her beautiful features that were a mimicry of his mother‟s… and he knew somehow
that she was wearing an illusion even as he reached hesitantly forwards, wondering why he
would ever care about somehow who always hid their true face… but the moment he grasped her
hand, warmth spread through his body as the figure, as Sin said gently, her purple eyes locking
with his: “Sometimes, Lord Zerrex, a person‟s true face is best seen when they wear someone
else‟s.”
She stepped suddenly to the side as music flourished, and Zerrex‟s body reacted
immediately, spinning her gracefully in a circle before he dipped her into his other arm, and she
smiled up at him as they were suddenly in the middle of a ballroom… before her features
changed, and instead he was holding a grinning, red-scaled female that reminded him of Cherry,
but her eyes were black and large horns sprouted from her head. “Fuck, Zerrex, what the hell am
I ever going to do with you? When I catch up to you, I‟m seriously going to kick the shit out of
you.”
Zerrex straightened, wincing, but even then his body reacted in time, lifting her off the
ground as he spun and she threw her legs into the air, rolling gracefully between his arms and
then landing nimbly on her feet, pressing back to back as they threw their arms out, hands
clasping from behind as they quickstepped back and forth to the music, the ballroom warping
around them to one of black stone and filled with demons clapping to the music and cheering as
the Drakkaren asked sharply: “What‟s going on, Selena?”
He spun her around one arm, catching the female and holding her against his body… and
a golden-scaled Drakkaren smiled at him, her rainbow irises gazing lovingly into his as she
stroked his face gently, saying softly: “The mind is an insane place, Zerrex… and no matter how
much you protested, you always loved the grand balls and banquets.”
“Lily?” And the lizard knew it was a short form for another name, that she was a demon,
that this wasn‟t her true shape… and they spun as they sidestepped, their hands parting so they
could clap with the music before Zerrex turned around… and instead he was facing a tall,
powerfully-built male Drakkaren who was the same height as him, with black scales and golden,
skunk-like stripes that went from the tip of his muzzle to the end of his tail, and the same golden
scales covered his broad, naked chest.
Zerrex joined hands with him without hesitating, and he began to lead in another close
dance, as the fellow lizard muttered: “I always feel like the odd one out. And you having been
gone for eleven years has probably just made me even more bitter about life.”

“Raze, even you have a certain plateau of bitterness, and I think you reached it a long
time ago.” Zerrex said flatly in return, and then he spun the Drakkaren before he dipped him low,
then he smiled a bit down at him, saying quietly: “And you are the odd one out. But only because
you‟re my only big, strong husband. And I always loved you as much as I loved any of my
girls.”
Raze smiled at him, reaching up to take his face gently in his hands… and then the blackscaled Drakkaren‟s face tore apart like paper, and claws sank into the Drakkaren‟s skull as a
terrible, red-scaled face with glowing crimson eyes rose up, snarling furiously as he asked
darkly: “And what about me, my son? Did you ever care about my plans for you?”
“No!” Zerrex shouted, his eyes wide with fear as emotions ran rampant in his body,
taking over as he kicked his legs at the chiseled, bare chest of Narrius… and then his father
threw him in the air before he hammered him with a punch to the chest that sent Zerrex flying
across the ballroom, before his back struck a metal rail and knocked it loose, the reptile landing
not on a tiled floor but instead on a metal catwalk at the end of a platform, wincing as he
struggled to his feet.
Narrius walked towards him, grinning coldly… and then agony tore through Zerrex‟s
body as he felt something rip into his back, and he looked over his shoulder in horror to see a
terrible, skull-like face grinning down at him, a burning cloak of darkness surrounding the
creature‟s body as red shone through cracked green irises like the fires of hell gleaming hungrily
through shattered church windows. “Come, son… Mommy‟s here to make it all better…”
“You are not my mother!” Zerrex flailed his arms, but it was useless as the creature
behind him laughed… then rose a horrible bone claw at the end of a long cloak of darkness,
Zerrex staring in horror and unable to defend himself before it slashed down and smashed him
across the face, knocking him into thin air… and a moment later, he crashed hard down onto his
back in a massive throne room. Slowly, he sat up… only for a vise-like grip to grab him by the
throat, lifting him above the head of a tall, emaciated female wearing a dress, her green eyes
burning through a golden, bird-faced mask she wore. “You… you…”
“Where Athéos failed, we shall overcome.” The Goddess laughed, her voice like a cruel
blade of torture, and all Zerrex could do was choke and grasp at her arm uselessly before he was
thrown down on his back and surrounded by the figures of his father, of the Broken Celestial, of
the Goddess, all of them grinning cruelly down at him before the Goddess rose her arms,
declaring: “Let our games begin!”
And with that, the three fell upon the Drakkaren as he screamed and curled up, trying
uselessly to cover his face as claws slashed into him and blows rained down on his body as he
panicked in the nightmare, twisting back and forth and howling miserably as he was ripped into
by the monstrosities, even as more figures emerged from the shadows to join in with laughs and
shrieks as they tore apart the helpless lizard.
Marina looked up sharply as she sensed something, and then the lights flickered, the
distant hum of the ship‟s generators interrupted for a moment before the doors leading out of the
main room slammed closed, and the female cursed under her breath, leaping to her feet. I knew
that letting Daddy sleep wasn’t a good idea…
She walked quickly towards the hatch leading into the hall, grasping the handle and
attempting to turn it… but it refused to budge, and the female snarled before she simply tore her
hand to the side, and the door was ripped off its hinges by an incredible psychic force. Then she
winced, cursing at the sight of the darkness boiling out of the door at the end of the hallway…

but before she could step forwards, energy crackled in front of her before she was faced with a
Dragokkaren almost double her height grinning coldly down at her, his eyes burning crimson
like his scales, his body chiseled, athletic, and powerful as he flexed his claws, clad only in a pair
of black pants. “Hello, little girl.”
Marina staggered backwards, feeling the aura of terror emanating from the vision of
Narrius as it stepped forwards, the fifteen foot monstrosity glancing back and forth before he
gazed down at her coldly, flexing a hand slowly. “You were a failure, just like my son… and to
think, you could have been so much more!”
Narrius slammed a fist out towards her, and Marina leapt backwards with a shriek before
her fear-crazed mind lashed out with a powerful telekinetic blast, and Narrius was blown
backwards, staggering and windmilling his arms as parts of him turned to black dust that blew
away like smoke… before it reformed and solidified, the Dragokkaren snarling at her as he said
darkly: “So you‟re going to be a nuisance, is that it?”
Marina snarled in desperation, and then her eyes glowed as she reached out with her
mind… but then she reacted in shock as she realized the creature before her had no mind
whatsoever: it was like reaching into a cloud or trying to telepathically control a stump. Then
Narrius swung an arm out at her, and the contact it made was very real as she brought her arms
up, staggering backwards from the force of the blow before Narrius‟s other arm shot forwards,
grabbing her by the neck and shoving her upwards with a growl to pin her against the ceiling
with enough force to make her breath wheeze out of her, the Dragokkaren laughing. “As stupid
and weak as your father!”
“Don‟t you talk about my father!” Marina shouted, and then she swung her arms
outwards, and Narrius was blown backwards by a massive shockwave of psychic force that
shattered the furnishings in the room, Marina‟s eyes glowing as she levitated near the ceiling
with a snarl of fury, purple chains of psychic energy forming over her body before they turned
into solid metal links. Narrius snarled, immediately running towards her and reaching a hand up
to grasp her leg, but instead his arm was seized by the chains as they shot down with terrible
speed, the Dragokkaren looking surprised before he was jerked upwards and slammed into the
ceiling, then smashed into the floor before the chains slithered quickly around his body, Narrius
struggling as loop after loop snapped around his body, his limbs, and even his muzzle.
He struggled uselessly, red eyes glowing with hate and rage, and then Marina simply
smiled coldly and snapped her fingers, and the chains tightened like a vise, Narrius giving a
muffled howl of pain before he simply exploded into black motes that quickly vanished from
reality. Marina snorted in disgust at this, and then she slowly touched down to the ground, her
chains shrinking and wrapping around her, floating here and there as she said clearly: “Cindy,
Cherry, can you hear me?”
“Busy!” Cherry shouted in a strangled voice, as Marina clearly spoke in her mind. All
over the ship, monsters had appeared… and worse, they were monsters very clearly from
Zerrex‟s past, making her think something wonky had gone down with the Drakkaren. Mahihko
was curled up nearby, scared out of his wits as Lone yelled inarticulately and fired randomly at
the slithering, crawling, and otherwise foul monstrosities that were beyond description, made of
some kind of horrible, gunky energy, emanating an aura of malice from their bodies that almost
made Cherry shudder in her boots… but she was too busy trying to stay alive to feel much fear.
She ducked another swing at her face from a deadly, silver sword wielded by what she
recognized as none other than the Goddess herself: she knew that there was no way in was the
real Goddess, but the being was acting just like the real thing, even using a shapeshifting weapon

with horrible effect. Cherry cursed under her breath as the sword became a hammer, but as the
Goddess swung down, she only slipped back a half inch, just enough to dodge the massive maul
before she jumped on the end of it as it hit the ground, then propelled herself forwards to grab the
creature by the throat, the Goddess choking loudly and dropping her weapon before Cherry
slammed her back-first into the ground.
She bounced from the sheer force, and Cherry spun around, punting the creature in the
head before it could react, and as the Goddess‟s head lifted off the ground, Cherry dropped on
her side and snapped her legs shut in a scissors around her throat before twisting and snapping
her neck briskly with her legs. Immediately, the Goddess shrieked… but then simply exploded
into black motes that quickly faded from reality, and Cherry let out a sigh of relief before she
spun around and kicked a monstrosity that seemed to be nothing two a gigantic mouth on two
legs right in its front teeth, knocking it backwards as she shouted: “Okay, got a little more free
time now… hey, Lone, you and Mahihko get your asses out of here, find out how far these things
have spread!”
Cindy, meanwhile, had also heard Marina‟s mental message… but had chosen to ignore it
for the moment as a monstrosity made of a burning cloak and floating bones swiped at her,
cackling cruelly as it did so. She dodged out of the way, then cursed as a white ring of energy
formed around her ankle before she was hefted into the air and spun upside down to dangle by
her ankle, and Celestial charged at her, snarling furiously. Before she could connect with an
attack, however, Cindy swung forwards and grabbed the elongated back of her skull, and
Celestial shrieked before Cindy grunted in exertion as she dragged the creature up through the air
and slammed her knee down between its eyes.
It broke Celestial‟s concentration long enough for the anklet of energy to vanish, and
Cindy gracefully spun, switching her grip on the crown of the skull as she fell and dodging two
wild slashes from Celestial before she slammed her feet into the face of the monstrosity. There
was a sickening crack as the monster‟s features shattered, and she fell from the air, dissolving
completely even before she hit the ground.
Cindy flipped gracefully backwards, propelled by her kick, and she landed on the
registrations counter, looking over her shoulder with a grim smile at the people hiding behind it
in terror. Then she slipped off the desk, grasping at a wound on her arm as she walked quickly to
the doors and let herself out, releasing a sigh of relief as she caught sight of Cherry near the
middle of the large pavilion. “Cherry!”
“Cindy?” Cherry looked up stupidly, and then she grinned even as she kicked another
monster crawling towards her hard in the face, knocking it sprawling before she jumped on top
of it and squashed it beneath her motorcycle boots. “There you are! Hey, watch your ass, these
things are all over the place! And fuck me, I just killed the fucking Princess! Did you ever think I
had it in me?”
“The Princess?” Cindy frowned, then she said sharply as she looked up in the air.
“Marina, what‟s going on?”
“It‟s Daddy.” Marina said simply from where she was, deep in the bowels of the space
colony and attempting to force the door open. She cursed under her breath, then finally pushed
her hands against the door and exerted all the psychic force she could, the hatch trembling
violently before it snapped off its hinges and fell. “He‟s having a nightmare…”
“And these things are the result of that.” Cindy whispered, looking up in horror. She
hadn‟t taken into consideration what powers on the level of the Drakkaren‟s could do… and then
it dawned on her that she had. In her own warning, she had told Marina not to push Zerrex‟s

experiences, for fear of an emotional attack… and then stupidly, she hadn‟t considered what
kinds of emotional trauma could occur while Zerrex was in a dream state. She snarled, then ran
over to Cherry, grabbing her by the forearms. “Where are the wolves? We need to get back to
our quarters, and now!”
“I… shit, I told them to find a hiding place.” Cherry winced, rubbing the back of her
head, and then they both looked towards a building as a high-pitched scream sounded. “Fuck me,
this is going to be a nightmare, isn‟t it?”
Cindy shuddered at the wording… and below, Marina was standing in a room made of
darkness, and Zerrex was laying not on a bed, nor on the floor, but on top of an altar, candles
burning with blue flames all around him. Marina approached him… but then she cursed as a blue
wall of energy formed and rejected her, before she closed her eyes and instead reached out… and
this time, she could touch Zerrex‟s mind. Unlike before, it wasn‟t closed to her… and she put it
down to his excited emotional state, whispering quietly: “Daddy…”
Inside his mind, even as claws harried him and swords slashed him and creatures bit and
snarled and screamed at him, he heard the whisper… and he looked up, before staring as Marina
appeared in the distance, wrapped in chains and levitating slowly over the ground. The violence
ceased for a moment… and then what looked like a version of Zerrex made from darkness
stepped forwards in a business suit, shooting a string of darkness at her…
Marina simply glanced at it, and the creature‟s eyes bulged before it exploded, the strands
of darkness reaching for her simply falling apart… and then Marina threw her arms wide,
arching her back and almost posing as a brilliant radiance shone out from her body, and the
monsters and memories struck by it screamed and shattered, exploding as the reptile winced,
covering his eyes at the radiance but the white light still burning through… and a moment later,
he blinked stupidly as he sat up on the altar, the wall of blue energy vanishing as Marina opened
her eyes and gazed at her father with a soft smile. “M… Marina? What…”
All around the ship, monsters simply vanished, exploding into motes that quickly faded
from existence. The terrible, lunatic creatures chasing Lone and Mahihko through the halls of the
science building shrieked before bursting apart and disappearing, as did the raving, shatteredsword-wielding monstrosity Cherry and Cindy both recognized as a terrible creature called
Crow. And soon, silence descended as the last of the beasts vanished, and Cindy and Cherry both
left the building, figuring Mahihko and Lone would join them shortly from where they had
hidden as the two sat down with quiet sighs.
“Simulacrum.” Cherry said finally, and Cindy looked at her with surprise before the
female grinned a bit, tapping her temple quietly. “I am the Fifth Sister, remember. While I was
gone that… while back, I learned a thing or two. Those must have been Simulacrum, imitation
beasts. Supposed to be pretty high level shit, though… and if Zerrex is making things like that in
his fucking sleep…”
She broke off, looking away for a moment before shaking her head slowly, murmuring:
“Fucking scary. Not… not that I mean, I‟m not scared of the Boss or anything I mean, I just-”
“I get what you mean, Cherry.” Cindy smiled a bit at her despite herself, cutting off the
female‟s babbling, before she looked down and sighed softly, glancing over her own hands
quietly. “Look at us, Cherry. A demon, an angel, and what‟s essentially a goddess… and now
Zerrex is back, and he‟s got powers none of us can touch, not even Marina. It makes me…
question how he came back, much as I… I want to just appreciate the fact we have our father
back. And I wonder if this is… if it‟s good or bad.”

Cherry looked sharply over at Cindy, and then she softened at the expression on her face:
it was a mixture of self-loathing, fear, and despair. “Hey now, babe, don‟t do that. There‟s
nothing we can‟t fix, got that? And fuck knows we should be glad Boss is back… he just… he
just needs to adjust.” She paused, then looked quietly around at the people who were beginning
to furtively appear in the pavilion as well as the soldiers that were doing quick patrols, jogging
around the area and inspecting things here and there, and Cherry winced at the wounds some of
them sported. “By the way, uh… we shouldn‟t tell anyone Zerrex had… this little „accident,‟ got
that?”
“Cherry, we have to report it…” Cindy frowned at her, and Cherry cocked her head with
a look of dry amusement, which made Cindy sigh and roll her eyes, muttering as she looked
away. “Fine… I get it. People aren‟t exactly understanding these days… especially with the
planet below such a mess and everyone terrified out of their minds at the fact that these space
colonies are not half as comfortable or half as functional as everyone thought… we‟ll just
pretend it‟s another demon attack or something.”
“Oh screw that, demons get slurred enough as it is. Let‟s blame it on the Gods… they‟re
all either in hiding or safe, secure places anyway.” Cherry said mildly, and Cindy gave her a flat
look before Cherry grinned, crossing her arms and leaning backwards. “Well, it‟s true! Okay,
maybe not secure against our level of crazy, but secure enough against mobs and stupid assholes
just looking for someone to take their lives out on.”
“Cherry…” Cindy said warningly, but then Cherry only winked at her, and Cindy
couldn‟t help but sigh, before she smiled and edged a bit closer. Cherry looked at her awkwardly
for a moment, then she glanced around, as if to make sure no one was watching before looping
her arm around Cindy‟s waist, and Cindy rested her head against her shoulder, murmuring
quietly: “I love you.”
“Yeah. Love you too, sis. Just don‟t go spreading it around.” Cherry squeezed her gently
against her side, looking almost embarrassed before she leapt up and cleared her throat as Lone
and Mahihko emerged, the former looking pale and ruffled and the latter trembling violently, but
still clutching a large paper bag full of books and other odds and ends they had meant to bring
Zerrex. “Hey, look, it‟s the… guys!”
Lone mumbled something about Mahihko not being a guy, but Mahihko only looked
relieved, immediately running over to Cindy and then whimpering at the sight of the cut on her
arm. “Oh no! Did you run into some of those scary monsters too?”
Cindy nodded, then she reached out and squeezed Mahihko‟s shoulder, saying gently:
“They must have been…” A stop, and a look to Cherry, who glared at her. “Residue. Things that
also escaped when Zerrex escaped.” She halted, then smiled a bit, figuring it wasn‟t exactly a lie
as she looked down at the wolf, who nodded and looked up at her with eyes that were almost
naïve and hurt to lie to. I’ll tell him the truth one day. God knows I almost want to say ‘when he’s
old enough.’ “Why don‟t you two go ahead, though, okay? Just… for a minute.”
The two wolves nodded, and then Cindy reached out and caught Cherry, making her
wince before she cursed as Cindy dragged her backwards and around the corner of the science
building. Cherry immediately tried to slink off, but Cindy pinned her against the wall, looking
into the female‟s eyes squarely, slender seven and some feet almost glaring down at the eight
feet of Cherry as she squished back against the wall. “I know that… things… have been strange,
even for us lately. I know that Zerrex coming back is… is weird, too. But Cherry…” Cindy
reached down, taking one of Cherry‟s hands quietly, and then she looked into her eyes, leaning
close as she murmured: “You made a promise to me.”

Cherry looked awkwardly away, and then she mumbled: “Boss is… Cindy, why are you
bringing this shit up now? And Zerrex, you know that… well…”
Cindy shook her head, then she reached up and said softly: “I love him too. He‟s my
father, my husband. And you‟re his daughter, and his wife… and his bitch. Meaning he‟s going
to be number one to you, and I know that. But you have to give me time now… and let us… part
gently. Not a sharp, hard break. Cherry, you were all I had to turn to when Zerrex was gone.”
Cindy fell quiet, and Cherry looked at her before she took her face gently in her hands
and kissed her slowly for a moment, their mouths meeting and tongues dancing quietly, before
Cherry quietly hugged Cindy against her body and the two pressed together, the muscular female
clenching her eyes shut. In a way, it made a twisted kind of sense that she and Cindy had ended
up a little more than they had been before, after all… they had been the heads of the family,
keeping Marina in control and watching out for the wolves, and things had evolved in a strange,
strange way… and then one day, these sisters, who had both been devoted to Zerrex… in
absence of Zerrex, had taken to each other for comfort.
It was like a bad soap opera: in search of affection, the only place they ended up being
able to really find it was at home. Cherry could no longer enjoy even the random hard sex she
had to try and get her mind off things, and Cindy could only bury herself so deeply in her work
before she was left with nothing to do or think about. And at home, Mahihko had to be taken
care of, and Lone had to be ordered around, and Marina had to be carefully left alone, meaning
Cindy had spent more and more time in Cherry‟s bedroom… and shortly after, in Cherry‟s bed.
And why not? They had done it before, they already loved each other, and they were an angel
and a demon who was technically a demigoddess, in a universe where Heaven and Hell had
become planets and their own home had been burnt to the ground. It was a universe where
nothing made sense and there were no rules.
So they had become lovers. Father and mother to the family, husband and wife, Cherry
sometimes making jokes in private about it, but taking it more seriously than anyone had ever
known… except for Cindy. Cherry had given her a heart-shaped locket… and inside was a
picture of them. Corny, perhaps, but so romantic a gesture from Cherry Cindy had fallen head
over heels for her.
And now Zerrex was back, muddling up all their feelings: Cherry would always chase
after Zerrex first, and Cindy was ashamed to say that her feelings had perhaps diminished over
the years. She loved her father, and seeing him had brought it all back… but unlike the other
girls, she was the only one who had started to move on… and she had pinned so much hope, so
much love, on Cherry, for reasons she couldn‟t understand. Cherry was annoying, had to be
ordered to do things, and was exceedingly needy… and yet Cindy loved her, as more than a
sister, for more reasons than all the time they had spent together.
She clung to Cherry, then leaned back, looking up at her quietly… and Cherry gazed
down, murmuring softly: “I am sorry, Cindy, girl. But this ain‟t no fairy tale, or a romance story.
We‟re going to have to go back to the way things were, because Zerrex…” She stopped, then
looked down quietly, closing her eyes as she said words that hurt her almost as much as they hurt
Cindy: “Zerrex fills a part of me that you never did, and never can. He keeps me… me. He lets
me follow instead of lead. He makes me feel safe. And you do plenty for me too, Cindy, but…”
“I understand.” Cindy said quietly, glancing away… and then she finally looked back at
Cherry, reaching up to touch her cheek as she trembled. “But just give me… until Zerrex is back
to Zerrex, then. However long or short that takes.”

“Just don‟t hate him.” Cherry caught Cindy‟s hand before it could fall, looking at her
pleadingly, and Cindy closed her eyes, bowing her head forwards. “I know that… you were
moving on. That you don‟t need him like we do. But goddammit, Cindy, please don‟t hate the
Boss for this… hate me with all your heart if you have to but don‟t hate him…”
“I love him.” Cindy murmured, shaking her head and wiping at her eyes slowly… and
then she lowered her head, saying quietly: “Maybe that‟s why I loved you. Because he was gone,
so I stole you and tried to make you him, and threw the memory of him away.” She stopped, then
smiled bitterly. “People call me the good girl… but maybe I‟m just an angel with wax wings.”
“Cindy…” Cherry murmured, reaching up to stroke her face, but Cindy tore away,
suddenly consumed by her own thoughts as she stormed down the alley. Cherry looked after her
helplessly, and then she dropped her arms, sighed, turned around, and whacked her head against
the wall once, twice, thrice. “Relationships are hard. Fuck, Boss, goddamn am I ever glad you‟re
back, but goddamn me if this shit ain‟t all super-complicated all of a sudden.”
With that, Cherry slumped and walked down into the street, heading for the way down
into the space colony as thoughts of all color and shape ran through her head.
Zerrex sat in the main room on the couch he had put back together with little more than a
thought, watching a movie they had put on the television, smiling every now and then at the
cartoon. Whenever the reptile smiled, the room seemed to glow a bit brighter… and at the parts
that drew the Drakkaren‟s attention in, shapes and figures often twisted themselves through the
air, or the images on the television became three-dimensional, often leaning out of the screen or
expanding even into the room.
Cherry was sitting in the repaired armchair on the far side of the room, watching Zerrex
and feeling miserable. She wanted to go over to him, needed the comfort of something
physical… but Marina was guarding him like a vicious junkyard dog, glaring at whoever came
too close. Mahihko, meanwhile, was happily drawing and watching the cartoon from the floor,
and Lone was sitting near Cherry. He finally cleared his throat as he looked up at her, and she
glowered at him, asking moodily: “What?”
“So you and Cindy had a fight, huh?” Lone said mildly, and then he squawked when
Cherry grabbed him by the ruff and dragged him out of the room and down the hall, Mahihko
ignoring them and singing to himself as he colored as Zerrex tilted his head curiously for a
moment, then returned to watching the cartoon as Marina patted him on the knee gently.
Cherry dropped Lone in his own room, which had a distinct split down the middle: one
side was covered in guns, magazines, and various macho-related paraphernalia, while the other
half of the room had a futon, blankets all the colors of the rainbow, and various cute things
pasted to the wall and stacked in shelves, along with a stack of hoops in the corner. The wolf
immediately retreated to this side as Cherry advanced on him, pointing at him and growling:
“Don‟t talk about that in front of Zerrex! Cindy and I are not ready to discuss the fact that-”
“You‟re lesbians?” Lone grinned and waggled his eyebrows at her, and Cherry shot him a
sour look… then her face twitched before they both broke down into laughter, Cherry slapping
her knee and Lone cackling as he fell back against Mahihko‟s bed. Then the two stopped and
looked at each other with surprise, before they both smiled: it had been a long time since either
of them had laughed. “Hey, I… I know I can be a douchebag sometimes, but I‟ll do anything to
help the Boss.” He paused, then rubbed his hands together, adding awkwardly: “And you… and
Cindy… were real good to me and Hiko while he was… he was out of it… gone… so you know,
I always have liked you and shit and uh… if you wanna talk at all…”

Cherry looked at him as Lone looked back lamely, and then her expression softened
before she reached out and ruffled the wolf‟s headfur, making him wince and grumble before she
said softly: “Thanks, wolf. I appreciate that, but this is something me and Cindy gotta take care
of ourselves. And if I gotta bottle shit up and suffer a little… I deserve it, for playing both sides
of the field. Swearing to myself I‟d love Cindy like the Boss… but all the time prayin‟ that
Marina would be right and the Boss would come back. He taught me better than that… now I
just gotta see if I can pay the piper without making either Zerrex or Cindy suffer for my sins.”
“Oh hell, Cherry…” Lone looked embarrassed at this as he rubbed the side of his face
slowly, saying quietly: “All you did was look for comfort where you could find it… and you
know, you and her were always takin‟ care of me and faggot and Marina… it… it just makes
sense that you two got together after so many years of putting up with our shit. You two were the
ones always taking care of the rest of the family… hell, you‟re an officer on this ship and
Cindy‟s a doctor and genetics expert, and at first, it was always like you two were taking care of
the entire ship, you remember?”
“I don‟t want to.” Cherry said moodily, sitting back and making a face as she glanced to
the side, but it was true nonetheless; after the battle that had taken Zerrex‟s life, Cindy and
Cherry had both been nudged ever-so-gently into leadership positions by most of the people
present for many reasons… but Cindy knew there were political reasons there, too. That it had
been partly because she and Cindy were the daughters of the Boss, and one was an angel and the
other a demoness… and that it made the council that governed the affairs of the space colonies
look all the better when Heosphoros was run in part by two supernatural entities who both had a
lot of experience dealing with the strange under their belts.
Lone still seemed to be expecting a better response, though, so finally Cherry rolled her
eyes, sitting back on the wolf‟s bed and grumbling to herself as she swiped up a revolver from
the bed table, playing with it awkwardly as she murmured: “It‟s so weird, you know? I ain‟t
never really been in any relationships except for the one I had with the Boss… but Cindy, I guess
with her I was always comfortable, ever since our awkward first meeting after you hired me and
Vamp and Tinny and sent us to kill Zerrex.” She smiled a bit at him, and the wolf looked
embarrassed, clearing his throat and glancing away. “Okay, okay. Lone Wulfe, better? After that
big pile of asscakes sent us to kill the Boss.” She stopped for a moment, then shook her head
slowly. “Fuck me, but it was nice while it lasted. Weird, and with a bit of that… fairy-tale type
aura that would… I dunno, vanish now and then, leave me staring at shit I really didn‟t want to
be dealing with, but it was nice. And now the Boss is back and…”
She hesitated, then hugged herself tightly, the revolver dangling from her fingers and the
cylinder falling open. “It ain‟t that I wish he hadn‟t come back, it‟s that I wish everything could
work out okay… but I know that Cindy won‟t accept me putting her second as a lover… as a
sister, as family, as anything else, yeah, but not as a lover. And I know that things are going to be
tense, and hurt between us for a long while, even if Hell taught me that time really does heal all
wounds… it‟s just that a lot of wounds are so deep most mortals don‟t have the time to get over
them.” She smiled a bit at Lone, then finally sat back and laughed faintly. “Hey, why the hell am
I telling you all this, you douchebag? For fuck‟s sake, I‟m turnin‟ into a little girl.”
Cherry stood, tossing the gun aside, and Lone stood up too, smiling a bit as he reached
out and patted her bicep quietly, the six foot six wolf looking up at the eight and a half feet of
muscular female as she glanced down at him with surprise. “Just… don‟t do anything dumb,
okay? And…” He stopped, then he looked down before glancing up, saying quietly: “I
understand what you mean, Cherry, I really do. I got so locked into the idea that Zerrex wasn‟t

comin‟ back… now that he is, it feels… weird. And I got into shit he wouldn‟t approve of, and
I‟m scared of how he‟s going to take that… way more scared than you should be of him and
telling him about you and Cindy.” He stopped, then smiled up at her, looking faintly entertained.
“But maybe it‟s more Cindy you‟re scared to shit of, and that I don‟t fucking blame you for.
Fuck knows she‟s got a nasty side to her.”
“Bitch, you got no idea how nasty.” Cherry shoved the lupine lightly, then she wrapped
an arm around him in a headlock, making him flail and yelp as she ruffled his headfur with her
other fist. “Anyway kid, thanks for the talk. I guess you‟re not always an asshole after all.”
Lone gargled something in response, and Cherry grinned before she pushed him back
onto the bed, leaving the room and putting her hands in her pockets as she headed into the main
room… and then she winced, looking back and forth dumbly for a hiding place, as Cindy came
in through the main door. They exchanged a look, and Cherry saw a momentary flash over the
female‟s features… but then it was gone as she approached Marina and Zerrex, smiling faintly…
but it was a real smile all the same, and Cherry wondered how the hell the female could still
manage to be so positive and kind. “I see you‟re keeping calm, Daddy… how are you doing?” A
pause, then she asked softly: “Do you mind if we stop the movie for now?”
Zerrex held up a hand in an old, somewhat childish gesture of „one more minute,‟ and
then he smiled a bit as he leaned back, the cartoon figures leaping out of the television before
they chased each other around the room , illusions that swung at each other with cartoon
weapons and passed through people and objects like ephemeral shades as Cherry flailed wildly at
them and Cindy leaned back in shock. But Mahihko only giggled and clapped, turning bright
eyes on his father as Zerrex looked at him with surprise… and then a soft smile, finally snapping
his fingers and making the illusions vanish and the television turn off as he murmured softly:
“There. I think I‟m doing okay, though. Calmer, better…” He paused, then looked at Marina
with a smile, squeezing her hand gently before he glanced over at Cindy, his eyes roving over
her slowly. “How are you?”
“I‟m fine, Daddy.” Cindy said softly, although her eyes strayed towards Cherry despite
her best efforts not to, before they returned to meeting her father‟s emerald irises as she clapped
her hands together in front of her. “Hey, though, I was thinking that we could all go up to the
pavilion deck and… have a short picnic together. Something soothing, as we talk through more
of your mind and memories.”
“We used to do that now and then…” Zerrex said softly, looking down, and Cindy looked
surprised before the reptile smiled a bit, glancing over at her and tapping his head quietly. “I
had… such strange dreams. And such terrible nightmares.” He halted, then looked down, shame
scrawling itself slowly across the reptile‟s features. “I‟m sorry for what happened, though. I had
no idea that I could change reality like that… and never in a thousand years would I want to
make other people face such horrors.”
“We know, Daddy, it‟s okay.” Cindy said softly, then she winced as Mahihko looked up
with a curious frown. Before he could start asking questions, however, she cleared her throat,
asking quickly: “Mahihko, can you go and get my scanner from the other room?”
“Oh, sure!” Mahihko smiled warmly, looking glad to be of service as he scrambled to his
paws and hopped quickly over his coloring book, running towards the hallway and almost
barreling into Lone as the wolf winced and threw himself flat back against the wall. Less than a
minute later, Mahihko came charging back, holding the scanner out to Cindy. “Here it is!”
The female took it with a smile to the little wolf, thanking him quietly before she turned
to her father, stroking a hand gently over his face as he rested back on the couch and Marina

looked moodily at the female. Cindy and Zerrex‟s eyes met, and then the reptile nodded before
he tilted his head forwards, and the female turned the machine on, checking the diagnostics
screen before she ran a slow scan over his head, murmuring softly: “This will just take a
second… I‟ll concentrate on the areas where I found the degradation. We‟ll see if they‟ve healed
up at all.”
Zerrex didn‟t reply, only lacing his fingers together as he closed his eyes… and a moment
later, Cindy drew back and glanced at the screen, tapping a few buttons on it before smiling a bit.
The reptile opened one eye, looking at her curiously, and Cindy reached down and squeezed his
shoulder, saying softly: “Like I suspected, the damage is healing. For a… supernatural entity, the
healing process is going slower than expected… Daddy, would you mind if I got a blood sample
from you, so I could analyze it? Just to see if there‟s anything of interest.”
Zerrex looked up at her curiously for a moment, then he said slowly: “I remember what
that means… but I don‟t remember how it‟s done or how it could help. But okay, yeah.”
Cindy looked at her father softly for a moment, wondering if the others could understand
how huge a thing it was that Zerrex was beginning to return to using longer sentences and his old
speech patterns… and then she smiled a bit, saying quietly: “Then in that case, just let me get my
kit.”
“Here.” Zerrex said softly, and Cindy looked down before staring in surprise as one of
Zerrex‟s right fingers warped into a sharp, pick-like blade, and the reptile didn‟t even wince as
he stabbed this into his left arm, before drawing his finger back… and blood twisted out of the
wound in a long stream, floating through the air as it seemed almost to swim back and forth
before draining downwards into a vial that appeared out of thin air. It filled almost to the top as
the stream of blood came to an end, and Zerrex absently rolled his left arm, the wound sealing
shut as he grabbed the vial and then held it out to Cindy.
She took it and squeezed it gently in her hand, feeling real glass under her fingers, made
from nothingness… and she wondered if this was a Simulacrum too, or if because Zerrex had put
some concentration towards it, he had made the real thing. She could always find out later,
though… and so instead she shook her head slowly, refocusing on her plans as she stood up and
smiled at her father, ignoring the pang of guilt that ran through her heart. “Come on now, Daddy.
Let‟s go.”
“Can you take us there quickly, Father?” Marina asked in a gentle voice, and Zerrex
shrugged… before vertigo tore at Cindy‟s senses, the female stumbling backwards as she stared
around in shock, suddenly no longer standing in the main room of their quarters but instead on
the cement „road‟ of the pavilion. She cursed, falling backwards… and then strong arms caught
her, and Cherry looked down at her with an embarrassed grin… but Cindy only shook herself
quickly free and stumbled away, hugging herself as a look of pain washed over her face.
Mahihko was looking stupefied as he clutched his shins, looking back and forth dumbly
from where he sat on the ground, and Lone was pale, looking as if he was about to vomit before
he swallowed thickly and grabbed his head. Marina, however, looked fine as she smiled
cheerfully over her shoulder at the others, clinging to her father‟s arm as Zerrex looked around at
them all, and his features slowly became apologetic as he realized what he had done. “I… I‟m
sorry. I didn‟t realize that it would… upset you all so much.”
“No, no, it‟s fine… it‟s not your fault.” Cindy said immediately, in a voice that was
maybe too fast, too eager… and then she turned on Marina, her anger sparking at the way the
female half-hid a smile behind a hand. “You shouldn‟t make Daddy exert his powers like that,
though, especially not on all of us when we don‟t know the effects it will have!”

“You‟re just angry because Cherry dumped you.” Marina said in a disgusted voice, and
then she smiled; and it was a cold, crafty smile, at the way Cindy‟s features went pale at Zerrex‟s
frown, the reptile obviously trying to piece together meanings and words. “Funny, isn‟t it… you
tried to steal her away and make her everything you saw in Zerrex that you loved, and now that
he‟s back-”
Cindy snarled in anger, opening her muzzle… and then Marina simply vanished, and
Zerrex put his hands in his pockets, looking down as he murmured softly: “I can‟t stand it when
you girls argue…”
He looked up, then he laughed faintly at the expressions on the faces of the others,
shrugging slowly before he glanced up to the sky and the planets in the distance, watching the
stars sparkle as he said softly: “I just gave her a little time out, that‟s all. And I won‟t rush you,
Cindy, to make you explain yourself. You and Cherry will tell me whatever‟s going on in your
own time.” He stopped, then looked back down, seeming… sad, to put it simply. “I don‟t
understand emotions right now, and I have so few memories I could hold them all in my cupped
hands… but I‟m not an idiot. If anything, feeling so… distant, and strange… lets me perceive my
surroundings better.” Zerrex turned around, hugging himself quietly as he murmured: “Well, that
and I can feel the emotions of people around me.”
Cindy closed her eyes, starting forwards and reaching a hand out as Mahihko tilted his
head… but she struck a wall of almost translucent blue energy after a moment, as Zerrex lowered
his head. She trembled harder, pressing against it and whispering her father‟s name… but Zerrex
only shook his head, saying quietly: “I feel how upset you are. It‟s making me upset, and I‟m
scared of what will happen then, with my… condition. Please stay back.”
“I… right.” Cindy swallowed, then she stepped backwards before she turned around,
murmuring as she wiped at her face slowly: “I think I‟ll just go to the lab, then… analyze this
sample and…”
She broke off, then simply left, walking quickly past and shoving her way through a knot
of soldiers as Zerrex sighed and shook his head. Mahihko started forwards, and Lone winced…
but the little wolf passed through the azure shield, toddling to the lizard and then hugging his leg
as he said quietly: “I love you Daddy. We all do. So please don‟t be upset.”
Zerrex looked down at the wolf with surprise… and then he smiled a bit and nodded,
reaching a hand down and stroking through his fur… and it brought back other memories as the
blue wall vanished, thinking of the times he‟d spent with this wolf, remembering how he‟d come
to be and awakened… and then he closed his eyes as he felt raindrops on his face, remembering
yelling, anger, fury… and watching as the two wolves who had adopted him as their dad fought
with all their might against their biological father, in a building that no longer existed, on a
country that no longer existed, as rain fell in through a shattered window…
Cherry looked up in shock as she felt something hit her face… and from no possible
source, rain began to fall inside the dome. People milling throughout the pavilion of Heosphoros
looked up at it, left buildings to reach trembling hands out and feel it. Cherry looked back and
forth in shock… but instead of panic, she saw the opposite effect as soldiers put down their guns
and spread out their arms, others taking off their helmets and tossing them down into the puddles
that were beginning to form, and children laughed as they danced in the rain…
Zerrex looked down with a faint smile as the water ran down his face and through his
hair, Mahihko giggling as he hugged himself and Lone gaping stupidly up at the sky, before he
coughed hard, hammering his chest with a hand as he felt some of the water drip into his lungs.
He wheezed in and out, then he yelped and flailed when Mahihko jumped up onto his back, the

wolf laughing… and as Lone staggered forwards, he couldn‟t help but laugh himself as he
bucked hard backwards, but Mahihko clung gamely on, yelling: “Horsey ride, horsey ride!”
The Drakkaren glanced back and forth as the rain fell all around him, bringing back
memories… and then he smiled at Cherry as she approached, rubbing the back of her head but
smiling faintly despite all the feelings rumbling through her body, as she said quietly: “I guess no
one around here has had much of a taste of real weather for ages… maybe some of us miss the
rain, but you know me… I never much cared for it either way.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, and Cherry turned away… before a moment later a shadow covered
her and the rain was no longer striking her body, and she turned back in surprise to see Zerrex
holding an umbrella over her, the reptile smiling faintly as he said softly: “I don‟t really like the
rain that much either… but it does bring back memories.”
Cherry smiled faintly… and then she swallowed and looked down as she hugged him
around the middle, pressing herself against his body as he held the umbrella over them both and
closed his eyes. A sad memory floated through his mind, grey at first… then with a splotch of
red as he remembered punching Cherry in the face when she had rejected him, something… he
wasn‟t proud of… but strangely, that Cherry had taken a sick relish in. And other memories,
too… deaths, losses, and lost love… and Zerrex reached a hand up to touch his temple,
murmuring quietly: “So much pain… and yet it feels like I haven‟t scraped the surface yet… that
so many memories remain buried…”
Cherry nodded mutely against him… and then she finally took a deep breath, before it
wheezed out of her as Zerrex said softly: “I know about you and Cindy. Marina told me
already… and it was kind of obvious.”
Now the female could only stare dumbly up at Zerrex… and he shrugged a bit, saying
with a bit of a smile. “I was gone. How could I blame you for trying to move forwards…” He
stopped, then glanced up with a strange look on his face, and Cherry winced at the expression,
knowing what it meant. “Maybe I should have just stayed dead…”
“Oh fuck that, Boss.” Cherry snuggled her head against him, grumbling as she wrapped
her thick arms around his body and squeezed him as hard as she could… and she was rewarded
with the Drakkaren releasing a loud wheeze, wincing as his ribs audibly creaked. Well, at least I
know he’s not invulnerable now. “I‟m glad you‟re back. Shit… shit just got complicated, and I
feel like such a fucking tool…”
“Well, don‟t.” Zerrex said softly, looking down at her quietly… and she looked up for a
moment before they both smiled at each other. Then the lizard shook his head, glancing away
and rubbing slowly at it as the rain began to slow, saying softly: “But I don‟t think I‟m ready for
such topics yet. It‟s why I sent Marina away.”
“Where the hell did you send her, anyway?” Cherry asked mildly, and Zerrex shrugged a
bit before he simply glanced up… and Cherry‟s eyes followed his gaze, before she cackled as
she spotted the moon of their planet in the distance, grinning widely up at him as she punched his
chest and the reptile winced. “That is so fucking awesome!”
“It just is.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he laughed a bit, glancing over at Lone and
Mahihko as the two fell to the ground below and started to wrestle in a puddle, Lone yelling
grumpily and Mahihko giggling stupidly. “I know that Marina‟s powers are immense… and that
she has the ability to survive even deep space. But I sent an atmospheric bubble with her too…
she‟ll be fine while she cools off a little and has the time to reflect on… on the things she‟s
done.”

He fell quiet, and Cherry looked up at him, inspecting his eyes and scarred features
slowly before she said quietly: “So what, you can‟t remember your own damn past but you can
see what all of us have been up to these eleven years?”
Zerrex shrugged a bit, then he folded the umbrella closed as the rain came to a stop,
before simply tossing it aside: it vanished into thin air, and then the reptile reached up and
grasped Cherry‟s head as he leaned his own close, their muzzles rubbing together before their
foreheads touched… and then Cherry‟s eyes snapped open as she gasped, but instead of seeing
the Drakkaren‟s face, instead she saw herself and Cindy shoving each other against the walls as
they tore their clothes off, kissing, grinding together… and then the memory flickered, and she
was standing in an abandoned hallway, crying and clutching at her face. Another flicker, and
there she was, standing outside the space colony in a battle suit, holding a massive plasma rifle in
her hands and firing at monstrosities attempting to flood towards the ship, leftover elementals
once used by the Old Gods…
And then she was looking at herself as she sat with her collar off, holding it in her hands,
a bottle of whisky open beside her before she closed her eyes and dropped it… and then she
stood, picking up the whisky bottle and leaving the collar where it lay, drinking deeply before
she threw the bottle aside and let it shatter as she whispered: “Why did you die… why did you
abandon me…”
Cherry pulled herself away from Zerrex, breathing hard as a tear ran down her cheek, and
the Drakkaren looked at her quietly as the female trembled, reaching up to touch the collar on her
neck before she looked shakily at the Drakkaren. She knew she couldn‟t explain, couldn‟t excuse
herself, could never give a reason for those long, long nights where she had gone against the
things Zerrex had taught her, where she had given up, been stupid, even blamed him… and the
Drakkaren sighed as he glanced up towards the windows in the ceiling, murmuring: “Did
everything here spiral into self-destruction?”
“You don‟t understand what it was like while you were gone…” Cherry said in a voice
that was almost pleading… and then she and Zerrex were suddenly standing alone instead of on
the street, Cherry wincing and cursing as vertigo tore her senses and she fell to a knee with a
grunt, then she realized stupidly they were on the rooftop of one of the buildings before she
choked as Zerrex grabbed her by the collar, yanking her up into the air with it alone as she flailed
her arms, her voice dying in her throat.
“Cherry, I understand perfectly well!” he shouted at her… and then he closed his eyes
and lowered her to her feet, Cherry grabbing at her neck as she stared at Zerrex, the reptile
touching his forehead before he whispered: “I understand perfectly well.”
“I… you… you remember her?” Cherry ventured hesitantly, reaching a hand towards the
Drakkaren… but the reptile slapped her hand away, and Cherry winced before Zerrex reached up
and grabbed her collar, and she felt her knees go weak as he tore it off her neck and threw it
away, the metal screeching as it slid across the pavement. She fell to her haunches, trembling,
not knowing what to say, and then Zerrex turned away, walking to the edge of the rooftop.
There was nothing more to be said. Nothing more she could do, as she closed her eyes
and lowered her head… and then she looked up as the male said quietly: “Everyone fails
sometimes, Cherry. I can forgive mistakes… I can applaud you and Cindy… but you promised
yourself to me as more than a wife. You were mine… and even after my death, you know as well
as I do that my rules should have still applied. I was always the Captain, you were always my
soldier…”

“Loyalty, and honor… I know.” Cherry looked down, rubbing at her bicep slowly before
she glanced at the ground quietly. “How the hell did you know? Are you a mind reader like
Marina, now?”
Zerrex only shook his head slowly, however, murmuring: “Not exactly. But I can feel
your emotions… and there was still a residue of that. Such guilt, such anger, such sadness… and
I… I don‟t know. I just felt it. And then I saw it in your mind.” Zerrex looked over his shoulder
at her, but now he only looked lost, saying quietly: “I was never meant to come back. I never
should have come back. I can‟t even remember who I am or take care of myself… and now
everything‟s changed. Not that I didn‟t expect it… just that I didn‟t expect my family to have
forgotten everything I tried so hard to teach them.”
“We need you, Boss, you‟re our anchor, our guide… without you… we‟re just a bunch of
fuck-ups, come on…” Cherry said, crawling towards him and trembling, before she whispered:
“We thought you were dead… what the hell did any of us have to live for, to put faith in…”
But she knew the answer to that. She had her children, and Cindy… Cindy cared about
the welfare of the whole goddamn world… even Marina had the rest of the family, just as the
wolves did. Yet all of them had simply gone the other route, become self-destructive… and
Cherry closed her eyes, punching the rooftop hard enough to crack it before she shouted in a
burst of anger and self-loathing: “You were gone for eleven years!”
Zerrex only looked over his shoulder at her… and then he shook his head slowly before
he turned around, closing his eyes… and a moment later he vanished from sight. Cherry was left
staring stupidly into space before she trembled and hugged herself, sitting back on her
haunches… and a moment later she looked down, whispering: “Cherry, you fucking selfish
cunt… you threw everything away…”
She looked back and forth, then stared at the collar, walking slowly over to it before
sighing as she leaned down to pick it up… and then she cursed, staggering backwards in shock
and staring at her smoking hand, grasping her wrist. The collar had burned her: a neat trick,
considering she was immune to most forms of fire. She trembled as she looked at her hand, then
down at the collar, which was pulsing faintly… and she snarled, drawing back a foot to kick it…
before her heart caught in her throat as she staggered backwards, hugging herself tightly. I… I
was going to… kick THAT over the edge? I’ve had that since I was mortal, I’ve cherished it, even
in Hell I clung to the teachings of my father, of… of Zerrex… oh God, oh fuck, I’ve ruined it
all…
She stared at the collar, tears rolling down her cheeks… and then she snarled, saying
angrily: “And one thing Zerrex taught me… is that you pay for your fucking mistakes.”
Cherry reached down and seized the collar in both hands, resisting the urge to scream as
it immediately burned into them, scales turning black and falling away before her flesh began to
char, smoke rising up from her hands as her eyes bulged… and then she slapped it around her
neck, and this time she couldn‟t stop from screaming as she fell to her knees, flesh and scale
rotting and burning away, two of her fingers burnt to the point of uselessness before both her
hands exploded into white flames as she forced the latch of the collar closed… and then she
threw her head back, screaming as she fell over, writhing in agony as the collar ripped into her
neck and flames burst into being around it, rolling back and forth in a pain she couldn‟t describe
as her body shook and limbs flailed weakly.
The female‟s rarely-exposed demonic characteristics began to show, usually hidden away
by her shapeshifting talents: antler-like horns pushed out of her head, twisting to the side and
standing tall and proud as her body lost some of its muscle, her form thinning out even as her

breasts grew even larger. Her eyes glowed blue as she screamed, bucking on the ground as she
clutched her stomach, her eyes rolling madly in her head and light shining out of her mouth as a
line of spikes pushed their way out along her spine to the end of her tail, before wings tore out of
her back, flapping weakly before they too burst into flames… and tears evaporated on Cherry‟s
face as her eyes began to dull, and yet even as she screamed, she made no move to grab at the
collar, keeping her hands down as she rolled and kicked as horrific pain tore through her form.
She could no longer think coherently… but if this was going to be how she was going to die,
then she was ready and willing and glad to die. She had turned her back on her father, her
master… tried to bury all the good and the bad things she had done over the last eleven years,
making excuse after excuse… tried to hide her relationship with Cindy and then play both sides
of the field… she had done almost everything he had always been against. She had treated his
death not with the reverence she had meant to, but as a free get-out-of-jail card.
She screamed… and then the pain was gone, and for a moment she thought she was
either floating or dead as numbness took over her body… before she realized she was in
someone‟s arms, and she slowly blinked her eyes, looking up quietly to see Zerrex holding her,
whispering: “You stupid idiot, why didn‟t you just walk away…”
She smiled faintly up at him, trying to croak a response… but her throat had been burned
almost entirely away, her ribs and lower jaw visible and smoke streaming up from her body as
Zerrex cradled her close, rocking her slowly in his arms before he closed his eyes, hugging her
tightly as he trembled violently. “Oh fuck, Cherry… I never meant for this to happen… I thought
you‟d leave it alone until I was ready to forgive you, I… goddammit, I‟m sorry I ever doubted
you…”
Zerrex held her close, squeezing her tight to his body… and then his features became
suddenly calm as he held her out, his eyes going from sorrow-torn to almost cold in their
concentration as he drew his arms back… and Cherry floated in the air in front of him as the
Drakkaren inspected her body. Cherry was naked, covered in scorch marks, her pulse weak and
one of her eyes gone… and the reptile held his hands over her, murmuring: “The worst damage
first…”
He reached out as if to take her collar off, and Cherry reacted violently, jerking on the
spot… and Zerrex looked at her quietly before he nodded, instead drawing his hands down her
charred breasts before he massaged over her exposed ribs and up between the swells, and blue
energy sizzled out of his hands and made the areas glow bright sapphire as they rippled like
liquid before flesh grew back into place and brand new scale crawled overtop. The reptile‟s
hands continued to rub upwards, and Cherry‟s neck thickened as the holes burnt into it sealed,
glowing from beneath the collar as scale and flesh grew upwards, and she let out a sigh as her
head tilted back, her eyes closing as blue light covered her features as they smoothed out and
healed.
He reached down next, taking one of her mangled hands quietly, a finger missing from
this one and the others charred beyond recognition… but as Zerrex covered hers in both of his,
blue light sparked around it before it was almost instantly restored… and then he stroked quietly
over her arm, the scales falling back into place. The Drakkaren made an easy gesture next, and
Cherry rolled over in midair, allowing him to repeat the process with her other arm before he
rubbed slowly down her back, fixing the minor wounds there.
Then she floated upwards before spinning around… and slowly, she settled like a feather
into the Drakkaren‟s arms as the glow faded, still bruised and hurt here and there, and with
several thin scars on her body, but Zerrex thought these would fade with time. He gazed at her

quietly as he held her close, and her eyes fluttered open after a moment before she reached up
and touched her collar… and then she whispered: “Zerrex… I want you to seal this against my
neck.”
“Cherry…” Zerrex started quietly, but then Cherry glared at him in that way only she
could, grabbing his muzzle firmly and shutting him up for the moment.
“Boss… without you around… I slipped. I hurt people. I used people. I drank and I even
hit up some acid when no one was looking.” Cherry stopped, looking down and murmuring
quietly: “And I knew that I was pissing on your grave with that shit. I knew from the beginning,
and acknowledged that even after you died… I was still yours, and no one else‟s. I was without a
master… but just like any true loyal servant, my life should have still been in servitude to you. I
should have honored your memory, kept everyone on a better track… but I didn‟t. I failed you,
and I can‟t stand that thought. I would rather fucking die than fail you…” She stopped and
laughed weakly, closing her eyes and letting her hands slip around his neck, the demoness
curling her naked body close. “But if I can make it up in a way other than dying, you know, I‟d
like to do that too, since well. You‟re kind of here.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly… and then he said softly: “I don‟t know if I can seal it
permanently, Cherry. Nor do I know if I could take it off after I do.”
Cherry only looked at him with dry amusement, however, saying mildly: “Boss, I just
flash-fried myself with this thing. And I doubt there‟s anyone else I‟d ever want to serve apart
from you. So hurry the fuck up already.”
“And you‟re the slave.” Zerrex murmured, and Cherry smiled for a moment before she
frowned as the Drakkaren set her quietly down on her feet, and then he squeezed her shoulders
gently with a bit of a smile. “I have a better idea, though.”
Cherry made a face at him, then stared as Zerrex held his hands out. A scroll appeared in
one, and a fountain pen sitting in an empty, small bowl appeared in the other, the reptile saying
quietly: “I have no idea how I know how to do this… but fill this bowl with blood… then sign
this contract.”
Cherry took the scroll, unrolling it before a strange thrill ran down her spine as she said
quietly: “„I hereby do sign my soul over to Zerrex Narrius, for whatever he pleases, to do and be
whatever he wishes, with no strings attached…‟ holy shit, Boss. How the fuck did you learn to
do that?”
“I just told you I don‟t know.” Zerrex said dryly, and then he shook his head slowly
before looking at her with a bit of a smile. “Getting cold feet?”
The female looked at him for a moment, and then she snorted and grinned, bringing her
forearm up and biting savagely into it before holding it over the bowl, letting the blood from the
wound trickle down to it before her arm healed. She then picked up the fountain pen, signing in
the indicated space with a swirl… and Zerrex smiled a bit at her before the contract, fountain
pen, and bowl all vanished.
Cherry made a face at this, shaking her arm out as the wound closed slowly but visibly,
and then she asked dryly: “So what, is that it? Furthermore, why the fuck didn‟t we ever do this
before?”
“Because binding or trading souls was mostly illegal in Hell.” Zerrex said absently, and
then he blinked before nodding slowly with a bit of a smile, glancing over at her and saying
quietly: “You know what this means though, don‟t you? There‟s no getting away from this, not
until I die. And at any point and time, I could kill you with little more than a thought. I could
make you do anything. I could even stop you from being an idiot in public.”

“That‟s just what I need, Boss.” Cherry smiled a bit, looking down quietly, before she
glanced up and crossed her arms over her naked breasts, her nude body in full female splendor.
“Can you make me put some clothes on or something first, though?”
Zerrex sighed at this, then he held his hand out, looking at her… and Cherry felt a strange
twist in her body before she walked slowly forwards and took his hand in both of hers, kissing
his palm quietly. Then she blinked, and Zerrex smiled a bit, saying quietly: “It worked after all…
and oh, here.”
The Drakkaren held up a pair of jeans and a plain white belly shirt, and Cherry smiled a
bit before she rolled her shoulders, her demonic characteristics receding into her form as her
arms and waist thickened, and a large, dangling penis appeared between her legs as two testicles
formed behind it. Then she grinned, reaching down to slap this lightly before grabbing the
clothes and putting them quickly on, saying mildly: “See, I feel better already.”
She stopped, then softened as she wrung the shirt between her hands, fly of her jeans still
unbuttoned as she looked at Zerrex and said softly: “And… I… I really am sorry. The worst
thing is that… none of us knew you were really dead, and Marina always said you‟d come back,
and I… I believed her more often than not. And I still did all that silly shit, and… I wanna say
that I‟m sorry.” She looked lamely at him, and then she stepped close, hugging him quietly and
pressing close as Zerrex wrapped his arms around her in return after only the briefest pause.
Then she frowned, stepping back and gazing up at him as she murmured: “Boss, your
heart is beating pretty fast… you okay yourself?”
“Yeah, I‟m fine…” Zerrex nodded slowly, rubbing at his forehead. He had a slight
headache, and the memories and emotions rushing through him at the moment were making him
feel insane… but then he shook his head, saying quietly: “I think I just overexerted myself. I
should… I should rest.” He stopped, then murmured: “But not sleep. Let me just get Marina,
Cherry… and then we can go back to the main room, okay? I guess… we won‟t be picnicking
today after all.”
Cherry nodded, slipping her shirt on before she did up her jeans… and then she stared as
Marina appeared out of nowhere. She looked sulky, if anything… and then her eyes widened
before she trembled and looked at her father, walking over to him and grabbing his arm. “Daddy,
but… I want that! Why, why her, when she turned into someone you couldn‟t even recognize
while you were gone, and only for eleven fucking years, a fucking… second‟s length in your
lives as to a mortal!”
“Marina, enough.” Zerrex said quietly, closing his eyes and rubbing at his head slowly…
and Marina halted, looking down and stepping back. Cherry frowned a bit herself, and then the
Drakkaren shook his head, murmuring: “Take care of each other, and the wolves, and Cindy… I
need to rest, so… I‟ll… I‟ll be back later. I promise.”
“Zerrex!” Cherry held a hand up, but then the reptile simply vanished, and she cursed
under her breath before looking at Marina… but Marina was only staring at the ground, looking
lonely and miserable. Cherry‟s irritation with her died in her throat, and instead she sighed,
reaching out to squeeze her around the shoulder as she murmured: “Come on then, let‟s… get
down from here. He‟ll be back. You know he‟ll be back.”
“Part of him doesn‟t want to come back though, Cherry…” Marina murmured, then she
looked at her sister quietly for a moment, saying softly: “Part of him feels like we‟ve moved
ahead… and he‟s gone back in time.”

Zerrex floated silently through space, his fingers laced together, looking at the space
stations in the far distance as a meteorite sailed past him, on some eternal voyage across the
stars. He sighed, then let himself lay spread-eagle in space, asking quietly: “Why do I feel more
comfortable out here than I do in there? Why does it all seem so… pedantic, and foolish, and
childish? What the hell have I become…”
The Drakkaren stopped, then shook his head slowly before his eyes turned with strange
longing towards the scarred, damaged planet past the space colonies. He knew he needed some
time alone, and that his family needed time away from him… before he stopped, then turned
slowly over to look at the massive, red and black planet of Hell in the distance, saying quietly: “I
have other family members too, though… should I go and see them?”
Something in his mind said no, that he wasn‟t ready… so instead he returned to his
original idea, looking at the planet below… and a moment later, he was standing on a broken
concrete street, coughing as a dusty fog rolled over him before he made a face and waved his
hand back and forth in front of his muzzle.
Slowly, he walked forwards, pushing at the fog and taking a few moments to understand
that it wasn‟t something he could physically brush away, and he cursed his lack of ability to
properly associate with things as well as his lack of memory. Then he winced as he stumbled
over a broken piece of concrete, and he flailed his arms as he staggered out of the cloud. Godlike
powers or not, apparently the ground can still kick my ass…
He shook his head slowly, feeling a chill go down his spine at this thought. He felt almost
invulnerable, like he had been granted abilities that were beyond belief, beyond reason and
logic… and yet, it didn‟t thrill him. Instead, it terrified him, and made him feel… unsafe, in a
word. Moreover, he knew that powers like this were never free of cost… and he thought that the
damage to his brain had been caused either by an overuse of them he couldn‟t remember, or that
his body was still physiologically adapting to these new abilities.
He put his hands behind his back as he walked slowly forwards, looking back and forth
quietly at the shattered ruins of buildings and dilapidated structures that had been lucky enough
to mostly-survive the ravaging of the terrible things that had done this. Smoke still boiled up to
the sky from some places, and a terrible, biting wind clawed its way across the world, bringing
with it toxic grit and dust. The reptile could smell, almost taste the poison in the air… and then
he looked up sharply as something stirred with a screaming clank of metal on metal.
The Drakkaren stood still, tilting his head as he sensed a strange energy signature… and
it triggered dark memories in his mind, concerns and worries. Yet all the same, some other part
of him whispered that he couldn‟t leave any possible survivors alone… and the reptile called
after a moment more of hesitation: “Is anyone there?”
Silence greeted him in return… and then there was a hiss that set Zerrex on edge, the
reptile‟s body taking up a ready stance before the Drakkaren looked stupidly down at himself. It
seemed that even if his brain had no idea what was going on, his body knew the appropriate
response… and so instead, he did the best to turn his mind off, shoving broken fragments of
memory aside as chunks of stone flew into the air with a cloud of dust, before a massive claw
rose up from behind a squat house and seized the roof, tearing off shingles and cracking it
inwards as it hefted a wicked, terrible form slowly upwards.
Gears and terrible machinery clanked and groaned as the creature hauled itself upwards,
corroded metal plates covering sparking wires and rotting flesh that was caked with dried blood
and chunks of stone. The once-bright metals that made up the outer shell of the monstrosity were
torn and dented, and a lamppost had pierced through the lower ribs of the creature as an ugly,

half-there head with the muzzle torn entirely away glared with a single baleful red eye that had a
crack through it, pieces of glass falling to the ground as a tongue lolled obscenely out of the
gaping hole in its face and metallic molars clanked together, black ichors and dust coughing out
of the thing‟s mouth. Slowly, it rose, the chest narrow, one arm missing and the legs dented and
worn, a shin almost entirely missing and only bare bone, damaged wiring, and rotten flesh
remaining, attached to a foot covered in metal that was little more than a burnt hump that
dragged along the street as it limped around the house it had fallen behind.
Zerrex stared up at the creature, memories shocking through his mind, but he forced them
away, concentrating instead on the massive goliath in front of him. It stood at least three hundred
feet tall, a shuddering mass of metal and flesh, the chest plates torn away and hanging loose in
places to reveal ribs and gaping holes leading past rotten flesh and visible innards… and after a
moment, quadrupedal creatures made of broken chunks of metal and living electricity leapt out,
charging down the body of the thing and shrieking and howling. Monstrosities Zerrex recognized
as electrical elementals, as he gritted his teeth, looking back and forth… and then he seized a
manhole-sized chunk of concrete, half-spinning with it and whipping it at the first elemental in
line of the handful that were charging at him.
The creature was obliterated, exploding into sparks with a shriek, but the other four were
still charging in quickly, undaunted. The reptile immediately created a sphere of energy in one
hand, throwing it hard at the next creature in line… but it easily leapt over the blue orb, and
Zerrex cursed before one of the elementals put on a sudden burst of speed and pounced.
The reptile winced backwards, creating a circular shield of energy on his forearm that he
caught the creature on, claws made of metal scrabbling at it as it electrical arcs violently shot
outwards from the beast… and then Zerrex slammed the shield sideways and into a building, and
the creature exploded into sparks and useless hunks of metal as it was squashed flat. A moment
later, Zerrex turned and ducked as another of the elementals tried to pounce on him, cursing…
and then a shadow fell over him, and the reptile stared in horror as a gigantic metal foot stomped
down and crushed him into the street.
The electrical elementals barked and shrieked as they danced around the metal paw…
and then it shuddered violently before nearly exploding, a massive hole torn through the center
of the appendage as the goliath howled its displeasure, staggering backwards and nearly falling
over as Zerrex flew into the air, a pair of brilliant white angel wings made of glowing energy
extended at either side as the lizard gaped, looking back and forth before he laughed and spun
around in a circle, diving down towards the electrical elementals as they shrieked and tried to
scurry away.
One of them managed to escape… but the other two weren‟t so lucky as Zerrex seized
either of them by larger chunks of metal sticking out of their backs, and he ignored the pain of
the electricity ripping along his arms and the metal tearing against his scales as they screamed
and flailed wildly, the reptile turning around in midair and shooting towards the goliath as it
roared at him… before he roared back and threw first one, then the other elemental straight into
its gaping jaws. The giant howled in pain as they both collided with enough force to explode,
electricity surging over its features… and then Zerrex shot in, half-spinning at the last moment to
deliver a kick between its eyes with both feet and all his might.
The monster staggered backwards the last of the metal plates covering its face crumpled
inwards, and then it collapsed onto its back, chunks of steel falling away to reveal bare bone and
rotting flesh beneath… and Zerrex snorted as he looked down at the goliath, shaking his head
slowly. He carefully let himself sink through the air, touching down on the broad chest of the

monstrosity and walking towards its face, the angelic wings slowly folding into his back and
vanishing from existence, taking in the shape and size of the beast as he murmured: “I fought
these things before… but there were so many, of such strength we had to flee the very planet…”
He shook his head slowly… then his instincts screamed at him, and the Drakkaren only
frowned stupidly as he wondered what this meant before the creature‟s hand swung up and
crushed him against its chest, the stench of rotting meat and the feel of solid steel filling his
nostrils as he yelled in pain, before he felt it wrap a fist around him and hold him up into the air,
crushing the life out of him as steel constricted and rotten flesh suffocated. Zerrex could feel the
pain growing more intense and panic rise in his body, and then he roared as he swung his arms
out, lashing out at the same time with abilities he didn‟t even realize he had, and the fist of the
creature simply exploded, liquefied flesh and glinting, metallic dust flying in all directions before
the Drakkaren snarled and dropped down to land on the creature‟s chest, charging upwards
before he leapt into the air and dove straight down into the monstrosity‟s breast before it could
slash him with its other arm, and the lizard simply passed through the walls of its body.
A moment later, a ripple travelled through the center of the creature‟s chest… and then it
arched its back and screamed as the ripple turned into a tidal wave of blood, exploding outwards
and sending up chunks of steel and gore in all directions and leaving a massive, bowl shaped
wound in the center of the goliath, broken machinery laying all around it as gears, wiring, and
gore hailed from the sky in a bloody, metallic rain. Zerrex stood in the center of the crater,
breathing quietly and covered in blood, snarling as he looked back and forth… and then he
trembled as the glow faded from his eyes, looking down at his hands as they shook lightly before
he whispered: “What did I do…”
He grabbed at his head, then looked up at the bloody rain before stumbling backwards…
and a moment later, he was simply gone from the crater and the ruins where the creature had
fallen, instead standing on a rooftop of an apartment building still standing almost a mile away,
his back pressed up against a structure on the top. The reptile let out a sound of shock, staggering
forwards, and then he looked down at his blood-soaked body, and he clenched his eyes shut…
before swallowing thickly as he opened them as saw that now, the blood was gone, even the
smell of it vanished from the air.
A shiver ran down his body, looking weakly back and forth as he groaned and rubbed
slowly at his head, closing his eyes. Pain radiated through his body, and crazed thoughts were
running rampant through his head… but he had no idea what to do. He was glad to have survived
his brush with the machine-monster, but at the same time terrified that he had so easily torn the
creature apart… and worse yet, he was still unable to control these horrifying powers. He knew
that if this kept up, it wouldn‟t be long before he began to draw too much undue attention to
himself, and the reptile slowly sat down on the rooftop, closing his eyes and swallowing thickly.
You’re rusty… muttered a voice in his mind, and Zerrex felt a shiver, trying to repress
it… before looking up in horror as the voice became reality, saying darkly: “Getting distracted
by those elementals was a rookie mistake. Especially with the three-hundred foot Mechanaut
standing right in front of you.”
Zerrex stared stupidly at another version of himself standing across the rooftop, leaning
back on a broken turbine and currently filing his claws. He was younger, and a little shorter,
dressed in spotless black armor that was form-fitting, designed so it imitated the musculature
beneath it, with cusps over the shoulders and a special resistant weave that Zerrex recognized as
duraflex coating the arms and legs. Then the figure looked up at him sourly, and Ravenlight
asked darkly: “Don‟t recognize me?”

“I thought you were in my brain.” Zerrex said dumbly, and Ravenlight sighed before he
leaned back a bit further and swung his arm up and down. It passed easily through the turbine,
and then Ravenlight put his arm through his own chest before he returned to his relaxed position,
looking grouchy. “Oh, I… guess you still are. Wait… is this a good sign or a bad sign?”
“Good, I guess.” Ravenlight shrugged, looking up and grunting. “Well, I think it‟s good.
Means your mind is well on the road to being in its old screwed-up shape again… but by that I
mean only fucked-up mentally instead of physically. As to your memories, well. I don‟t see
what‟s so important about getting them all back, but I suppose that once your brain heals fully
and you‟re better able to process information and more like your old self, memories will come
too. I‟m no doctor, though, so you‟re better off asking your lesbian daughter.”
Zerrex looked flatly at Ravenlight, and he grinned, tossing away the nail file and
shrugging widely. “Now don‟t give me that look! You and I both know that I‟m not nearly as
much of a pain in the ass as you like to pretend I am. Besides, right now, you can‟t even
remember why you hate me as much as you do.”
The Drakkaren looked across at Ravenlight sourly, and as much as he hated to admit it,
he did feel more of the puzzle pieces of his personality – and even memory – falling back into
place, as he asked mildly: “And you do?”
“Well… no.” Ravenlight said after a moment, crossing his arms and looking disgusted as
he glanced away. “I like to think that I know more than you do: access to subconscious
memories, working knowledge of how your mind works, etcetera… but at the end of the day I‟m
a neurosis, a quasi-delusion that knows in and of itself that it is merely an externalization of your
self-hatred because of… certain events. A hate so strong, for reasons so dark, that I‟ve
manifested even without you – or by extension, me – being aware of what those memories are…
or perhaps, I‟ve only come into being this time around because you used to talk to me more often
than not…” Ravenlight smiled in that arrogant, knowing way he had, tapping the end of his
muzzle lightly. “Because in some ways, you depended on me as much as you did everyone else
when it came down to getting the goddamn job done.”
“You are deluded.” Zerrex said flatly, and Ravenlight only shrugged. The two looked at
each other, and then the real lizard sighed and closed his eyes, murmuring: “Why can‟t you just
leave me alone?”
Silence greeted him in return… and when the reptile opened his eyes, he was left to only
stare around at nothing but a broken, dilapidated world. That was fine with him, though… and
for a while, Zerrex only sat, eventually curling his legs up to his chest as he let his thoughts play
out and his body calm down.
Hours passed… and finally, Zerrex felt well enough to return to his family, sure that by
now they probably missed him. As he stood up, however, he felt misgivings nonetheless… after
all, it seemed they had been a lot better off before he had come back into their lives, and he
sighed as he looked to the side, murmuring: “No, that‟s enough of that for now, I think. I need to
just… let things be, let things work out as they will… and for now…”
Zerrex looked up and concentrated before he closed his eyes… and he vanished from the
spot before appearing a moment later inside the main room of the quarters his family shared,
Lone squawking and falling out of the armchair he had been sitting in. The Drakkaren looked
over at him mildly, not sensing the presence of anyone else, and then the wolf grinned stupidly
up at him as he said dumbly: “It‟s… real great to see you there, Zer. Uh… oh, shit, right. Right.”
Lone picked himself up with a grunt, stretching out his back and earning a loud crack
before he looked across at the lizard with a smile, walking over to him and slapping his arm

gently. “Cherry‟s out registering you, and Marina is helping out with maintenance of the colony.
Said she… wanted to be a good example or something. But they left me behind because
Mahihko is taking a nap.” He looked suddenly moody for a moment or two. “I don‟t get why he
never wants to combine no more. These long stretches apart just mean more stress when we do
snap back together, and we always have to sooner or later.”
“Thank you.” Zerrex nodded to him, then he tilted his head as the wolf continued to just
look at him awkwardly, rubbing the back of his head before he cleared his throat. The wolf,
however, remained dumbstruck for the moment… and Zerrex finally asked in a gentle voice:
“Would you like to do something with me?”
“Yes!” Lone blurted, then he grinned embarrassedly before he turned and half-tripped
over his paws, dropping to a kneel with a grunt but then reaching forwards to scavenge under the
table. Zerrex hadn‟t realized it had a drawer… and then he smiled a bit despite himself as the
wolf pulled out a board game, turning around and saying lamely: “Look, I know this shit is kinda
dumb, but we ain‟t got much on the space colonies… just junk that either the terraforming crews
bring us or that guys like me and Mahihko and Cherry pick up while doing missions down on the
surface… I… so you know. We make use of what we can find. And this is the only board game
with all the pieces still intact that I could find.”
Zerrex looked at the box, and then he gently took it from the lupine, opening it up and
folding out the board in a curious silence as Lone rubbed his hands together awkwardly… and
then the reptile put the game pieces out onto the board, murmuring softly: “I remember that…
Marina and I… used to play this a lot when she was a baby, before she was… taken away.” He
stopped, then laughed a bit, smiling across at Lone as the wolf smiled hesitantly at him. “Come
on, I‟ll let you have the first turn. Just don‟t cheat a lot, okay?”
“Hey, I would never cheat!” Lone said in hurt tones, looking offended as he placed a
hand over his chest… and then Zerrex reached out and slapped his hand as it wandered towards
the pile of play-money nearby, the wolf grinning stupidly. “Can‟t blame me for trying, right?”
Zerrex only rolled his eyes… and for the next twenty minutes, the two played, Zerrex
becoming more engaged with the game as they went on and his understanding of it blossomed,
as memories began to flow back into his skull. It didn‟t hurt as much this time, however, and nor
did the imagery send him into a panic… instead, most of these memories made him feel soft,
almost fluffy at times, as he murmured: “This is nice.”
Lone looked at him with a quiet laugh, nodding a bit, and then they both winced and
looked up as the valve spun before Cherry kicked the main door open, stepping through the
threshold with a grin and once more back in her mortal form, plain clothes tight against her thick
body as she rolled her shoulders and then pointed and laughed stupidly at the two. “We‟re in the
age of the robot dinosaur and you two are playing a fucking board game!”
“Shut up, Cherry.” Zerrex said mildly, and Cherry‟s muzzle snapped shut before she gave
a muffled squawk and began clawing at it, dancing stupidly back and forth. Lone stared and
Zerrex only looked flatly at her, and then the female finally calmed, sulking visibly and pointing
at her mouth, and Zerrex rolled his eyes – a gesture he was just starting to get down and
understand the meaning of – before he looked back at the board game, saying in the same calm
tones: “You can speak.”
Cherry let out a grumble as her jaws opened and closed a few times, and then she
glowered at Zerrex before stomping over and bad-temperedly kicking the board game. Lone and
Zerrex both stared at her, and then the Drakkaren glared, asking dryly: “Do I have to put you in a
time out?”

“Oh hell no. Being by myself out there in space gives me the fucking creeps.” Cherry
winced and hugged herself as Lone sulked and then kicked her in the shin, and she grunted
before kicking him back, knocking him sprawling. Zerrex sighed, then rolled his eyes again as
she dropped her ass on the wolf, knocking the wind out of him as she sat and said mildly: “But
seriously, I needed to interrupt your game anyway. You can use your… freaky mind powers
afterwards to restore it, but right now they kind of want you to come up to the Registrar‟s, where
they keep all the ship‟s records. Registration is kind of being a whore about allowing you
onboard, after the uh… how‟d they phrase it… „distinct abnormalities‟ we‟ve been facing
down.”
Lone shoved awkwardly at Cherry as his legs kicked, and then he finally made a face
before asking stupidly: “Dude, they‟re not going to toss Zerrex into the hole, are they?”
Zerrex frowned, recognizing this as a term for a type of unpleasant place… although he
couldn‟t exactly say for sure what that unpleasant place was. Cherry, however, immediately
grimaced before she looked down at Lone darkly, grinding her large buttocks down against his
abdominals and making him wheeze. “Don‟t talk shit like that, Lone, we need optimism right
now, not… surly pessimism, you… jerk-face.” She stopped, then cleared her throat, looking at
Zerrex awkwardly. “So we should go… you know, as soon as we can. And you seriously have to
keep your powers in check for the moment and not show off at all… just uh… just pretend
you‟re retarded.”
“You‟re… retarded.” the Drakkaren responded dumbly, and Cherry snorted as she rolled
her eyes before yelping as Lone finally bit her tail as it swayed over his face, hopping to her feet
and bouncing around before she spun and glowered at him. Zerrex, however, got to his feet and
held a hand out, saying quietly: “Enough for now, Cherry. Let‟s go up to registration.”
“Please don‟t shoop us!” Cherry winced and covered her head, then she peered back and
forth through her fingers before clearing her throat, brushing at herself awkwardly as Lone stared
and Zerrex only sighed and shook his head slowly. “Sorry, I uh… just remember that you
teleporting us around is kinda scary.”
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, and then he said finally: “Okay. Then let‟s go
there the old-fashioned way. I‟m… curious about the layout of the ship, anyway.”
Zerrex still felt clear misgivings, though… he wasn‟t sure how well he could control his
powers, and even as he became more… conscious of himself, as his memories returned, he felt
nervousness about the fact his first response was no longer to respond physically, but his reflexes
seemed more intent on using the strange abilities he had developed. Then Cherry tapped his
shoulder gently, and the reptile looked up with surprise before he smiled a bit, saying quietly:
“Sorry, I… got lost. Lone, why don‟t you put the game back together and we‟ll finish when… I
get back?”
“Sure, Dad.” Lone said quietly, gazing up at him with both worry and confidence
intermingling in his eyes, and the reptile reached out and patted his cheek before he turned and
followed Cherry. The wolf blushed as he watched his father leave, touching his cheek and
murmuring: “Thank you, Zerrex…”
The Drakkaren lowered his head as he followed Cherry, but he was unable to keep his
eyes on his feet for long: instead, he found himself gazing around with fascination at the sterile,
long halls and the windows here and there looking out on space, people walking by in coveralls,
futuristic full-body spacesuits, and all other manner of clothing and armor. Demons, angels,
mortals… Zerrex was amazed as they entered an elevator, then he smiled awkwardly at a mouse
carrying a clipboard and dressed in grease-stained suspenders. Slowly, the mouse looked over at

the smiling Drakkaren, and he made a face at him before looking away… and Zerrex sensed his
awkwardness before he automatically reached up, Cherry seeing the movement too late and
wincing as the Drakkaren grasped the mouse‟s shoulder.
Instantly, the mouse‟s eyes widened as voices and images flooded his head, and a
moment later he looked cheerfully at Zerrex, saying warmly: “You have a good day too, sir!”
And with that, he turned and left as the elevator doors opened, whistling cheerily as Cherry
gaped stupidly.
“Dude, what the fuck did you do?” she asked dumbly, and then she giggled stupidly, halfcovering her muzzle as the elevator doors closed, leaving them alone in the rust-stained car as it
rose rapidly upwards again with a hum, Zerrex looking confusedly at her. “Fuck, everyone‟s
going to be terrified out of their cunts when they see Harlem happy… ain‟t never seen that
bastard smile, I kid you not.”
“He‟s just uncomfortable around people, that‟s all. Doesn‟t feel like he connects, so I…
gave him that connection for a moment.” Zerrex shrugged a bit, then he rubbed slowly at the
back of his head. “Did I do a bad thing?”
The female looked at him for a few moments… then she grunted and shrugged, wrapping
an arm around his shoulders and leaning on him as the doors of the elevator slid open and she led
him out, saying mildly: “Hey, if it helps, it helps. But like I said, keep it under wraps, huh? Don‟t
go showin‟ off like that once we get to registration, okay?”
Zerrex nodded, but most of his attention was engaged with the massive room they were
walking through, Cherry muttering something about a shortcut as they passed workers in hardhats and wearing metallic exoskeleton s around their limbs, movements whirring and hands
deftly working joysticks at the ends of the arms, manipulating powerful magnets and vise grips
that were in place of hands. There were even a few massive robotic suits carrying huge crates in
vise-hands, walking on squat legs and made of some powerful alloy, covered in flaking gold
paint with red stripes and workers wearing facemasks visible through the faintly-tinted cockpits.
The reptile knew somehow that he‟d also fought these armors before: or perhaps it was
closer to say he‟d fought armors similar to it, other ones armed with weapons but the same base
design. He paused, then ducked as one of the fifteen foot tall armors walked by, shouting at him
and Cherry irritably as he lifted a bundle of heavy girders past them. Zerrex half-mumbled an
apology as Cherry laughed and dragged him down a short hall between piles of massive steel
crates, saying amusedly: “Don‟t mind them, Boss, they just like to bitch and gripe. Not my fault
some of the fucking hallways have been put under construction again, though… and no way am I
detouring through the barracks or the cafeteria, shit always happens there.”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit, his own memories flickering for a moment, hearing Cherry‟s
laughter in his head… and then they were in another warehouse, the Drakkaren staring raptly
around at the vastness of it and how many crates and boxes were piled high, several workers in
coveralls opening up a set of boxes laying in the middle of the room and dropping their contents
into a deep, wide cart. Zerrex watched this operation for a moment, and then he was pulled
onwards by Cherry towards a large, open shutter, the two emerging into a hallway before the
reptile was pulled down into a huge octagonal area.
There was a large fountain of the same eight-sided shape in the middle of the open room,
with an inner octagon sitting upon a clear glass helix, water visibly rushing through these and
spraying upwards in four parabolas to spill back down into the larger pool. Children were
playing in it and around the water, laughing, some of them naked and others clothed to some
extent or another, and adults sat nearby, watching and smiling. Zerrex had the feeling that

modesty about the body was less-important here… and a wild thought floated through his mind
that he didn‟t entirely understand, whispering: Strange how people don’t associate nudity with
the future… even though it makes sense that in an evolved society, no one would judge each
other by their bodies, their skin, fur or scale…
He walked slowly into the open area, looking over the beautiful, white-and goldpatterned floor and the white walls of the fountain, and then he smiled a bit as he looked down
and saw that he was standing on an eight-pointed star. Similar celestial designs were evenly
spaced around the floor, and Zerrex looked up as people milled in from open shutters and
hallways that bridged into the area, before the Drakkaren looked up at the blue-metal rooftop,
from which hung glowing, beautiful orbs that cast soft light over the area. He didn‟t know why,
but this place made him strangely happy… then he glanced curiously as there was a ding, and
flatscreen monitors set up around the room flickered on, before a kind-looking badger in a blue
and gold uniform said calmly: “This is your Captain speaking, announcing that it is now twelve
noon, and lunch is being served in all mess halls. Sailing is clear and the ship‟s orbit has not
further decayed. In a few days our engines will be repaired, but I‟m pleased to say that staff and
security forces are working at optimum efficiency. Thank you all for continuing to provide a safe
and stable environment for all the citizens of Heosphoros.”
The monitors flickered, displaying a symbol of a golden phoenix with a black horseshoe
over it and a motto Zerrex couldn‟t understand beneath it, and then the screens turned off and
people began to move again. Zerrex looked curiously at Cherry, and she grunted as she walked
over towards the fountain, sitting on the edge of it as the Drakkaren followed and looked down at
her, sensing her discomfort. “Who was that?”
“Captain Sebastian Hurt, head of Heosphoros. Cindy and me and him and an old general
from Ire form the main head of the ship.” Cherry made a face, and Zerrex tilted his head
curiously. She had never mentioned this before… and the female looked embarrassed, rubbing at
her skull slowly. “Sorry I didn‟t tell you, but… Cindy and I are really just figureheads.
Sebastian‟s got all the power… but the guy‟s a little eccentric, you dig? Heosphoros he treats
like a ship, but by that I mean he treats it like it‟s his baby. Guy‟s real old school about that, and
if someone fucks up his scheduling or his ideas, he gets majorly pissed off.
“The power ladder for these space colonies is basically the Captains and Councils that
govern each colony, and then the main council made up of heads from each space station that
report to the Admirals. Major bigwigs, I think there‟s… three or five of them, some odd
number.” Cherry leaned back, making a face as Zerrex nodded slowly, showing that he was
understanding as best he could. “They‟re in a separate space station, but sometimes they stay in
the colonies or even in the camps on the mortal plane… their locations are usually kept pretty
quiet though, you know all that secrecy shit that makes them think they‟re so safe.”
Zerrex grunted: this much he could gather from his many stained military memories.
Then he returned his attention to Cherry as she frowned a bit, looking down. “The Admirals
report to a special kind of… World Council, or rather, what‟s left of the old World Council.” She
laughed a bit, shaking her head slowly. “Ain‟t many presidents of the world left, though, and
even less land on that rock to pretend are countries… I‟ll be fucked if I don‟t look at it now and
see how stupid of us it was to never… never try and just get along for one fucking day, even
after all the apocalypses and heaven and hell and all that shit that happened. I guess it‟s just
that… holier than thou and selfishness though, huh Boss?”
The Drakkaren nodded a bit, not responding as he looked away, then he said quietly: “We
should probably go, though. I don‟t want to draw too much attention… even less, I don‟t want to

end up accidentally showing off my abilities.” He paused, then looked around at the people,
smiling awkwardly a few that were looking at him as he murmured softly: “One or two of these
people think they almost recognize me.”
“They damn well should.” Cherry murmured, then she stood, waving to some of the
people before she patted Zerrex on the shoulder and walked onwards, the Drakkaren following
and rubbing his hands awkwardly together in front of himself. She didn‟t speak further, however,
and the reptile finally unconsciously nudged her with his mind, the female blinking and looking
stupidly back and forth as they entered a hallway, before she looked flatly at the reptile as he
smiled awkwardly at her. “Can you like. Not pull that shit?”
“Sorry.” Zerrex said softly, then he rubbed absently at a shoulder as they approached a
doorway. Someone came through it, but they held the door for them, Cherry grunting and Zerrex
smiling and nodding to the minotaur: a creature once bred in Hell as low level warriors and
workers, but now common throughout the mortal plane, even with their tall sizes, large bodies,
and long horns.
Then he frowned curiously at the stacked rectangles attached to a twisting steel bar that
wound upwards in a helix towards the ceiling, Cherry already walking up them… and Zerrex
asked quietly: “What are these?”
Cherry blinked, looking over her shoulder… and she visibly swallowed before clearing
her throat, saying awkwardly: “I… Boss, uh, those are stairs. You walk up them, see? It‟s not
that complicated… I mean like uh… you know, well… uh…” she broke off, then grinned
stupidly as she punched the side of her own head. “Ignore me, I‟m an idiot.”
“It‟s okay.” Zerrex hesitantly stepped up on one of the stairs, then he smiled a bit as he
understood the concept, keeping his balance as he walked slowly up the spiraling stairway.
Cherry walked ahead of him, but her gaze was almost maternal, staying only a short distance
away and acting like a protective mother allowing her toddler to climb the stairs for the first
time.
The Drakkaren knew he was safe under Cherry‟s gaze, feeling strangely comforted
despite the near-infantilism of it: Cherry, after all, was not just a demoness and a rough-andtough mortal, but she possessed a supernatural sense of precognition, literally able to see ghost
images of what was about to happen up to ten seconds ahead of time if she concentrated. So even
if he was about to fall, she would be instantly there… and he looked up curiously, asking:
“Cherry, why don‟t I like stairs so much… fear so much damage from them when I just fought a
Mechanaut to the death?”
“Because you‟re a puss… I… what did you just say?” Cherry spun around just as she
reached the landing, staring at him, and Zerrex blinked before the demoness grinned slightly.
“Now see, though, that sounds more like the old Zerrex I knew… the one who‟d whine about
shit, get beaten up by a twelve year old… but then take down half the fucking world with one
hand tied behind his goddamn back.”
Zerrex looked at her blankly, and Cherry sighed, grumbling something before grabbing
the Drakkaren and jerking him along, the reptile deciding that it was probably best to let her do
as she pleased for the moment. He sighed, mumbling something about control freaks, and then
stared as they emerged from a hallway and into a large, long lobby filled with chairs and large
windows in each wall, people lined up in front of these and others sitting and filling out all
manner of paper as Cherry muttered: “Welcome to the Registration Bureau. Come on, Boss, the
Registrar‟s Office is at the back… that should be our first stop, since it has all the records of the
passengers, birth certificates, death certificates, all that bureaucratic bullshit.”

The reptile nodded as they waded through the crowd together, moving past creatures of
all shape and size: Zerrex saw an angel here, arguing with a bored-looking mortal in a window
about something and looking utterly helpless, and a family of demons trying to restrain their
children over there… and a shiver ran through him, the crowd making him feel both
claustrophobic and agitated as Cherry winced over her shoulder, apparently sensing it as she
muttered: “Hang on, we‟re almost there.”
Zerrex nodded mutely, trembling as he reached out and clung to her shoulder, his
breathing quickening. He could feel their emotions, almost hear their thoughts, their wishes,
dreams and nightmares… and he grit his teeth, feeling bodies, sweat, his space invaded as a
minotaur bustled past and grunted an apology… and then the Drakkaren closed his eyes, wishing
them all awayAnd they were gone, Cherry looking stupidly back and forth and clerks leaning out of
their windows in shock as everyone in the hall simply vanished, and a tremble rolled down
Zerrex‟s spine before the demoness turned on him and grabbed his shoulders, looking into his
eyes and saying sharply: “Get a hold of yourself!”
Zerrex winced as his head rocked back and forth, and then he nodded, murmuring an
apology before he glanced over his shoulder and concentrated… and a moment later, the crowd
reappeared, people looking back and forth stupidly, others yelling in alarm and panic… but then
a strange quiet settled slowly over them and the clerks, the silence so complete that the reptile
heard the tap of a phone being dropped to the ground in one of the back rooms. Cherry looked at
Zerrex stupidly, and the Drakkaren looked back with a shrug, saying dumbly: “This time it isn‟t
me.”
“Just… helping take care of that accident, that‟s all.” said a soft voice, and the crowd
parted like the tides as Marina walked slowly through, smiling softly at her father before she
snapped her fingers, and everyone returned to normal as if nothing had happened, chattering,
arguing, and panicking. Zerrex felt it press at his mind… but then another feeling invaded his
thoughts, and the reptile closed his eyes as Marina whispered in his mind: It’s okay. You’ll learn
to block it out in time… for now, let’s just move forwards.
“Come on, we should move.” Cherry muttered in unknowing agreement, and she
hesitated as the three walked onwards before saying finally: “Thanks, Marina. I guess we owe
you one for that.”
“It‟s all for Daddy, Cherry. Anything for Father.” Marina replied with a soft smile, and
then she turned her loving eyes up to the male as the Drakkaren gazed quietly at her for a
moment, before she looped her arm with his as they headed towards a window with a curtain
drawn over it at the very back of the room, next to a door labeled „REGISTRAR.‟
Cherry approached the window and hammered on it, waiting a few moments as she
crossed her arms, and then she grumbled and hit it harder, shouting impatiently: “Get your ass
out here, I know you‟re in there!”
The curtain rustled, then it opened, a sour-looking kangaroo looking out at them as he
chewed on a sandwich dripping from his hand, then he said acidly: “If you‟re trying to impress
me, it‟s not working. Now is this the same reptile that appeared on deck last night?”
Cherry opened her mouth, but Zerrex overrode her, sensing she was about to tell a rather
large, rather obvious lie. “Yes, I am. My name is Zerrex Narrius… I‟m sorry for the disturbance
I caused, but I have no memory since… since I found myself where I was to begin with.”

Zerrex stopped, realizing how vague that sounded as Cherry stared at him, but the
kangaroo either wasn‟t interested or simply didn‟t care, sighing dramatically as he slid a
keyboard across his desk and looked into an old monitor. “Well then, Mr. Narrius-”
“Zerrex. Just… Zerrex.” the Drakkaren interrupted, and then he smiled awkwardly at the
look the kangaroo gave him, the lizard covering his muzzle embarrassedly… but at the same
time, he was surprised that another memory had leapt to the surface so quickly and fluidly. It’s
getting faster, taking less to provoke my memories, my… old self into surfacing… I guess that’s
good. “Sorry.”
“Alright, Zerrex, then let me inform you that registering to live for a long term on
Heosphoros requires quite a bit of paperwork…” The kangaroo paused, looking vindictively at
Cherry as she raised a fist and shook it threateningly. “And even if you have… powerful friends
and connections, I‟m still required to get a variety of credible references and have you
analyzed…”
“Well, what if I only want to stay short term?” Zerrex asked curiously, and now the
kangaroo looked surprised even as Cherry frowned, but Marina only smiled when the other
female glanced at her. The Drakkaren himself, however, had no idea what he was saying… only
that it felt right. “Say, just until I get myself in order and healed a bit, after the ordeal I went
through.”
“It‟s… unusual.” the clerk said finally, frowning a bit as he tapped at his computer… but
it seemed to be more a nervous reflex then him actually looking for anything or entering
information. “If it‟s cleared with Captain Sebastian, I… well, there‟s no rule against short-term
visits as long as they‟re registered in the database… I mean, I… I still need your name and
someone to vouch for you…”
Cherry snorted at this, then she half-shoved her way forwards and put her hands and face
against the glass, saying clearly: “Me, Marina, Cindy, we all vouch for the bastard. Even that ass
Lone and little Mahihko would vouch for him, you got that? All long term crew members, two of
them kinda important in the grand scheme of Heosphoros. Now you wanna hand over the
fucking guest registration or am I going to have to come in there and pound the shit out of you?”
“He has to meet with the Captain, first!” the kangaroo immediately replied in a strangled
voice, as he shoved himself back from the desk, then he winced when Cherry slammed a fist
against the window hard enough to leave a blackish dent… and Zerrex realized it wasn‟t glass at
all, but some kind of translucent metal. “Okay, I‟ll set up the appointment, I just-”
“That won‟t be necessary.” said a smooth voice, and the Drakkaren turned around with a
look of surprise to see none other than Captain Sebastian himself standing nearby, clad in a
pressed and pristine blue and gold uniform with eight buttons down the front and a cap with the
same phoenix and horseshoe symbol as had appeared on the monitor. Zerrex glanced slowly over
the badger, taking in the scar on the side of his head, his confident brown eyes, and the way he
stood so proudly, boots on both feet and matching black gloves on his hands, not a speck of dirt
on any of the polished material before he nodded politely. “When I saw you on the security feed,
Miss Cherry, I decided to check in and see if things were alright… but I have to say, I‟m
surprised to see you out of your rooms, Lady Marina.”
Marina only smiled at him, however, and then Zerrex stepped forwards, awkwardly
holding out a hand. “Hi… I‟m Zerrex.”
“I‟m aware of this.” The badger reached out and took his hand, and Zerrex was careful
with his grip, not wanting to crush his hand as they shook. Sebastian still shook his hand out
when he let go, but he chuckled a bit, looking curiously over the Drakkaren. “A fine grip you

have, a good sign in a person, I believe. But as I have little time to spare, I‟ll get right to the
point. This is my ship, Zerrex, and I want to take every precaution I can to keep Heosphoros
from suffering any more than it does already. It‟s suffered attacks from gods, demons, angels,
every monstrosity this side of the sun, and these poor people have been through pains that are
difficult for anyone to comprehend with the loss of their world. I don‟t know or care who you
are, but I do know and care about everyone on my ship, and I will not put their lives at risk.”
He paused, then nodded at the reptile, saying quietly but firmly: “I am sorry, but I cannot
allow you to stay onboard the colony. We have too many people here as it is, and despite
whatever faith I place in Cherry and Lady Marina – and if you have their vote, I do not doubt
that Lady Cindy also would plead for your company – I cannot allow a stowaway any favors. I
have too many problems already… and you‟ll pardon me for saying this, but I suspect that you
also had something to do with the painful problems we‟ve suffered after your arrival, not to
mention the freak rainstorm that occurred inside the pavilion.”
Zerrex looked down quietly, then he glanced up, murmuring softly: “I am sorry about
that. I… don‟t know who or what I am. All I know is that I used to be someone else, and now I
have these… strange powers and-”
Sebastian rose a hand, his eyes hard… but beneath them, Zerrex thought he saw a flicker
of sadness. “I don‟t care about your story, Zerrex. Nothing you say or do will have an effect on
my decision. I‟ll give you twenty-four hours to vacate the premises, and then I‟ll have to have
you ejected from the ship and sent to either Elysium or the broken world below. It may be cruel,
but it‟s also the only choice I am left with. And should you feel you should interfere in any way,
Cherry and Marina, I‟ll have your entire family removed and you can keep this friend of yours
company.”
He turned away, walking a few steps… and then Cherry called as she slapped Zerrex‟s
shoulder: “And what if my friend here can fix Heosphoros‟s decaying orbit?”
The badger took another step away, but it was slow… and then he halted. Zerrex saw in
his body language as well as felt in his emotions that he didn‟t want to take the bait, he didn‟t
want to turn around or listen… and then Sebastian sighed, gritting his teeth as he looked over his
shoulder and said in a moody voice: “Miss Cherry, you play a cruel and dangerous game…”
“Hey, you have no idea what kind of fucking nerve you just poked in me.” Cherry said
with a smile, but the look in her eyes was dangerous and cold, and the badger turned around,
looking confused as Cherry squeezed Zerrex‟s shoulder, the reptile wincing a bit. Then the
female said with calm, surprising tact: “But it‟s a win-win for everyone… including the ship and
its crew and passengers. Zerrex here, he can bring the ship out of decay no problem. That shit
that happened before? Zerrex did that accidentally, in his fucking sleep. And the bastard took
down a Mechanized Primordial, all by himself… you want the proof, I‟m sure he can show you
where it‟s fallen.”
Sebastian frowned deeper at this, and then Marina stepped forwards, saying quietly as she
touched her father‟s other arm: “Zerrex can help Heosphoros… and you can help us. What do
you say?”
Zerrex looked back and forth, wincing, and then he said quietly: “Wait, I… I don‟t know.
Maybe I should just leave…”
“Can you fix the decay of the orbit of this space colony or not?” Sebastian asked
suddenly and sharply, and Zerrex looked at him blankly. The Captain looked back with a frown,
disbelief in his eyes… and then at a look from Cherry, Sebastian sighed and simplified: “The
space colonies… all of them… are supposed to be orbiting the planet. But all of them have

suffered a gradual pull towards the world from damage to the engines, miscalculating
gravitational fields, or other effects… that‟s called decay, when the orbiting object is pulled
towards the planet. We‟re several hundred meters away from the safe point, where our orbit is
supposed to be… but our engines will take months to repair, and we‟re being pulled towards the
planet.” Sebastian halted, looking back and forth before he walked forwards and said in a quieter
voice: “Whatever I tell the crew and passengers, we have only a few weeks before the decay
becomes so great we‟re pulled into the atmosphere and this colony will crash towards the planet.
I have no qualms about my own life, and I will go down with my ship if I must… but there is no
way to evacuate these people to a safe place before then, nor to stop the mass panic that will
ensue should they learn the veracity of our situation.”
Zerrex looked at him quietly, then he looked up at the people who filled the lobby, seeing
children and adults, mortals, demons and angels… and then he closed his eyes, feeling
something strange rising up in him, demanding that he do the right thing no matter how hard it
was or what the cost as he said softly: “I‟ll be just a minute.”
Sebastian scowled at him, likely thinking he meant he needed time to think it over… and
then Zerrex smiled slightly before he simply vanished from sight, and the Captain looked back
and forth in surprise as Cherry snorted and grinned, saying mildly: “Captain, I recommend we
find a window so we can watch the goddamn show.”
Zerrex reappeared a moment later in space, floating slowly on his back as he sighed
quietly, looking at the colony and the planet behind it… and then he put his hands behind his
head for a moment as he looked up, asking softly: “Why do I feel so compelled to save all these
people, who should mean nothing to me… why do I feel like… this is my job. That this is part of
why I‟m here… that this is the right thing to do?” He stopped, then smiled faintly as something
whispered through his mind, too quiet to hear and too jumbled to make out if he could… and yet
he knew what it meant anyway, as memories twisted through his brain before he looked slowly
around at the immense space colonies floating through the field of debris and the beauty of dark
space. “Maybe it‟s because I have these powers now… and I know that I can fix these
problems.”
The Drakkaren looked at the gargantuan space colony, and he took a slow breath, closing
his eyes… and then, when he opened them, the space colony no longer looked immense, but
instead like a small toy instead of something that held hundreds of thousands of people on board.
And there the reptile floated beside it, naked now but sexless, his body flexing with muscles
almost as large as the colony as he reached both hands forwards and gently grasped the ship,
pulling it quietly through space like it weighed nothing and setting it lightly at a distance further
away from the planet behind him, saying softly: “There we go.”
The reptile looked down at it quietly, rubbing a hand over the hull with a quiet laugh:
here was this thing, miles long and high, vaguely dome-shaped now that he was able to look at it
from above… and here he was himself, so big that he probably made even the Mechanauts still
rampaging here and there on the world below look like toys. He reflected quietly on his powers
as he looked at his hands… and then he glanced over to the next space station in line, floating
slowly over to it as he murmured softly, looking over it with fascination before he gently pushed
it away from the planet, saying quietly: “Sorry about the scare… I‟m just here to help.”
Zerrex repeated this process with each and every space station and space colony he came
across, ignoring weapon systems when they fired on him and only assisting as he could. It took
him little time at all to move the space colonies into safer orbits, and the reptile smiled a bit as he

completed his circle around the planet, before a shiver of power went through his body as he
looked down at his hands, whispering: “I can do anything…”
He felt truly powerful, truly godlike… and then a flash of a grinning face and crimson
eyes appeared in his mind, and the lizard recoiled before he clenched his eyes shut, grabbing his
head and murmuring: “No, no, no… enough. I have to do the right thing… I can‟t become like
Narrius…”
And now it wasn‟t excitement that ran through his body, but fear of his abilities… and
the reptile shook his head before he concentrated… and a moment later, vanished, reappearing
next to Cherry where she was leaning against a wall of the bridge with a grin, crew members in
full uniform staring in awe at the reptile as he brushed quietly at his body, once more at the size
that felt normal for him, once more dressed in the same plain clothes… and Captain Sebastian
swallowed thickly, saying weakly: “I think I‟m going to have to report to my superior officers
about this, Zerrex… I… I…”
“Yeah, that‟s the Boss.” Cherry polished her claws against her shirt, grinning over at the
badger as he sat slowly down in the Captain‟s chair at the back of the bridge. Zerrex looked in
fascination around the area, at the multitude of terminals of the two-tiered room, the entire front
wall one massive window and flatscreen monitors covering the rest of the walls. Above, a
catwalk surrounded the area, accessible by ladders and an elevator at the back behind the
Captain‟s chair, which was on a raised platform and surrounded by three flatscreen monitors that
showed security footage from inside the colony, flicking randomly through channels, as well as
visual readings from the outside of the area of all shape and size. “Now, can we have that guest
permission, please?”
However cowed Sebastian was, he still was unyieldingly professional, however, as he
pulled his cap off and rubbed slowly over his head, muttering: “Like I said… I… in a case of
such extreme powers, I need to contact my superiors… the ISC Heosphoros may not be suitable
and… most of the people here are from Ire and we hope to repopulate the country one day and…
I mean… hell, I was lucky that people listened to me when I radioed them not to take aggressive
action against Zerrex as he… single-handedly fixed the decay of all the space colonies…”
“I used both hands, actually.” Zerrex said with a bit of a frown, obviously not
understanding the expression. Cherry sighed and grumbled at this, and then the Drakkaren
looked around, asking quietly: “Where‟s Marina?”
“Good point.” Cherry said cheerfully, as if the reptile had said something entirely
different. “Marina does have some crazy-shit powers herself, and you and I both know that,
Captain. But you let her stay on board… or is it because you‟re turning into a pussy, Sebastian
Hurt?”
The badger grimaced at this, showing as much love for his last name as Zerrex did for his
own… or possibly it was because Cherry had cornered him with real logic instead of the usual
made-up kind she tended to go for. “Marina was also one of the people originally on board
Heosphoros, however, and aided greatly in the defense of the colonies during the war against the
Old Gods. You won‟t even tell me who Zerrex is, why he‟s so important to you… and he
demonstrates skills remarkably similar to the Old Gods, and you know I will not have that kind
of riffraff on board for fear of agitating the other passengers.”
Cherry groaned, grabbing her skull, and then she muttered as she looked sourly at Zerrex:
“You know, it‟s funny. Every year, they hold a fucking memorial service for the people who
died fighting the Old Gods. A day most Old Gods who survived the battles hide, because people
tend to go crazy screaming for revenge, when we both know they didn‟t have much of a choice

in what they were doing themselves, that they weren‟t even much more than soldiers of Athéos,
for the most part, who had no part in any of that silly shit that occurred.
“I mean, it‟s funny. Every year, they hold these big sad funeral-type gatherings and
celebrations. Some people even say the names of everyone who died, and they stir up all these
bad memories more than honor the fallen. They hold onto the grudges, instead of lettin‟ the past
go.” She stopped, looking quietly over at Sebastian, and whatever anger had started to flood the
badger‟s features died out as she murmured: “They blame someone else for the death of their
loved ones, because the person who did it died a long time ago… and now they just want to
demonize someone else, if you‟ll let me use the word, „cause it‟s easier to hate someone than to
let something go. „Cause they feel like if they let what happened settle into the past, it‟ll dishonor
the memories somehow.
“I tell you, though, does it ever piss me off that despite all the emphasis they put on this
silly shit…” Cherry closed her eyes, then opened them, looking at Zerrex quietly. “No one
recognizes that the guy who killed Athéos has been walking around right here with them. That
the guy who gave his goddamn life to save all these ungrateful assholes, who always gave
second chances and never once hated someone because it was the easiest thing to do, just saved
all these stupid space colonists.”
She stopped as Sebastian frowned, looking slowly over Zerrex, and then Cherry spat on
the floor before saying with disgust: “Come on, let‟s get out of here. This place stinks too much
like hypocrites for my liking. And Sebastian, darling? I think I speak for the rest of my family
when I say we tender our resignations effective immediately. We got somewhere else to go now,
anyway, that we‟ve been putting off too goddamn long, and while you guys deserve to mourn
your world until you get a new one, you guys got no right to piss and moan about the battle that
followed when we did all the fucking work and now you won‟t give a fucking home to the guy
that fucking died saving your fucking skins!”
Cherry‟s voice rose in fury, and then she spun and punched the wall as hard as she could,
shattering a control panel and sending up sparks as her fist smashed through the titanium beyond,
and then she snarled and drew her hand back, flicking it to send a splatter of blood over
Sebastian‟s suit as he stepped forwards, and he looked down dumbly at this as she said darkly:
“Whoops. But hey, look on the bright side. The blood on your suit matches all the blood you and
those other assholes wash their hands with. And here‟s a tip. People who died to protect what
they love don‟t want to be constantly brought up and remembered for it. They died to save
someone or something. They didn‟t die for the glory, and by turning their deaths into some
mediocre celebration of hate pisses in the face of everything they did. Your father died to save
your life, asshole, not to serve his country or because he felt „them bad guys need killings and I
wants me one of them shiny awards…‟ oh fuck it, like you‟ll ever understand. Boss, let‟s go.”
“Cherry!” Sebastian called, but Zerrex was already being dragged out of the room by her
as she snarled, wiping at her eyes and clenching them shut, and then she turned and slammed the
door hard behind them, the reptile blinking slowly before he followed quietly as she rubbed at
her eyes, looking pained.
He let her lead in silence for a while through the twisting catacombs of the space colony,
until Cherry finally stormed into an empty office and approached one of the walls, yelling
inarticulately as she hammered punch after punch into the steel until chunks of broken, bent steel
plate were left littering the ground. Zerrex looked at her mildly, and Cherry finally slumped, her
back to him as she murmured: “I‟m sorry, Boss… and I know they mean well, and that everyone
has a different view of it… but you taught me so much, and it‟s so goddamn upsetting after the

view of the world you‟ve shown me. I don‟t know why people insist on not letting go even when
all the worlds have reached a breaking point: I don‟t know why they think they‟re „honoring‟ the
dead and I‟m so sick and tired of every fucking year, beating the shit out of idiots who think
they‟re doing the right thing by… every fucking year, thinking that because „their kind‟ were
involved with the war on the world, chucking rocks and missiles and everything else at Old
Gods…”
She halted, then looked over her shoulder, rubbing at her eyes and murmuring, as she
looked quietly away: “It‟s all about revenge, not remembering the dead…” A pause as she
bowed her head, mumbling as she tried to hide the hitching of her voice as she murmured:
“Sorry, Boss, I… I guess it‟s just everything happening all at once. You coming back, losing…
Cindy… all this stupid drama and then getting kicked off the space colony… and of course,
being set on fire, too.”
She offered a weak smile over her shoulder, and Zerrex wrapped an arm around her,
squeezing her close as she sighed and mumbled, but relented and rested herself against him. The
reptile could feel her emotions, but with the sadness he could feel her being comforted… and
that in turn comforted him, as she muttered: “Anyway, I guess this is another real big fuckaree
I‟ve gotten us into. Cindy‟s gonna be pleased as punch about this… but I guess she‟s got a lot of
reasons at the moment to think I‟m a real cunt anyway.” She made a face, shaking her head
slowly. “Beats me where the balls we‟re going to go, though, the mortal planet ain‟t exactly all
that habitable even for us demons. Still lots of elementals down there, keeping some of those
Mechanaut freaks running… not to mention hordes of undead, just waiting to gobble us up.”
Zerrex nodded, then he asked quietly: “Then what about Hell? Maybe being in that
environment will help restore my memories… maybe… Sin can help us out, too, and the others.”
Cherry looked at him quietly, then she stroked a hand gently over his face, asking softly:
“You really miss them all, don‟t you?”
The Drakkaren nodded, smiling after a moment as he murmured: “The ones I remember,
I miss greatly… Annabelle, my Blueberry, for instance. I can‟t wait to see her face again.” He
stopped at both the look and feeling he got from the female, frowning a bit before she winced as
he asked slowly: “Did I say something wrong?”
“Boss… she died, don‟t you remember? She saved Balthazar‟s life, but… she was
killed.” Cherry said softly, and Zerrex closed his eyes, rubbing at his head slowly as whispers
travelled through his mind, memories not yet gathered and fragments of thought he couldn‟t
piece together. The name Balthazar brought to mind feelings of friendship and closeness, of trust
and compassion… but at the same time, the look on Cherry‟s face told him he didn‟t want to
press the subject, as he only nodded slowly.
This time, Cherry seemed to feel his emotions, slapping his chest quietly before she
hugged him tightly, grumbling: “Come on now, both of us can‟t be emo bitches about all this
shit. I know that… it‟s hard to lose someone, and well… after Cynterra, I know what it‟s like to
lose someone twice, even if I tried my damndest to forget all that crap in my past and pretend it
was pretty-pretty look-at-me. You got lots of other family still alive, though, and all of „em will
get one hell of a nice surprise when you show up… fuck, you have no idea what a pain in the ass
Priest was after you died. I swear to shit he got my stunning beauty and physique but your ability
to become a moody wreck.”
“Shut up, Cherry.” Zerrex said flatly, but now the female laughed a bit, and Zerrex
couldn‟t help but smile faintly, as he stroked her face quietly. “I… I understand and appreciate
why you didn‟t let me go to Hell right away. But I think I‟m ready… and that it‟s probably the

best place for me right now, to help me get my memories back and… be somewhere where they
can deal with my extraordinary powers, one way or the other.” He glanced down, then back up,
asking in a murmur: “So do we portal there?”
“Why portal when we can ride in class in a transport?” Cherry cocked her head, putting
her hands on her hips, and then she headed for the doorway, waving for the lizard to follow with
a grin over her shoulder. “Come on, Boss, first we gotta go tell the rest of the family. Then we
gotta-”
She was interrupted by the door flying open, Marina storming inside and shoving Cherry
aside with a simple flick of her muzzle: thankfully, the telekinetic attack was only enough to
stagger the female into a wall, making her grunt in surprise more than pain before Marina
protectively hugged her father, shoving her head against him as she whispered: “But I just got
you back… I‟m your real daughter, from your real family… I‟m your servant, your slave, your
most-loyal… you can‟t leave, Daddy, you just can‟t!”
Zerrex was quiet as he looked down at her, even as she looked up pleadingly with her
luminous green eyes… and then the Drakkaren shook his head slowly but decisively, putting a
hand on her cheek as he murmured: “My family… is my family. From Aether to Sin, you… to
Narrius. I can‟t ignore my family and the bonds I share with them, whether they‟re bonds of love
or hate; not because of biological ties and connections, but because of the responsibility to them
that‟s developed over the years. Yes, Marina, you‟re my daughter… and if I had to choose
favorites, everyone knows clearly you‟d be the one held highest. But that doesn‟t mean I can
ignore the rest of these people, because they‟ve never ignored me: unless they‟ve forgotten about
me entirely or thrown the memories we shared away, then I still owe them at least the courtesy of
seeing them and letting them know… I‟m back. I‟m alive.”
Marina was silent for a few long moments, and then she looked up, saying softly: “I
killed Shelly and Maya. I killed them both in cold blood for these powers, Zerrex.”
Zerrex felt a chill run down his spine, recognizing those names as names of two of his
daughters: headstrong daughters that had rarely agreed with him and even less often approved of
him… and then he asked quietly, feeling strange and cold: “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I want you to know that I am the most loyal of your family… and that I won‟t
ever let anyone or anything come between us.” She looked slowly over at Cherry, a smile slowly
growing over her face that made Zerrex‟s bones feel like ice, and Cherry winced, swallowing
thickly at the look in Marina‟s eyes: insane, fanatical devotion, multiplied to the nth degree. “I
stole this knowledge from Sin‟s mind when her defenses were down and reshaped myself for
you, made myself your weapon and your greatest blessing… come Father, come with me. Let‟s
go into space… we have the power to build our own civilization and seed it with offspring who
will bow to you like all here has served Naganis…”
“Never.” Zerrex whispered, pushing her backwards… and Marina stumbled, looking
shocked and hurt… and then she trembled before she closed her eyes and only nodded, suddenly
meek and silent. Zerrex felt intense pain coming from her… but still, there was no hatred.
Reluctance to accept, a want to try and compel him into accepting her ideas… but no hate. Only
unyielding, undying love. “Marina…”
“I‟ll always envy those around you… I think that is my greatest sin.” Marina said softly,
then she laughed quietly, hugging herself as she added in a nastier voice: “Or maybe it‟s love for
my bastard father…”
“Marina, you and I both know you‟re only saying that because you want me to lash out at
you, even hit you.” Zerrex said softly, and Marina looked up in surprise before the Drakkaren

smiled faintly, tapping his own skull quietly. “I remember your old tricks. And don‟t forget… I
can feel your emotions. Possibly clearer than you can yourself, from the way you‟re acting like a
child.”
Now Marina looked ashamed of herself, nodding silently before she turned and walked
slowly away… and Cherry winced, looking over at Zerrex for a few moments. The reptile knew
what she wanted to say, and the words didn‟t need to be exchanged between them: with the years
they‟d spent separated, Marina‟s delirious loyalty had possibly snapped into something even
more powerful… and even more insane.
He shook his head, then said quietly: “Come on, Cherry. We have work to do… people to
see and get ready I just hope no one takes this all too hard.”
“Ain‟t your fault, Boss, so get that constipated look off your face.” Cherry said mildly,
and Zerrex sighed, rolling his eyes as they walked out into the hall, both looking carefully back
and forth… but Marina had already vanished, and the reptile didn‟t want to think about where
she might have gone. “If anyone gets pissed off, they can deal with me and my superb logical
reasoning skills.”
“By which you mean your obnoxious, oversized mouth.” Zerrex replied dryly, and the
female mumbled something under her breath. As they walked down the halls, the reptile no
longer marveled so much at the station… but rather, the silence that surrounded them, the only
sound the echoing of their footsteps against the metallic floor. It gave the Drakkaren a feeling of
weirdness, plain and simple, that brought up memories that were mostly of doom and gloom and
dark places.
Cherry had the same look on her face, muttering under her breath about the crew, and
then she sighed and shook her head, pointing down the hall at a large, closed shutter. “Place is
dead… so let‟s cut through there, one of the soldier armories. „Course we ain‟t supposed to but I
really doubt that anything we do now will matter much.”
Zerrex didn‟t necessarily agree, but at the same time he couldn‟t come up with an
argument that would convince Cherry otherwise. She gave him that old look of hers, half-bossy
and half-pleading, and the reptile rolled his eyes, mumbling under his breath: “Why did I even
bother taking your soul when you still walk around acting like such a jerk-ass?”
“Well, at least you‟re getting better at your insults, you douche. Even if you still sound
like a two-year old.” Cherry replied grumpily, and then she tapped a quick code on the panel
next to the shutter, and it rumbled before slowly sliding upwards. The female stepped into the
room beyond, and Zerrex followed, staring back and forth at the racks and racks of weapons on
the wall and the angled shelves filled with grenades and boxes of bullets. For a moment, Zerrex
could only stare at the shapes of rifles and machineguns and handguns, so strange in shape to his
eyes, and then he reached forwards and touched a handgun quietly, before he jumped as Cherry
called: “You can always steal it!”
Then she coughed and grinned stupidly as Zerrex glared at her, slowly settling as she
added lamely: “Didn‟t mean to startle you there, Boss. But like I said. Just take it if you want,
they got more than their share of weapons. This was an Irenic Space Colony, after all… and you
know damn well as I do that no matter what happens or who‟s in charge, they always end up
loading way more weaponry than they need. Besides, guns are almost fucking useless against
elementals and they just make primordials pissed off.”
“Primordials…” Zerrex frowned a bit as a static-riddled memory of anger came to mind,
then the taste of mud and smell of soil brushed through his senses before he looked at Cherry

curiously, asking quietly: “Did I… fight them before? Other than those Mechanauts, as you
called them… I mean pure Primordials.”
“Yeah, you did, Boss.” Cherry smiled a bit, then she reached out and snatched the
handgun off the rack, handing it over to him before she grabbed his arm and pulled him along,
the reptile grumbling as he tried to shake it off but she clung gamely on. He looked at her sourly,
but she only looked cheerful as she ducked and reached down to snag a box of handgun bullets
from a lower rack. She handed it over, and Zerrex took it, looking down curiously at it.
“No manufacturing marks?” Zerrex looked at her, and Cherry looked surprised before
smiling slightly at him, pointing at the handgun. Zerrex looked down at it, gripped in his other
hand naturally by the handle, and he tilted it slowly back and forth before he murmured softly:
“No markings at all on this, either.”
“Turn it over.” Cherry invited, and Zerrex looked at her curiously before he did so,
holding it almost upside down… and finally, he caught sight of a bar code etched into the bottom
of it, next to a symbol he barely recognized… but recognized all the same. “You got the
answer?”
“It‟s manufactured by the Irenic military themselves, not any connected company.”
Zerrex said after a moment, and Cherry slapped him on the back with a grin.
“See, the little details are all comin‟ back to you now, Boss… I think that‟s a good sign,
ain‟t it? Now come on, let‟s head back. You might as well take that little number with you, too,
and that box of electrified bullets. I wanna see if your aim is still shit or if you can make the
bullet hit the target every time now, too.”
Zerrex sighed, rolling his eyes, but he knew at the same time that if he didn‟t take the
handgun, Cherry would either make a ruckus or steal even more from the armory. So instead he
looked down at the black metal of the gun, inspecting its sheen as he followed the female more
by sound than sight, before he rolled his shoulders and slipped the box of handgun bullets into an
inner pocket of his coat. The handgun he put into another inner pocket, then he rubbed over the
leather jacket he was still wearing, murmuring: “Strange how everyone here‟s in so little… and
I‟m still dressed in layers of stuff.”
“Well, then take it all off and I‟ll give you the welcome I‟ve been dying to give you since
I first saw you.” Cherry retorted, and Zerrex looked at her curiously as they fell into step
together, the female peering at him before she gaped. “Dude, don‟t tell me you forgot about sex!
Fucking hell, what the fuck happened to you?”
“I have no idea.” the lizard replied honestly, and Cherry grumbled under her breath
before they reached the other side of the hall, and the female tapped in another quick code, the
shutter blocking their path raising slowly as Zerrex looked back and forth, reaching down and
hesitantly slipping his hands into his pockets… and the gesture felt strangely right. “But I
haven‟t… I mean, I haven‟t completely forgotten about sex, Cherry. I‟m just…”
He stopped, and Cherry frowned at him, stepping closer even as he looked away
awkwardly and they walked slowly down the hall together… and then she asked softly, grabbing
his shoulder to halt him halfway down the passage, the silence and emptiness around them
strange and loud: “Don‟t tell me you‟re scared of it, Boss.”
“I just… you know.” He laughed a bit, shuffling a foot against the ground before he
murmured softly: “Every time I get excited about something… I lose control of myself. I don‟t
even… feel like myself. I mean, we‟re lucky I didn‟t blow up the entire room when you startled
me. And when I think of sex… I get… so emotionally excited. Everyone‟s trying to keep me

down and calm and I‟m just… so worried about…” He stopped, then swallowed, looking quietly
at her. “Cherry, I love you. I don‟t want to hurt you.”
Cherry looked at him for a few moments, looking deeply touched, trembling a bit… and
then she suddenly grinned and slapped his shoulder, saying cheerfully: “Fuck, Boss, but I doubt
even you could hurt me with fucking! Come on, let‟s stick your cock in me right now and see if
you can shove it all the way up me it comes out my damn mouth!”
Zerrex groaned and threw his arms out, and Cherry cackled before she skipped off, and
the lizard shook his head with a faint smile. She always knew just how to stop things from
getting too tense… and he followed after a moment, putting his hands back in his pockets but
feeling strangely comforted and more assured as Cherry tapped a button, and a door slid
smoothly into the wall to reveal a small room beyond and a waiting elevator. “I know this place
is a hell of a catacombs, but you get used to it sooner or later. Of course, I guess you could
always shoop us, but-”
With that, Zerrex grinned a bit, suddenly feeling another emotion rise in him he didn‟t
recognize but decided to entertain… and a moment later, they vanished, then reappeared in the
living room, and Cherry‟s eyes bulged, frozen in position with her finger still out as if to push a
button, and she slowly tilted forwards before falling flat on her face with a loud groan. “Oh I
fucking hate you. I feel like my balls are in my throat.”
“You‟re the one who likes having balls so much.” Zerrex replied mildly, and then he sat
down carefully on the floor as Mahihko and Lone stared at them from the couch, before the
reptile asked the two wolves curiously: “Do either of you know where Cindy is, or is she still…
out?”
Lone glanced at Mahihko, and the small wolf – dressed only in a bright, short red skirt –
pointed at the hallway, saying cheerfully: “She‟s in her room, Daddy!” A pause, and he quieted a
bit, saying in softer tones: “She seemed a little down, even though she was trying her best to
smile at us.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and Cherry sat up, wincing as the two looked at each
other… and then she sighed, standing up and saying awkwardly: “Maybe well… I should like…
I dunno, go and talk to her, I guess.”
The Drakkaren looked at her for a moment, and then he shook his head even as she began
to stand, grunting as he climbed to his own feet and saying softly: “No, let me. It‟s still too early,
Cherry… and I might not have been the best father, but I still am Cindy‟s father. Besides, you
owe her a little space and time to work through things… and I owe her a lot of attention and
comfort after everything she‟s done for me.”
“She never gave up on your, Zerrex.” Cherry said suddenly, looking up at him quietly…
and Zerrex look over his shoulder at her in mid-turn, before she smiled awkwardly, rubbing the
back of her head slowly. “Well, I… okay, maybe I can‟t speak honestly for what happened over
those years, even though… that should have been when I knew her best. But she loved you all
those years you were alive, Boss… and she never forgot that you weren‟t just her father, but a lot
more to her.”
The Drakkaren looked at her for a few moments, and then he finally nodded, laughing a
bit as he said quietly: “Then I‟ll do my best to keep that in mind, Cherry…” He stopped, then
turned around, asking with his back to her in a quiet voice: “I‟m not just interfering, am I?”
“I think we‟re the ones who dragged you into the middle of this shitstorm, Zer.” Cherry
replied after a moment with a bit of a vindictive smile, rubbing one arm slowly as Mahihko

opened his mouth to interrupt, but it was quickly covered by Lone as the smaller wolf flailed.
“Look, just go and do your thing. I‟ll take care of these two lunkheads here.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and then he headed down the hallway, ignoring the
sounds of Cherry scaring the wolves into submission before he knocked quietly on the door
leading into Cindy‟s room. It was half-ajar, letting him see in, but he couldn‟t see her… and then
the door slowly swung open, and Cindy looked up at him, rubbing at reddened eyes and with her
shirt off to reveal the tight bra beneath. She looked up at him quietly, and he looked back down
at her, before she murmured: “Come on in, Dad.”
He nodded a bit to her, both keeping space between themselves as they almost circled
each other to let the Drakkaren enter through the doorway… and then she quietly closed it before
she sighed softly, walking over to sit on Marina‟s bed. They both looked at each other for a few
long moments, the reptile feeling the stirrings of awkward memories, before Zerrex finally rose a
hand as Cindy opened her mouth to speak. “Wait, before we… argue or… get emotional… I
want to let you know that Captain Sebastian doesn‟t want me on board, so…we‟re going to
leave. Me and Cherry at least. I haven‟t discussed this with her, but… I do want to let you know
that if you want to stay here… I‟ll support you in that. I don‟t want you to feel that you have to…
follow me everywhere. That you have to stay locked in the same place with me and Cherry
holding you back.”
Zerrex looked down quietly: the words hurt to say, but they were true nonetheless. If
Cindy really wanted to spend time apart from him now, he would certainly honor that request.
He couldn‟t imagine what it must be like for her, after all, to have lost someone she cared for…
started to move on… and then have that person thrust back into her life, only to rudely rip away
everything else she loved. He sighed softly, and then looked up in surprise as Cindy sat beside
him and wrapped her arms around him.
She buried her head against his chest and began to cry, and Zerrex wrapped his arms
silently around her… and slowly, the surfaces around them turned transparent, until they were
left sitting on a bed that seemed to float as their lone accompaniment through the vast darkness
of space. Cindy cried long and hard, and Zerrex had the sense that she had been holding her tears
in for weeks, months… perhaps even years, as he held her and rocked her slowly, closing his
eyes and murmuring: “Just let it out… it‟s going to be okay…”
Finally, her sobs began to weaken… and she looked up, tears still streaming down her
face as she whispered: “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy… I gave up on you… the other girls believed,
and I know Cherry fucked up and I know that Marina was insane… but they still believed. I… I
just let go. Even after all you survived, all you‟ve earned, all you‟ve done to deserve a goddamn
push, when that push finally came and the universe let you come back, here I was, almost
wishing you‟d just stayed gone… and I hate myself for that. I forgot myself, and who I was…
and who you were to me. My father… but more than that, my mentor, the person who killed his
mentor after I was threatened, the male who threw himself in harm‟s way again and again for
me, who always protected me even in Baskin‟s Grove, when you didn‟t know who I was and I
had no idea who you were… the male I would have given my virginity to had Lone not raped
me… the person who helped me every step of the way, whether you knew it or not, learning all
the things I did, who taught me about discipline and that nothing is ever impossible… and I gave
all that up to become a number in the crowd, a worker bee getting praised by others and living
almost a normal life…”
“But a normal life is all I ever wanted for you… all we ever wanted.” Zerrex said quietly,
and then he winced when Cindy punched his chest, likely harder than she‟d intended to as she let

out another loud, brazen sob and then clutched tightly against him, pushing herself forwards.
“Cindy, I…”
“No, goddammit! It‟s not worth it…” She stopped, trembling violently as she looked up
at him. “Yes, I love Cherry… in so many ways… but I also love you. I have always loved you. I
will always love you… and the life we had together. Zerrex, I… I‟ve always been the one left
behind, for all my strengths, for all my smarts. Never as good a daughter as Marina, never as able
to keep up with you as Cherry, never as devoted a wife as Lily, never as smart or talented as
Sin… even Selena, with all the passion she shows, is more use to you than me… all I was ever
able to do was sit back and bandage up your wounds at the end of the day, but anyone could do
that…”
“Cindy…” Zerrex said quietly, but Cindy shook her head vehemently, slapping her hands
against his body again and making him wince, the female visibly refusing to be interrupted.
Her breath hitched as she trembled, unable to speak as the reptile only looked at her in
silence, and then she finally looked up, whispering: “I love you so much. If I could be… better…
for you, I would. If I could be more for you, I would. I… I… I used to get so scared but I thought
you‟d be around forever, forever and a half, for so long I‟d one day be able to face up to saying
that I was thinking of trying to move on… but I never could and never did and when I lost you I
realized I… I d-didn‟t want to… you gave me so much… and I t-t-thought I had the right to take
all that and run away? It killed me inside… but then I s-started thinking that your death meant I
could do whatever the fuck I wanted and… g-g-goddamn it, goddamn me…”
She lowered her head, crying quietly for a few moments, and then she looked up at him,
trembling violently. “And now you‟re back… and I feel like a thief, a liar, a monster. Like all I
did was tarnish your name, like all I did w-was… show how much of a fucking coward I truly
am… that I made a big goddamn mistake. Zerrex, Zerrex… Zerrex, if I could ever be as devoted
as Marina, I would. In an instant. I love you… I think… I think I‟m scared that you‟ll never love
me as much as your other daughters, though… especially with how I see you as my father and
my friend but so few other connotations between us fit… I‟m not a slave to you like Cherry, I‟m
no Iuratus, and no real wife. I was for a while but I showed no loyalty to your memory. That it
wasn‟t moving on that was wrong… it was the fact that I tried to pretend you never existed…
that I put all my faults on you…”
“I‟ve never thought of you as having faults, Cindy… and I‟ve always loved you, always
will love you…” Zerrex hugged her tightly to his body, clenching his eyes shut as the stars
twinkled around them in the vastness of space, and Cindy curled closer to him, sobbing quietly.
“Cindy, I do love you… and whatever you are and I am to you and… I mean… as long as you‟re
happy… that‟s what I care about…”
“When I lost you to Hell all those years ago… I turned into this cold… angry…
monster.” Cindy whispered, eyes closed as her fingers dug into the Drakkaren‟s scales. “Then,
when Crow killed me… all those years I spent in Heaven I did nothing but train, and train, and
train, and learn, and learn, and learn, until I was able to steal the spear you used to kill that… that
bastard. I didn‟t make connections with people… I shunned everyone. I became an angel only so
that I could save you… not for my own gain.
“Then I lost you again… and we all thought you were dead and gone forever, killed by
Athéos, killed destroying him, saving us all… and this time I forced myself to forget you by
wiping away the memories, plunging into my work, becoming fanatical about the maintenance of
this ship… fuck…” Cindy clenched her eyes shut, then she looked up at him silently, tears
streaming down her cheeks. “Cherry, I… I… she was so strong, even when she was weak. Please

don‟t be hard on her… be hard on me. Hurt me. Punish me. I deserve it… but Cherry was
dragged into my spiderweb… even when I made her happy, I made her unhappy… I made her
swallow all the lies I told us both about you…”
Zerrex looked away from her, gritting his teeth as he hugged her close, feeling the pain in
her body and only wanting to comfort her… and then Cindy laid her head against him,
whispering: “I only ever wanted to be special to you… like they are. You were my first love,
Zerrex… and you know… you never really get over your first love…”
The reptile looked at her quietly, and she gazed back at him… then she closed her eyes,
grasping into his shoulders as she murmured: “I want to be special, just like the other girls…”
“Cindy… maybe you‟ve spent too long looking at them and seeing them as special,
because they serve me with smiles on their faces… but gods, you‟re special because you never
needed that to be special to me…” Zerrex murmured, hugging her tightly to his body, and she
looked up at him quietly. “You never needed to be anything more than you are… strong, sweet,
gentle, and loving… you‟re my little girl, Cindy, my first daughter before all others… isn‟t that
special, shouldn‟t that be special? That‟s… that‟s why I‟ve always handled you so delicately…
why I‟ve always treated you so carefully… because Gods, you‟re my first child. My beautiful,
darling Cindy… who found the strength to love me even after learning that I raped her mother…
Cindy, who bore Marina… Cindy, who overcame mortal culture and became my wife before she
overcame Heaven itself to steal away the Spear of Conquerors and save my life…”
Cindy looked down silently… and then she looked up at him, grasping his shoulders as
she said quietly: “Then… because I‟ve never asked anything like this of you… because I never
needed it before… will you give me it now? Zerrex, I hate these feelings inside of me, for so
many reasons… and I want to know… if only for a little while… what the others must feel, and I
want to be just like Cherry… I‟ve always idolized her after you, Father… please. Please. Make
me… make me something different.”
The two looked at each other silently, and then Zerrex looked away, murmuring: “No, the
risk is too great, I don‟t have control of my powers…”
“Then here.” Cindy suddenly leaned back, grabbing his muzzle and forcing his head
around so their eyes locked, saying quietly: “Make a blood vow with me, a promise that you
can‟t break… that when you have control over those abilities, you‟ll do this for me if I ask you
again. Promise me that, Father…”
The two looked at each other, and Zerrex realized there was no arguing with her. That no
matter what he said or did, she would continue to insist on it… and finally, he nodded
grudgingly, murmuring: “But only after I‟ve got these abilities under control after I know what
I‟m doing… and after you‟ve had time to… get over the trauma of this and think about it-”
Cindy laughed dryly, shaking her head as she whispered: “I‟ve never thought clearer in
my life on or about anything. I‟d do it myself if I had the tools, Zerrex.” She stopped, then
looked down quietly, murmuring: “I know how strange this sounds coming from me, Daddy…
but I gave up Heaven so I could spend my days with you in Hell and on the mortal plane. So
maybe it‟s not so strange after all.”
The reptile looked at her quietly, and then Cindy sat back a bit in his lap, wiping at her
eyes slowly before her eyes travelled slowly around the room at the vastness of space, saying
quietly: “Now hurry up. I won‟t stop bothering you until you make the promise.”
Zerrex laughed faintly, and then he finally nodded as he held up his right hand, and the
scales peeled away from his fingers before one took on a distinct, blade-like shape. Zerrex used

this to make a deep cut into his left arm, then over his palm… and then Cindy held out her arm
silently, and the reptile nodded after a moment, making identical cuts at the same distance.
Before he could say anything, Cindy grabbed his arm, squeezing hard into it as the reptile
automatically did the same, both wincing at the feeling: for mortals, a blood oath was mostly for
theatrical purposes, but with supernatural entities it was often a much more serious and solemn
event. A demon that made a blood oath couldn‟t break it without suffering horrendous psychic
agony for weeks, after all… and an angel that broke such a promise often ended up with
tarnished wings, losing much of its honor and glory. Zerrex was no longer sure what he exactly
counted as, but he figured that if he broke this promise – however serious the consequences of
keeping it would be – then there would be some serious punishment in store for him.
Then he felt something strange before he looked up in shock as Cindy looked at him,
saying clearly: “I, Cindy Narrius, hereby swear myself to my father, Zerrex Narrius, in love and
life, for forever and a day. I swear to serve him, love him, and be whatever he needs me to be, or
else let not my wings, but my very life and soul be forfeit, as both are my master‟s to take or give
as he pleases.”
Zerrex was silent, feeling shocked, stupefied and betrayed… but no matter what, he
couldn‟t go back on his promise now that the connection had been made: both protocol and the
supernatural bond between them wouldn‟t allow it without a major backlash… and it wasn‟t like
it mattered now, since Cindy had already sworn herself to him. Yet at the back of his mind, he
grudgingly congratulated her: she had very effectively, very tactfully cornered him. And I didn’t
know she could be so ruthless… so cruel to both herself and… me. “I, Zerrex Narrius, hereby
swear that my daughter, Cindy Narrius, shall be shaped according to not only mine, but her
wishes as well, when I have gained control over my abilities…” He stopped, then added in a
slower voice: “To whatever extent that I please… and that I hereby give her full leave to live as
she would prefer, for forever and a day.”
Cindy smiled bitterly at this, the two looking at each other and caught in the stalemate…
and then they pulled apart, the female saying quietly: “I know it was low… but I think we‟re
even now.”
Zerrex looked at her for a few moments, feeling hurt still… but then he only nodded
slowly as the emotion began to fade. The reptile decided it was best to let go for the moment,
even as he said quietly: “It was really low, Cindy. It was „you should be ashamed of yourself‟
low.”
“I… I am. But I will do anything, whatever it takes, to make up for what happened.”
Cindy flexed her hand slowly, laughing a bit as she looked away, watching the walls slowly filter
back in and block out space outside as she murmured: “Cherry wasn‟t the only one who did bad
shit while you were gone, too… I mean, I drank with her. I encouraged it, even… and I was the
one who played the role of the devil, much as I know you hate that phrase, and made her… start
forgetting about you. I was selfish… so goddamn selfish that I had to even compete with your
very memory for her affection, not just… letting things happen. If I had been patient with her…
she would never have done the things she did. Fuck, if I had just been patient, we never would be
in this mess…” She closed her eyes, lowering her head as she whispered: “Eleven years should
be nothing to an angel. But these have been the longest eleven years of my life, Daddy. And
maybe it‟s because you weren‟t there to keep us all in tow. I mean… I almost understand Marina
when she says we‟re your real family… because your family in Hell can survive without you far
better than us, and that‟s saying something with Selena down there pining for you.”

Zerrex laughed a bit at this; he couldn‟t help himself… and then a moment later, both he
and Cindy were laughing, before they both hugged each other tightly and Zerrex curled her
against his masculine frame as he murmured quietly down to her: “You‟ll always be special to
me Cindy… always. Don‟t you ever, ever forget that…”
“I won‟t, Daddy… but I still need to be more special…” Cindy whispered back as she
clung to him fiercely, before she finally smiled faintly and squeezed him tightly around the neck.
“But… if you don‟t mind, I… I‟d like to go and gather up things and get ready for the move to…
Hell, I assume. Because… I‟m coming with you.” She stopped, then glanced down before
looking up and asking hesitantly: “Is Cherry… I mean… are we… still friends? Still sisters?”
“You have to ask her, Cindy, that I won‟t get in the middle of… but… I‟d say yeah,
because she already seems to miss you… and she still loves you.” Zerrex said softly, stroking her
face gently, and Cindy smiled quietly before the two hugged tightly again. Then the reptile
smiled a bit, asking quietly: “And what… kind of research is this? I thought…” He stopped and
concentrated as Cindy carefully wiggled out of his lap to put on her shirt, smoothing out
wrinkled absently. “Doesn‟t Hell have research materials you can use?”
The female shook her head, however, looking at him softly. “No… the mortal world was
where I did all my research, remember? Heaven and Hell, even as planets, both produce vast
amounts of electromagnetic interference… it makes it difficult for any technology to work there,
unless specially-modified or demonic in origin.” She stopped, then smiled a bit, saying quietly:
“I shouldn‟t be reminding you of all this…”
“Yeah, but… I like to listen.” Zerrex looked at her quietly, leaning back and rubbing at
his legs slowly before he asked hesitantly: “This research… is it… old?”
He thought that was a more-tactful way to ask than „was I still around when you were
looking at this stuff,‟ and Cindy seemed to appreciate it herself even as she shook her head,
saying softly: “Nah, my new project is called the Ark… I‟ve been collecting genetic data from
every species of mortal, demon, and divine being I can get my hands on, as well as everything in
between… I‟m trying to build one immense genetic map, but less in the interests of proving that
we all came from the same basic genetic blueprints and more because all genetic data has
certain… memories literally imbedded in them. Memories, stories, talents… and of course,
because several species are now on the verge of extinction after the multitude of catastrophes
that have struck our little world…”
Cindy halted, covering her mouth with a deep blush as Zerrex stared at her,
uncomprehending… and then he finally smiled awkwardly, rubbing the back of his head as he
said quietly: “My Gods, after you said all that I find it a wonder that you think you‟re not nearly
as special as anyone else around here… it… it really does sound fascinating, though, at least
what I understand… and so… the goal is to… what, stop these species from going extinct?”
“In… a way.” Cindy said softly, glancing down for a moment, then she looked back up,
smiling a bit. “Obviously we can‟t… force two people into a room and make them breed, or even
make them surrogate parents if they don‟t want to. Just as how we can‟t simply exterminate the
rest of a species because they can‟t avoid extinction… no matter how we justify ourselves,
tampering with people never serves what‟s right, or the greater good. We are all people… we all
have a right to choose, and even guilt-tripping a person by telling them their „entire species
depends upon their actions‟ is wrong… but the one thing we can do is take their genetic data and
add the information we extract from their DNA into the Ark, so that one day in the future, no
matter who or what survives… a record will be left. A record that will tell not only biological
facts, but stories written in genetic code and told from memories and pulled out of minds in

visual format. It will be a time capsule of sorts… a great history book that means, even after
we‟re all gone… our memories will remain, and our genetic data, for the people who will
succeed us to do what they will with: to clone these entire species back into civilization, or to
simply marvel at the accomplishments of what we‟ve done here and now.”
She stopped, falling quiet, and then she murmured: “And we could clone these species
back to life but… I don‟t know if that would serve the best interests of the universe. Right now,
we can‟t viably support more life on these space colonies, among other things… and what right
do we have? I always worry that if we did resuscitate a species through genetic memory… we
would warp and twist them to our own desires. Outside, they would appear to be what they are…
but inside, they would be something else entirely.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, smiling a bit at his daughter: she was as strong and moralistic as
ever, unflinching even when she knew what she was saying could be difficult for most people to
understand. These days especially, after suffering so much, Zerrex could understand why most
would only be interested in what was good, what was pretty… not what was the right thing to do.
“That‟s true, Cindy. I‟m impressed… and I‟m proud of you. And-”
“Don‟t even think about trying to weasel out of our deal.” Cindy held up a single finger,
and the reptile made a face at her before she headed for the door, glancing over her shoulder and
saying softly: “I‟m a big girl Daddy, and I know what I want. Now if you‟ll excuse me… I need
to go and get the Ark ready for transport, and tender my resignation with the medical crew.
And… thank you, Daddy.”
Cindy smiled a bit over her shoulder at him, almost hesitant… but she looked relieved
when Zerrex gave a bit of a smile in return. Then she turned and left, and the Drakkaren sighed
as he rubbed awkwardly at his head, murmuring: “I feel like she‟s always been able to outsmart
me… but I don‟t know if that‟s a real memory or not.”
He paused for a moment to wonder if things were okay outside… and then he grunted
and stood up, rubbing at one leg as he felt a pang run through it. He glanced down at it, frowning
at the pain, but then he simply disregarded it as he walked out into the hall, putting his hands in
his pockets as he carefully made his way back to the main room and doing his best not to barge
in at the sound of Lone and Mahihko arguing in their room: it sounded like an… internal dispute.
No pun intended. He paused, then looked up thoughtfully as stepped out of the hallway, asking
Cherry before she could even look up from the papers she was reading: “Cherry, did I used to
make puns a lot?”
“Only if they were really fucking horrible ones.” Cherry replied mildly, and then she
glanced up at him, smiling dryly as she waved the papers back and forth. “It‟s funny, you know?
We‟re in the technological, super-futuristic era… and of all the fucking things to make a
comeback, it‟s the goddamn newspaper, even if it is in this weird-ass booklet form. Guess it
makes sense though… not everyone has access to a computer anymore, and only so many
announcements can be made over the news intercoms… those have to be kept mostly freed up in
case of emergencies or meeting announcements. Speaking of which, that‟s apparently what we
missed… Captain Sebastian called for everyone who could make it to gather in the
amphitheaters… I know, sounds real old school but they work great for when you want to either
put a lot of people into one area, run special announcements or you-must-know shit, and all that
kinda stuff. Massive screens in „em and stereo equipment that makes me want to cream myself.”
“Cherry…” Zerrex sighed, looking at her with a strange, complex emotion he needed a
moment to identify: exasperation, with the faintest hint of tender amusement. “Why are you
telling me all this?”

“Because I know you‟re interested despite yourself.” Cherry looked up, smiling a bit
before she hugged the papers against her breasts, mumbling: “Look Boss. I know that you know
me even if you don‟t know me because you don‟t remember me, you know? But I swear, for
once in my life I ain‟t just stalling, I… I really… I wanna help. Not be a big stupid fuckhead
like… I can be so often.” She looked at him lamely, clearing her throat, and then she looked
down and mumbled almost incoherently: “And you really pulled my junk out of the fire with
Cindy, too.”
“It was just trying to do what was best for all three of us.” Zerrex said softly, and then he
walked over and sat down beside the female, grunting and rolling his shoulders before he looked
at her curiously: “Shouldn‟t you be packing up?”
Now Cherry looked embarrassed, shuffling the pages before she said loudly: “So uh, the
newspaper has news, sports stuff – they still play sports you know, love sports around here! –
and uh… oh balls.” Cherry winced at the look on Zerrex‟s face, then she finally sulked a bit, but
there was a blush in her cheeks as she murmured: “Most of the stuff in my room is Cindy‟s… I
feel bad going through her things. I can just pack my stuff up after she gets back.”
“I don‟t think Cindy would mind if we packed things for her. She‟s never been… had that
wall of privacy to us like we sometimes do.” Zerrex said softly, and Cherry looked at him with
surprise before she smiled a bit, and Zerrex smiled faintly back, tapping at his head quietly. “I
know it‟s only a little bit of a lot bit… but memories are coming back easier, with less static, less
pain, and more color to them. I still need mental cues to work off of, but… it‟s easier.”
Cherry nodded a bit, and then she flicked through the paper, the two looking at each other
before she laughed a bit, holding up a picture and pointing at a vehicle Zerrex recognized as a
motorcycle. “You remember what one of these are?”
Zerrex looked at it for a few long moments, opening his mouth slowly… and then his
eyes widened before he looked at her, grabbing her by the collar and making her yelp as he asked
sharply: “Where the hell did my baby go, what happened to her?”
“Oh, sure, you react that way about your bike but not my tits!” Cherry yelped, and she
grabbed the Drakkaren by the throat, making him gargle as she half-strangled him while shoving
forwards, trying to pin him beneath her thick body with a cackle that shortly turned into a
squawk as Zerrex reached a hand down and seized her crotch and two heavy, round objects
between her legs. “Oh holy shit that hurts!”
Zerrex squeezed harder at this, but Cherry only continued to throttle him gamely, while at
the same time jerking and twisting her hips as her tail snapped back and forth spastically. Then
the two rolled off the couch together, knocking over the coffee table and sending the assortment
of dishes, pens, and papers on it spilling out over the floor as they fell apart and the Drakkaren
gasped for air as Cherry grasped her groin, groaning in pain. “Bastard, I was choking your neck,
not your chicken… ain‟t nothing vital up there!”
“Screw you.” Zerrex wheezed, and then the two glared at each other, but there was a
strange joy in Cherry‟s eyes: likely because the reptile had remembered what idiotic things they
had used to do together without regard for the consequences. “So… bike. Where is it?”
“Boss, you‟re a bastard.” Cherry smiled a bit at him, and then she reached out and
punched his shoulder before she sat up, wincing as she rubbed at her crotch. “With a hell of a
strong grip, motherfucker. But it‟s safe and secure in Hell, of all the damn places… Priest…
Priest wanted it to remember you by, and I couldn‟t say no to him of all people. Said he‟d clean
her up real nice, fix her and treat her good, and he has. He keeps it in the garage of the
Ravenlight Estate… you remember that place?”

The Drakkaren frowned a bit, understanding that it was his home, and likely a large
one… but then he shook his head slowly: those memories weren‟t ready to surface yet, it
seemed. “No, I… I don‟t.” He stopped, then shook his head and cleared his throat, climbing up to
his feet and glancing absently at the coffee table, and it immediately righted itself before the
things that had fallen off it snapped back to position… but Zerrex winced as one of the plates
cracked into pieces, rubbing at his head and murmuring: “Guess these powers aren‟t perfect after
all…”
“Ain‟t nobody who‟s perfect… you proved that yourself, Boss.” Cherry nudged him
lightly, and the reptile didn‟t know whether to smile or roll his eyes. So he settled for shaking his
head, and she laughed before throwing an arm around his shoulders, saying quietly: “But that‟s
fine and fuckin‟ dandy. You taught us all to be happy with the way things are…” She stopped,
then made a face at the ceiling, adding quietly: “And I have no idea where the fuck Marina is, by
the way. Kinda worries me, with the time she‟s been gone, and this place is way too huge for us
to just go out and look for her. Besides, she ain‟t responding to mental calls, and usually Marina
can hear me or Cindy from miles away if we so much as think her name real hard. You‟d
probably have better luck but… I don‟t know, might be better to leave her to her own devices for
now. Let her… get over the shock of you standing up to her.”
“I stood up to her plenty of times in the past.” Zerrex said dryly, but he knew nonetheless
what Cherry meant even as she patted him on the cheek and rolled her eyes in amusement. He
agreed with her opinion, though… and so instead he sighed and sat down on the couch, reaching
out to pick up a shard of shattered plate. “So why is this stuff here, anyway? I mean, you‟re
messy, but Cindy… Cindy was always so clean.”
Cherry shrugged, saying quietly as she rubbed at her skull: “She got caught up in her
work, among other shit, I guess. No one wanted to deal with the little things when we all were
being such whiny bitches about the one big thing being gone from all our lives.” She paused,
then smiled a bit at him. “Besides, ain‟t no kitchen here. The only place we could do the dishes
was the goddamn bathroom, which is real gross even when you don‟t have to use it for anything
other than the occasional shower.” A pause, and she poked the side of his head, making him
glower at her. “You could use one of those yourself after eleven years of being probably dead.
You don‟t stink, but I bet to fuck you‟ve got all kinds of nasty weird shit on your scales. Plus you
were down on the mortal planet, and there‟s some wicked-toxic stuff there.”
“I thought as much.” Zerrex looked over at her with a bit of a frown as Cherry looked
back curiously, and then he asked softly: “So why… I mean, how…”
He stopped, not knowing how to phrase the question, and Cherry softened as she looked
at him, sliding a bit closer and wrapping an arm around him as she asked softly: “You can‟t
remember how you…” She stopped, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. “How you died,
right?”
Zerrex nodded a bit, appreciating her not sidestepping around things as he looked down,
laughing a bit as he murmured: “Yeah. I know that I did die. I didn‟t just go away somewhere,
but… I was gone. That I should have stayed gone forever but… someone, something…
happened. I can‟t explain it, but… if I knew what happened…”
“Boss, well…” Cherry hesitated, then she slipped into his lap, pushing her head against
his chest, and he hugged her tightly against his body without any hesitation this time, Cherry
smiling faintly as she whispered: “Fuck, but it‟s scary to talk about. Not complicated, even
though I wanna say it is…but sometimes I think we just say shit is complicated to try and hide

ourselves from the fact that it ain‟t, to try and make up a reason why we can‟t do or talk about
something.
“But yeah, yeah, I know. I‟m getting off point.” She looked up at him, then back down at
his chest, closing her eyes as she pushed her head against his breast, thick, strong body curled up
against the male‟s form without care or regard for their sizes. “Do you remember who Naganis
was, first of all?”
Zerrex nodded quietly, the memory immediate and clear of a smiling Naganatine, kindhearted to a fault. Naganatine… the First Breed, of which there had only been twenty and
Naganis, their god and patriarch… and yet he was dead, and so were so many of that score,
between which so many divisions had formed. At the same time, he couldn‟t visualize exactly
what the Naganatine had looked like physically… but he didn‟t think in this case what Naganis
had looked like had much to do with anything. “I do, yeah. For whatever reason, that memory is
crystal-clear in my mind. He was God in Heaven, who seeded this world and jumpstarted our
evolution, who started it all.”
“Well…” Cherry hesitated, likely wondering if she should be filling him in, and then she
said carefully: “That‟s right. And he was the one who set up a shield around it, protecting it from
being seen by… certain other gods. Old Gods, led by Athéos… and they came and attacked this
world, using fanatics, Mechanauts, Primordials, and all kinds of shit that we had no chance of
keeping up with.
“When Athéos himself finally made his appearance commanding an attack fleet of…
spaceships, of all the fucking things, you went in to fight him alone while we held off the
invasion, to stop them from destroying the mortal planet entirely and the space colonies.” She
paused, then murmured softly: “We lost a lot of friends that day. Good people, good soldiers,
too… but mostly friends.”
Zerrex looked down at this, nodding slowly as he said quietly: “I remember… both false
atmospheres as well as unrelenting cold… I remember smoke, and fire, and death. Killing gods,
and realizing too late many of them served Athéos only out of fear of what he could do. I
remember needless death.”
Cherry grunted, and then she said finally: “Marina basically saved my life, but she…
killed a lot on both sides. Her psychic powers were insane… almost unfathomable, and it… she
scares me, Boss.” She stopped, then laughed a bit. “But that ain‟t the point. The long and short of
it is that whatever went on in Athéos‟s ship suddenly came to an end, because a… not a black
hole, not a wormhole, but something dark and deep and terrible was created. A vortex that led
into the Nothingness…” Cherry halted, then she looked down, whispering quietly: “It was
something no one could have… should have… been able to survive. Some people say it‟s worse
than the Unworld… at least that too serves a purpose. The Nothingness, though…”
“It‟s literally nothing. But I wasn‟t alone… I had company for a long, long time…”
Zerrex tilted his head back, and then he closed his eyes as Cherry looked at him for a few
moments, before the Drakkaren whispered: “Allie…”
Cherry was silent, and so was Zerrex: there was nothing either of them could say right
now to comfort the other, as the reptile worked his way slowly through an eruption of feelings
that tore through him. He trembled a bit, and Cherry lowered her head against him, hugging him
tightly around the body as she recognized that name all too well, which brought up joy and
sorrow, resentment and jealousy. Allie… the female Zerrex had loved perhaps beyond them all.
The reason why Zerrex had buried himself in physical pleasure and compassion and affection.
The soulmate he had lost in something as stupid and meaningless as a train derailment countless

years ago, but who had left a hole in the reptile‟s heart that had never mended, and his love had
gone on unrequited.
The two rested together, and finally the Drakkaren cleared his throat, murmuring softly:
“But that‟s done now, and now I‟m here. So I guess the best course of action is to continue to
move forwards, push onwards with things and… hope for the best.”
Cherry grunted against his body, and then she opened an eye and looked moodily over
her shoulder as Mahihko entered the room, looking exhausted as he carried two large suitcases in
and mumbling: “Lone and I combined for the moment, but I guess… I didn‟t think there would
be so much stress from everything that happened. It‟s easy to forget that when two brains
become one… all their thoughts have to merge, no matter how many times this happens…”
He stopped, then his head drooped and his eyes closed, and he fell into snoring for a few
moments. Zerrex stared as the wolf began to slowly fall forwards, and then Cherry cleared her
throat loudly… and Mahihko‟s eyes opened, the wolf staggering a step on one large paw before
he winced and rubbed the back of his neck, speaking as if nothing had happened: “I have about
five more bags of my stuff and Lone‟s, then a few weapons to put into their storage cases… but
maybe I could… take a nap, if we have any time left?”
Zerrex looked at Cherry, and the female shrugged after a moment, slipping out of his lap
and walking over to slap the wolf on the stomach before he could fall asleep on his paws again,
and the lupine jumped literally into the air, Cherry catching the surprised wolf with a wince.
“Tell you what, kid. Go to my room, take a nap on my bed. Cindy will wake you when she gets
back and I‟ll finish packing up your shit.” She paused as the wolf looked up at her gratefully, and
then said over her shoulder: “Boss, you rest out here, okay? If you wanna do something, though,
feel free to pack up the games and the pictures and stuff out here, there should be some empty
boxes under the couch. Cindy said before she left she was gonna arrange the transport shuttle for
us, too, so… we probably still got two hours before that‟s ready, so no big rush or anything.”
“What about the furniture?” Zerrex asked curiously, as Mahihko toddled back down the
hallway, rubbing at his eyes, and Cherry turned around with a wide grin, hands on her hips.
“What?”
“Dude, you have couches lined with gold in Hell. That thing‟s just a beaten-up piece of
shit.” Cherry paused, then rubbed at the underside of her muzzle meditatively. “Do me a favor
and check under the cushions and stuff though, huh? Might be porn magazines in there I forgot
about or some other stuff.”
Zerrex sighed and muttered under his breath as Cherry turned around and left the room,
and then the Drakkaren looked awkwardly back and forth before he frowned a bit, saying
carefully: “Just work it out like a logic problem… so… under the couch, beneath the couch…
okay.”
Zerrex carefully knelt down and grasped the underside of the couch, hating how he had to
actually wonder if he was doing the right thing here, or if something would explode… and then
he carefully lifted, and he was surprised at how light the couch felt as he almost stumbled
backwards, pulling it in the air above his head and then staring stupidly down before brightening
as he saw the flattened-out boxes on the floor. The reptile knelt, easily keeping the couch above
his head with one hand and reaching his other down to grab a box… and then he made a face,
twitching back as several bugs crawled out of the mildewed cardboard, a particularly-large one
raising a tail that ended in a pincer and hissing at him. It wasn‟t any kind of bug Zerrex
recognized, but he had a vague thought that it might be some kind of mortal realm bug that had

been affected by Hell‟s corruption somehow… so instead he simply dropped the couch back into
place with a bang, shouting over his shoulder: “Cherry, these boxes are disgusting!”
“You‟re disgusting!” came the retort, and the reptile sighed before he looked hesitantly at
the cushions. Carefully, he reached out and pulled one off… then made a face as he found
crumbs, some shiny, round things, and a few more weird bugs. The reptile reached out and
picked one of these up… then winced when he accidentally crushed it, flicking his fingers a few
times to get bug goo off it before sniffing at them hesitantly.
Then he lifted up the other cushion to find a few lost cards and what looked like weird
plastic shapes, and the lizard shrugged a bit before picking these up and putting them aside,
swatting at a bug that charged at his hand to knock it away. Then he threw the cushions back into
place, grumbling under his breath… and a moment later, he glanced up as he heard a knocking
on the door leading into their quarters.
Zerrex hesitated, then whoever it was knocked again, and the reptile had the distinct
impression Cherry wasn‟t going to answer it if she didn‟t have to… so he finally sighed a bit
before walking over to the door, twisting the valve and pushing it carefully open. He tilted his
head as his eyes settled on a dragoness standing outside, and she stared up at him with large, dark
sapphire eyes as he looked down at her, memories stirring slowly as he looked at the long,
flexible white scales that were long and thin like hair, falling over her face and becoming stiffer
as they went down to the back of her neck to half-form a Mohawk, and the smaller white horns
that stood out from her head… as well as the smooth, attractive, but beginning to age black
scales over her face. These seemed to cover the rest of her body as well, except for the barelyexposed white he knew covered her front… but this was tinged with red at the moment for some
reason, as they only continued to look at each other… and then she suddenly charged through the
doorway, smacking her fists against his chest and making him yell and stagger backwards at the
ferocity and suddenness of her barrage, throwing his arms out and accidentally shoving her
backwards with his strange powers in reflex.
She winced and staggered, looking surprised before she anchored herself, and then she
glared at him, tears half-formed in her eyes as she shouted: “Why didn‟t you tell me you were
back, you bastard! Fuck, I… Zer…” She trembled, then threw herself at him again, hammering
her fists against his chest. “Asshole! Asshole! Why did you have to go and do that? We never
even… you promised… I…”
He caught her wrists, looking down at her in stunned silence, and she looked up,
trembling and gritting her teeth before she pulled her arms away, dropping her head to hide her
face beneath her scales as she brushed at her leather jacket, then smoothed out the dark tank top
beneath this: she was unable to hide how red the scales over her chest had gotten, however, even
as she hitched up her belt and her jeans, before the slender female wiped at her face and looked
at him, saying quietly: “Don‟t you ever goddamn die on me again, you son of a bitch. Twice is
enough, but three times and I swear I‟ll… I‟ll… I dunno, I‟ll kill you again myself!”
She looked at him squarely, and he looked back down at her quietly before he said softly:
“You‟ve always had a funny way of showing that you cared, Reia… but I‟m touched, I really
am.”
“Oh sure, you remember her, too. But what about my goddamn tits!” Cherry said sourly
from where she was leaning in the hallway door, and the dragoness laughed a bit as she glanced
over at her, looking awkward even as Cherry grinned widely, winking at her. “Hey, babe. So
how the fuck did you know the Boss was back? I mean, yes, he did sort of turn a billion feet tall

at one point, but I thought you spent most of your time either sleeping with someone or on rescue
duty with one of the squads.”
“Shut up, Cherry.” Reia muttered, but it looked like she had grown used to the female…
and Zerrex smiled a bit, memories coming back clearer now, of coffees and book stores and
strange times sitting together side-by-side, not looking at each other in awkward and comfortable
silences, seeming at odds but always… together. Friends. “But didn‟t you hear the
announcement? Captain Sebastian called everyone together… said…” She stopped, then looked
quietly at Zerrex, stepping towards him and reaching out hesitantly to touch his chest, as if to
make sure he was still there. “Said you were back. Fuck, Zer… why the hell do you always have
to go and throw yourself in harm‟s way like no one gives a rat‟s ass about you? „Cause I do and I
damn well worry about you and it‟s been eleven goddamn years and I still-”
She broke off suddenly, looking away again, then she grinned sheepishly up at him as
Zerrex held up his hands, obviously expecting another attack. “It‟s… it‟s just good to see you,
okay? But I heard you were already leaving again… how the hell am I ever supposed to see you
when you‟re either… dead or… gone?”
Reia looked down, and Zerrex reached out, nudging her chin up and then flicking it
gently with his thumb as he said softly: “Then I‟ll make time to come see you and… spend time
with you, how about that?”
The dragoness smiled a bit up at him, nodding after a moment as she said softly: “I‟d
appreciate that, Zerrex… just… try and come alone, huh?” She paused as she glanced over at
Cherry, who was leering at her, making the female blush and rub at her face slowly. “Certain
people need to learn not to talk with their hands.”
“Scold me all you like, you know you like it.” Cherry grinned, then she winced when
Zerrex gave her a flat look. “I think I‟ll go and finish packing up now.”
“I… I should go too.” Reia said after a moment, and Zerrex looked at her in surprise
before she blushed and glanced away, mumbling: “I… I just wanted to… make sure you were…
I mean… you know what I mean.” She stopped, then she looked up at him as Zerrex looked
back, and finally they stepped towards each other and embraced tightly, no words necessary
between them as their bodies pressed close. Zerrex wanted to hold on forever… but soon
enough, they parted slowly, and she smiled a bit up at him before whispering a goodbye and
quickly turning to leave, almost running out the door as the reptile sighed a bit and smiled
despite himself. For someone who wears their emotions on their body, she sure does her best to
cover them up some days. Reia… I remember you. I remember I always made an idiot out of
myself around you.
“See, people do like you!” Cherry said cheerfully as she reemerged from the hallway,
carrying four large duffel bags of stuff, and then she tossed these down with a grunt, muttering:
“You know, for one little wolf, fucker has a lot of shit. Still got some stuff to pack up, then I
guess I‟ll ball-up and pack some of the stuff in my room, make sure we‟re ready when we‟re
ready to go. Kinda am curious just what the balls Captain Sebastian is up to, though… Marina
probably knows, and maybe Cindy will check in, too. You uh. You can ask her about it.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, mildly amused at Cherry‟s obvious, badly-hidden terror of actually
communicating with the female, and then he turned around and looked at the pile of miscellanea
on the coffee table. He regarded this for a few moments, then held out his hands… and a large,
plain cardboard box appeared in them, unmarked and wide, and the Drakkaren put this down
before he reached out and simply waved his hand over the junk.

It immediately arranged itself into piles, except for the broken plate… and the lizard was
surprised to see this remained shattered. He reached out, picking up two of the larger pieces to
carefully try and fit them together… but all he succeeded in doing was cracking them further,
and the male murmured: “Strange… it‟s like if my powers break something indirectly, they can‟t
directly fix them… maybe Sin will know more.”
Zerrex paused, then he looked down before smiling a bit, realizing he was actually
excited to be going down to Hell to see the rest of his family, despite whatever misgivings and
worries he had about stirring up unnecessary drama. Then he shook his head quickly, laughing a
bit as he murmured: “The rest of my family is down there… people who helped me live out
millions of years, who taught me so much and put up with my nonsense… of course I‟m excited.
I should be excited.”
“Damn right.” Cherry came out lugging another suitcase, tossing this onto the pile she
had made before wincing as something loudly broke inside of it. “Whoops. Oh well, ain‟t
nothing material that can‟t be replaced, that‟s one thing this whole apocalypse shit has taught
us… hey, where the hell did you get that box?”
“I made it.” Zerrex said absently, as he waved a hand over the pile of dirty plates… and a
moment later, they were sparkling and clean before they floated up into the air and then neatly
stacked themselves into the box, and Zerrex grinned at Cherry before wincing as the plates
shattered loudly, the reptile looking down and muttering: “Apparently I don‟t get along with
porcelain very well.”
Cherry snorted at this, then waved a hand, saying absently: “Ain‟t no big deal, most the
shit on that table‟s garbage anyway. Just be gentle with the electronics, okay? We‟ll figure out
how your powers work sooner or later, Boss, I promise… at the end of the day, everything‟s got
rules, after all.”
Zerrex nodded a bit at this, feeling unnerved nonetheless even as he used his hands to
brush the piled debris on the table into the box with a quiet sigh, saving only a few papers that he
thought would be of interest. He did know it was true, but he was worried about exactly what
that meant, and what the cost of these powers were… how he himself affected the air and why he
could do so much with these abilities when normally, Gods and supernatural entities were
restrained to only being able to affect certain things.
Athéos, he remembered, had shown godlike potential beyond all measure, had been the
strongest entity the reptile had ever battled or simply encountered… and Zerrex frowned as he
looked down, a blur of memories whispering through him before he hugged himself around the
middle, cursing in pain and gritting his teeth as a bolt of agony ripped through him as terrible
memories shot through his mind with crystalline clarity, of being disintegrated, torn apart by
Athéos‟s attacks, unable to stop him no matter what he did… and even after he had finally
discovered his weakness, the pain of their battle, both landing blow after blow against each
other… and Zerrex leaned forwards, trying to focus through the pain, get his mind on something
else, but now his brain was living out every detail and he could feel his scales almost bubbling
on his body. Memory… the images are so concrete that my powers are trying to make me relive
them, but… gotta concentrate…
“Boss!” Cherry shouted, and a moment later he felt her grab him and jerk him backwards,
the reptile gasping as agony ripped through his body and he stared up at her and she cursed,
looking horrified as the reptile‟s body twitched in her grip and his scales rippled violently in
places. “What the fuck is happening!”

“P-punch me!” Zerrex hissed, and Cherry looked stupid for a moment… then he cursed,
commanding her with his mind as much as his eyes, and the female gritted her teeth as she
brought a fist back before slamming it into his stomach with enough force to jar the Drakkaren‟s
body, the reptile making a loud „hurk!‟ before he sprawled back in her arms, fighting to
breathe… but the pain was slowly fading away now as his mind became a jumble of wild
memories again.
Finally, he coughed hard, a bit of blood coming out of his mouth, and the lizard wiped at
this with disgust before he looked up at her… and she shrugged and held a hand up, saying
honestly: “Hey, you‟re the one who ordered me to punch you, so don‟t go putting that shit on
me.”
“I‟m thankful.” Zerrex mumbled, and then he slowly climbed to his feet, closing his eyes
and rubbing at his head as Cherry put an arm around him supportively, the Drakkaren smiling
tiredly at her. “I‟m… I‟m okay now. It was just… I remembered fighting Athéos, and… the
memories of it were so strong, I… my body tried to relive them.” He stopped, then rubbed at his
head tiredly, mumbling: “But I also remembered that… at the end of it all, when he… collapsed
reality by accident, it killed him first. I remember… reaching out, trying to save him, and failing,
watching as he was reduced to mere energy as he fell into the vortex… and I fell afterwards,
unable to hold on to anything…”
He stopped, then the two looked at each other before Zerrex said slowly: “I… my body is
made mostly of energy, I remember that. I talked about it so often with you and the others, trying
always to understand the range of my abilities, how I could control energy, how… I could better
use it and harness these strange powers. You don‟t think that when… I fell into the Nothingness,
when I passed through Athéos‟s energy…”
“Shit…” Cherry looked over him with slow wonderment, and then she smiled hesitantly,
saying quietly: “It… it explains things though, right? And Boss, that ain‟t a bad thing, I mean-”
“Athéos was the closest thing to all-powerful we ever met, Cherry…” Zerrex said quietly,
looking down and shaking his head slowly… and Cherry frowned at him, the reptile looking at
her silently. “If it‟s true… if I have… somehow inherited his powers, then… I should be sealed
away. I‟ve already been tempted to use this power for my own gain, I already thought that-”
Cherry slapped him, and Zerrex looked shocked, staring at her dumbly before she poked
his nose and made him wince, saying firmly: “Look, we‟ve all had enough fucking drama for one
day, so let‟s cut this shit short. For one thing, I think if anyone can handle power well… it‟s you,
Boss. Yeah, you got daddy issues. You got power issues. You got fucking life-time subscriptions
from some of the shit life has dumped on you. But goddammit, who wouldn‟t be tempted? More
importantly, how many people would turn down that temptation, after all the shit you‟ve already
demonstrated you can do? Dude, I saw when you grew to the size of a fucking moon outside, and
how you were able to ignore motherfucking anti-material cannons firing into you point blank. I
didn‟t just see, I felt you move this colony to a safe place.” She stopped, then finally looked at
him, saying quietly: “In all the vast expanse of the universe, someone is going to end up with
these kinds of powers. Ninety-nine billion times out of like, three, it‟s going to be the wrong
person. But I think you‟re the one fucking anomaly in the crazy numbers stacked against
everything else that can actually do the right thing with this. People will call you greedy, yeah.
They‟ll say you‟re a tyrant, and all kinds of other nasty names. Probably already are, despite the
fact you saved who knows how much time, effort, and lives today alone in putting these colonies
into safe orbit. But… Father… you‟re not any of those things. You just ain‟t.”

Zerrex looked at her quietly, and then she laughed and reached down to slap his buttocks
firmly, making him flinch. “But hey, Sin will help us figure this shit out, and we‟ll get
everything in order and make sure it all ends up good one way or the other, you understand? So
stop your goddamn moping, you can do some more of that later. For now, just be glad you‟re
back here with us, „cause that‟s all I feel right now and I goddamn refuse to worry about any
other shit at least until we‟re in Hell and that bitch Selena is trying to hog you all to herself.”
The Drakkaren sighed, rolling his eyes and shaking his head slowly, but Cherry only
winked at him before she walked off… and the reptile did have to admit, she might have a point.
He looked down at his hands, thinking of all the power he had, everything he could do, hearing
voices whispering in his mind… and then he shook his head quickly, muttering to himself as he
created another box absently before dropping this and deciding to pack up the electronics.
He went about this the old-fashioned way, picking up cases and stacking them carefully
into the cardboard box… and the simple task soothed him, made him feel better about things. It
also helped settle his uneasy mind, which the Drakkaren appreciated far more… and he mumbled
to himself as he tried to stuff the last of the games into the box, grumbling under his breath
before shuffling one of the controllers around and then carefully slipping the last box into the
thin gap between it and the cardboard wall… and it fit, making the Drakkaren look proud of
himself as Cherry emerged from the hallway, putting a box of her own down and tossing a roll of
duct tape to the Drakkaren, who caught it with a look of amusement. “Figured you could use this.
Just give it back later, I still got two boxes to fill up, and we haven‟t even gotten to Cindy‟s room
yet. Goddamn are you ever slow, though.”
“Cherry, you just toss the stuff into boxes without any organization whatsoever.” Zerrex
pointed at the stack of three boxes by the pile of duffel bags she had made in the corner of the
room, and the female carefully shuffled in front of one that was bulging at the sides, wrapped in
several layers of duct tape and with a few long points of metal poking through the sides.
“Besides, I‟m trying to take my time. I‟m going to put the rest of the electronics, games, movies
and stuff into this box, and then I‟ll wrap up the pictures and put them in another.”
“Oh, right, duh.” Cherry bounded off, then returned a moment later with a musty-looking
sheet, tossing it to the reptile. He made a face as he caught it, and she grinned embarrassedly at
him, rubbing her head and saying awkwardly: “Let‟s just say I never was a fan of washing stuff.
It might stink, but you can rip it up, use that as padding between the pictures. More important
that the pictures themselves survive than the frames, though, so don‟t worry too much about that
shit, got it?”
Zerrex nodded with a bit of a smile, and Cherry grunted in return before she turned and
left. The reptile turned to his box, then he taped it carefully closed, reflecting on how strange it
was that he was making these boxes, but not the tape… and then he shrugged, muttering:
“Probably best I don‟t use my abilities unless I have to…”
“What?” Cherry called, but Zerrex ignored her as he created another box and carefully
put the video player into it. He‟d already unplugged everything and neatly arranged the cables so
they were ready to be packed… and then he looked up with a grumble, taking the player out as
he remembered the drawer beneath the coffee table, turning to it and pulling it open to peer
inside.
It was mostly junk, but the reptile sorted through it and pulled out what looked like it was
worth saving: two board games, a few decks of cards, and what he guessed was either a special
chess set or checkerboard from the shape, the last obviously a gift. It was contained in a neatlyclosed box with a complex pattern around the edge, the board made of silver and obsidian

squares of fine, polished metal, and the reptile looked at this curiously before he carefully turned
it over… and he was surprised to see an inscription on the side that read: „For Heroism and Valor
in the Field.‟ “Cherry?”
Cherry came into the room a moment later, as Zerrex held up the chess set… and
instantly, her eyes bulged as she scrambled over the pile of stuff to snatch the chess set out of his
hands, flushing deep red as she held it up by her head, squeezing it into her shoulder and cheek
as she muttered: “This is nothing, it ain‟t nothing, let‟s… let‟s just put this away, okay?” She
stopped at the look on Zerrex‟s face, however, then sighed, looking miserable as she mumbled:
“Aw shit. Okay, fine. Go ahead and ask, but don‟t tell me I didn‟t warn you.”
The Drakkaren tilted his head, and the female winced as she rolled her eyes upwards
before finally sitting down across from him, carefully opening it and pulling out the pieces as she
mumbled awkwardly: “It… was a gift from Heaven. Francis… you remember him, a little
uptight, Captain of some… blah-de-blah Vanguard? He presented it to us, from the Grand
Council and Lord, the tall guy you hate. Here…”
She carefully pulled out the pieces, and Zerrex stared at a six-inch tall, incrediblydetailed gold figure of what was clearly him, except with tall horns sticking out of his skull and
his warped claw held in front of his body. There was also a crown on his head… and Cherry
grinned dumbly as he put this down and picked up another, of Cherry… except she also had a
crown on her head. “Yeah, they‟re all labeled and shit and… stylized after all of us…”
Zerrex grunted as he put it down, a bit of a sour taste in the back of his throat before he
picked up one of the silver pieces in the other side of the case… and he made a face, a shudder
going through his body as he recognized Athéos. For the first time, his memories of the god truly
came to clear light: a robed male of indefinable species, a beak protruding from a furred face
with dark eyes, frills, and strange ears, like he was a chimera of every species out there… and
then he shivered as he picked up another piece from the silver set, what looked like a tall
Dragokkaren wearing a Nazi uniform and cap, leaning heavily on a cane.
Josef Kafka… National Socialist Reformation leader, one of the Emissaries of the Old
Gods… and who had been some kind of half-formed godling himself. Zerrex shook his head,
then he put the figures quietly back, disgust curling in his gut as he mumbled: “So what, I fought
and died so they could capitalize on it and make a chess game out of it, in case I wanted to relive
any epic battles or remind myself of the fact it always felt like someone was pulling my strings
and guiding my movements?”
“Zerrex…” Cherry said softly, and when the reptile looked at her sharply, she winced
before patting him quietly on the shoulder. The Drakkaren immediately glanced down, looking
half-ashamed of himself, and she smiled a bit before saying softly: “They „awarded‟ one of these
to basically everyone who took part in the last big battle.” She stopped, then shook her head,
murmuring: “It was probably that bastard Naganatine who runs the bureaucrats up there who
decided on this… you know, try and „reward the troops‟ after how long he spent whining and
bitching that Heaven and Hell had no part in this fight and you were fucking around in territory
you weren‟t supposed to. Still real big on „Hell-under-Heaven‟ up there, even with everyone as
individual planets now.”
The Drakkaren made a face, grunting quietly as he sat back and sighed, rubbing a hand
slowly through his hair as he used the other to snap the chess set closed. “Maybe it‟s an
overreaction, but it pisses me off a little… Athéos, he… he believed he was doing the right thing.
That‟s what scared me most, I think… that he thought he had every right to destroy our world to

save his own ideals, because we were wild and a threat to his interests… and not just his
interests, but what he thought of as his universe, his empire, probably… his own home…”
“Yeah, well, bastard‟s gone and dead. It was him or countless lives, Boss… and a lot of
the other Old Gods had secret little niches of their own that they‟ve gone home to tend to and
look after without Athéos around to boss them around and kill their asses if he or some other
loyalist of his found out about it.” Cherry said gently, nudging him lightly, and then she smiled a
bit. “Athéos thought he was doin‟ the good thing, Boss, not the right thing, too… you and I have
both learned there‟s a hell of a difference between such shit.”
Zerrex grunted, not responding for a moment… and Cherry looked at him before he
finally sighed and picked up the chess set, putting it into the box and mumbling: “Well, we might
as well hold onto it. There‟s probably already other games based on the war out and stupid kids
fantasizing about how great and glorious it must have been to take part in, anyway…”
“Yeah, well. Being part of a „movement that changed the world‟ don‟t mean shit to you
when you die a horrible death. Then people just hold big fake celebrations to honor you while
others freak out and protest it, before everyone goes back to their daily lives for every other day
of the fucking year.” Cherry grumbled, and then she winced and grabbed her head, cursing
loudly. “Goddammit, thinking happy thoughts! I‟m going to go and pack more shit up now,
Boss, and you… stop… like… bringing me down and shit.”
She huffed and stormed off, and Zerrex rolled his eyes, watching her with dry amusement
nonetheless. Then he turned his attention back to his own work, wondering absently where the
hell Marina was with a bit of a nervous flutter in his stomach… and what exactly would happen
once they went down to Hell.
An hour later, Zerrex was sitting on the small table, Cherry laying on the couch with her
hands behind her head, their quarters packed and ready to go. Cherry had refused to touch
Marina‟s stuff, so the male had packed up that, looking through pictures she had drawn here and
there and feeling a strange vibrancy in them, and like many of them were things Marina had
wanted him to see, to go through, even if he left her sketchbooks alone despite how they might
call to him. The art all meant a lot to him, however, and thus was all carefully packaged into
boxes where they would remain safe and secure… and he was surprised to find that she had very
little else, even in the way of art supplies. A few pencils, some rare paints… but not much else;
the same went for her clothing and other things.
He had been discussing this a bit with Cherry, realizing how out-of-touch he really still
was with his family and wanting to know more… and Cherry figured it was an okay topic for
them to talk through, so she had first stood around, chatting with him about it and helping him
move boxes and duffel bags around – they had a surprising amount of both – and she had
updated him in greater detail on just what she and the others had been up to over the years. Some
of it the reptile was surprised by… but mostly because so much of it was so… normal and
benign.
“You were living such lives… and then I came back into the picture.” Zerrex said
wonderingly for perhaps the fifth time, and by now Cherry only made a face and flailed an arm
lazily at him. He snorted in amusement, then glanced up with surprise as the valve spun on the
door before Cindy finally entered with a bit of a flush in her cheeks, looking both happy and
nervous as Zerrex tilted his head curiously, a rush of emotions emanating off her body in pulses:
a sign he was instinctively sure meant she was excited. “What‟s up?”
“Well…” Cindy hesitated, blushing a bit at the sight of Cherry, who quickly scrambled
upwards and cleared her throat, and the two looked at each other awkwardly before Cindy‟s eyes

glanced away… and she frowned a bit, looking distracted for a moment. “Do we really have this
much stuff?”
“And more!” Cherry blurted, before she cleared her throat with a weak grin as Cindy
looked at her, shuffling a bit on the spot. “I… left some of your things alone in the rooms… your
journal, shit like that. Thought I‟d… let you finish and…” She looked embarrassed, before
hitting herself with a fist as she babbled in a rush: “And I‟m really sorry for it and don‟t mean to
be a dick at all and I just want to respect your privacy and I still really care about you and I don‟t
want to screw things up anymore than I already have thank you sorry!”
Then she dropped face-first into the cushions on the couch, and Zerrex shook his head as
Cindy looked strangely touched, smiling faintly as the male added dryly: “Mahihko and Lone
also combined or… whatever they call it. So Mahihko‟s asleep in Cherry‟s bed… gods know
how… and I‟d appreciate it if you could wake him up while you pack. I think he‟s been kind of
worried about you.”
Cindy laughed quietly at this, then she nodded slowly before rubbing at her arm, and the
reptile finally noticed she was carrying a messenger bag over one shoulder now, almost small
enough to be called a purse. “What have you got there?”
“Oh, this?” Cindy glanced at the bag, then she opened it, paging through things inside.
“Just some odds and ends… CDs, a mini-drive or two with medical and genetics data on them,
my logbook, and stuff I was hoping we could go over together on the shuttle ride to Hell.” She
smiled a bit at her father, gaze softening. “I ran into one of my colleagues, a psychologist, while
getting the permissions to have the Ark loaded onto the transport shuttle… he put together a kit
for us that might help you reconstruct some of your old memories. Flash cards, ink blots, that
kind of thing.”
Zerrex made a face, but he nodded after a moment: much as he wasn‟t a fan of being
analyzed, he would do whatever it took to get his memories back… and since Cindy was the one
doing the analysis, he thought he could make an exception, at least for the moment. For now,
however… “Alright… you calm enough now to let us know what had you so… energetic?”
She gave him a sour look at his use of the word, then she sighed, shifting a bit… and he
immediately felt her emotions tensing again before she finally said: “Well, we‟re going to have
to leave in about half an hour, but we‟re… getting a bit of a sendoff. It‟s a good thing we‟re
almost completely packed, because some soldiers will be showing up shortly to take our cargo…
and since I know this part might make you a little less than thrilled, they contacted Hell and let
them know we‟re coming, so… we‟re going to have a pretty big welcoming party waiting for
us.”
Zerrex winced, and Cherry cursed under her breath as she sat up, glowering. “Oh fucking
brilliant. Can this get any worse?”
“Well, Marina is already sitting in the shuttle, glaring at anyone who gets too close and
either sulking or working on some project of hers… so depending on her mood when we come to
board, it could.” Cindy said mildly, and then she sighed, rubbing at her head slowly. “Am I glad
the Ark is inside a ten-inch thick shell of energized alloy… it should survive even her psychic
rage if something goes wrong or pisses her off.”
“Yeah, but for how long?” Cherry asked moodily, and then she shook her head slowly,
the qualms between the two forgotten for the moment before they looked at each other and
smiled hesitantly. Zerrex looked away, letting them speak in the silence with their eyes without
his interference, and then the muscular female hopped over the couch suddenly, surprising both

Drakkaren as she ran up to Cindy and hugged her fiercely around the middle. “Anyway, kid,
good… good to see you.”
“You too, Cherry.” Cindy said softly, and she smiled a bit as she let her body rest
forwards after a moment, Zerrex looking relieved himself before the two parted, and both of
them looked at Zerrex as Cindy became more serious, asking quietly: “Will you be able to
control your emotions?”
“Only with Marina‟s help.” Zerrex said finally, and then he smiled a bit. “And you two
keeping people back, of course. The closer my proximity to people, the more I… I feel them. But
I think if you put yourselves at my sides, with Marina at my back and maybe Mahihko in front of
me, or something like that… you‟ll all act as filters, helping to block out the strongest emotions.
At least until someone tackles me, at which point all bets are off.”
“Well, hopefully it won‟t be too big a hello, anyway…” Cherry mumbled, then she made
a face at the others. “What? Firenze is a pretty formal High King for the most part, and Priest and
his machine-loving cronies all keep the shuttle fields pretty goddamn secure. I think it‟ll just be
close family… I mean like, real close family. And once we make it clear we aren‟t exactly in the
mood for a party at the Ravenlight Estate, Sin can probably portal us somewhere more discreet.”
“Yeah, but Zerrex has over a hundred „close‟ family members, and that‟s not even getting
into how anxious his Iuratus and many of his friends from there will be to see him again.” Cindy
pointed out, and Cherry gave her a huffy look as she crossed her arms. The female looked
unperturbed, however, shaking her head as she headed for the hallway and said over her
shoulder: “I have to pack up, but I‟ll see if I can think of anything… you too, Cherry, use your
upper brain.”
“I hate my upper brain. But my lower brain is still in pain.” Cherry glared at Zerrex, and
then she huffed before looking upwards, putting her hands on her hips and then grunting as she
grabbed one of her sides and rubbed at it slowly. “And that did not work. I thought making
them… you know, literally go away, would help, but now my ovaries have taken over in the
whining department…”
“Cherry, I hate both your brains.” Zerrex said mildly, and the female snorted in
amusement before walking over and dropping in his lap, the reptile wincing before she clung to
him with a sigh, and he asked in a lower voice: “And is it exactly… you know… appropriate for
us to snuggle when Cindy and you… you know…”
“So what, she can cuddle up under your other arm.” Cherry looked almost offended, and
the reptile gave her a look before she brightened, then looked even more offended. “Boss, we are
not children! We might act like it, but… you know, there are… various levels and places and
things of maturity and shit and… fuck you. In short, with you… it‟s different.” She stopped,
looking quiet for the moment before she slid carefully to the side, clinging to his hand before
smiling a bit at him and saying playfully: “You know, if you‟re so worried about that… you
could just have a threesome with us as your first „welcome home‟ sex.”
“Cherry…” Zerrex said dryly, and the female shrugged, winking at him. Zerrex got the
distinct impression she wasn‟t kidding, and he felt a bit of anxiety trickle through his body…
before he looked up a moment later as Cindy came back out of the hallway, carrying a small box
of things and with the messenger bag still over her shoulder. She looked at them both and cleared
her throat, half-glancing away… and then Cherry whistled and patted Zerrex‟s other side firmly.
Cindy looked apprehensive… but as Cherry only looked insistent and Zerrex nervous,
she finally walked over and sat down carefully… before smiling a bit, then snuggling in closer as
her father wrapped an arm around her. They rested that way for a moment, before Cherry held a

hand out quietly, and Cindy looked surprised before the muscular female smiled a bit. “Babe… I
know… that you could never take being put second to Zerrex. But me, I‟ve made a carreer out of
it, and even worse positions. I know… I was reminded hardcore… of what it means to be a loyal
servant. A bitch, a pet, a… an Iuratus.” She glanced at Zerrex quietly, blushing a bit, and the
reptile smiled a bit at her in return. “I love him goddamn more than I will ever love anyone or
anything, but I know that in your way… you kinda do too, even if… you feel like…” She broke
off for a moment, then cleared her throat, and she quickly reached up to squeeze one of Cindy‟s
breasts firmly, making her yelp and slap her hand away – at which point, Cherry deftly caught
her fingers and interlocked her own with a grin. “There we go, that wasn‟t so hard, was it? Now
we‟re a threesome. A hot threesome.”
“Cherry, shut up.” Cindy said flatly, but she was doing her best to withhold a smile
nonetheless, squeezing the female‟s hand quietly with her own. Zerrex looked from one to the
other, and then he smiled a bit himself, lowering his head as he squeezed both quietly close
against his sides. It felt… strange, but in a good way, and then the three glanced up as Mahihko
sleepily entered the room. He rubbed at his eyes blearily, then yawned loudly as Cindy said
softly: “You can sleep on the shuttle ride, okay? For now, would you please pack up the blankets
and the last of your things? I doubt we‟ll be coming back here, so make sure you don‟t forget
anything.”
Mahihko nodded, looking glum and tired, and then he turned around without a word to
return to the room as Cindy sighed, saying softly as she glanced at her father: “He really liked it
here, I think, even when you were gone… it wasn‟t like Hell, where he clung to Sin and the Four
Sisters… and it isn‟t like Heaven, where he follows Raze around all day and feels like he doesn‟t
fit in. This was a nice middle ground for him; but I think once he realizes he‟ll be able to see
some of his friends in Hell again and after he gets some rest to sleep off the recoil of fusing back
with Lone, he‟ll feel better.”
The Drakkaren nodded a bit, and then Cherry finally got up, parting from them and
sighing as she stretched out slowly. “I‟m gonna go make sure the little bastard didn‟t fall asleep
on us again… Boss, please don‟t try to do all the work, let Cindy flex those muscles of hers and
carry some luggage too when the guys-” She paused as there was a knock at the door, then made
a face. “Speak of the goddamn devil. At least we‟re getting kicked out in style now, right?”
Zerrex didn‟t reply, and the female shrugged and grinned as she walked off with her
hands in her pockets, the reptile sighing as he began to climb to his feet… but Cindy jumped up
before he could, heading over to the door with a smile over her shoulder before she turned the
valve and pushed it open. “Yes?”
“Under orders from the Captain, we‟re to move all your cargo to the transport shuttle
now.” said a black armored soldier curtly, as he stood at full attention. Behind him, four workers
in coveralls were anxiously peering as best they could through the doorway, shoving at each
other and the hovering, humming trolley beside them, which was shaped like a J laying on its
side. “We also require… well…”
The soldier broke off, clearing his throat but now seeming a bit flustered before he finally
sighed and dropped the military act, asking in an embarrassed voice: “Can you send Lone or
Mahihko with us, please? Marina won‟t let anyone on board the transport shuttle and she turned
off the communicator inside, so we can‟t even talk to her. We think… you know… if one of the
wolves is there…”
“Mahihko‟s coming!” Cherry yelled, and a moment later the small wolf yelped as he
staggered into the room, flailing his arms before toppling forwards over his paws, his skirt

wafting up over his body and revealing the tight black-lace panties he was wearing beneath this,
which made Cherry guffaw laughter before the wolf scrambled to his feet and covered himself
with a deep blush.
Zerrex sighed and rolled his eyes, reaching out to gently pat the wolf between the ears,
and the lupine smiled brightly up at him at the contact before the reptile leaned down and
murmured softly: “Go, and let Marina see this message in your thoughts. I want her to calm
down… this is all for the best anyway, after all.”
Mahihko nodded up at him, then he reached up and touched his father‟s cheek before the
wolf bounced off and out of their quarters, and the soldier awkwardly patted the little wolf on the
shoulder before saluting Cindy and the Drakkaren beyond before he turned, leading the lupine
away as Cindy opened the door all the way and let the soldiers begin loading their things onto the
hovering trolley.
Zerrex had seen this kind of design before, but he couldn‟t place where… and he rubbed
slowly at the underside of his muzzle, thinking about it as Cindy aided in moving luggage, before
one of the workers came forwards, kneading his hat between his hands. He was a Dragokkaren,
at least fourteen feet tall and covered in powerful muscle… and yet he seemed almost to be
staring up at Zerrex, so fierce was the adoration on his features. The reptile looked awkwardly at
him, and then he frowned a bit in concentration before saying slowly, as the red scales and blue
eyes of the huge male jarred memories in him to the surface: “You‟re a clone soldier, aren‟t
you?”
“Yes, ID 452160… but the Queen Mother named me Gunner.” the Dragokkaren said
eagerly, nodding quickly, and Cherry poked her head out of the hallway before she winced and
quickly hid, and Zerrex smiled a bit despite himself before he returned his eyes to Gunner. “I‟m
one of the few who survived even the Persecutions… and you… you‟re Lord Zerrex, aren‟t you?
The Lord Zerrex Narrius, who felled the Patriarch, freed Hell, and destroyed both Kafka and the
god that he obeyed, Athéos!”
Zerrex looked at him for a few moments curiously, even as he felt memories tickling
through his body, of great wars and terrible costs… and then he nodded slowly, and Gunner
smiled brightly, pointing at the other workers as they stared and saying gleefully: “See, see! He‟s
back, Lord Zerrex is back, and I know that he‟ll lead us to freedom… he survived the Patriarch,
he battled gods themselves, and now he‟s conquered death to come back and bring our world
back to peace, just like Lady Marina said he would!”
The Drakkaren continued to smile, wincing a bit, and then he pointed at his luggage,
saying carefully: “I… I‟m trying to focus on getting back into the swing of things first, before
I… save any worlds. And I kind of have to leave the spaceship, so…”
“Of course, of course… my apologies, Lord Zerrex, I‟m just so excited to think about
returning to Hez‟Ranna…” Gunner immediately ran over to the trolley, loading it quickly but
carefully as he smiled radiantly over his shoulder, and the reptile wondered just what Marina had
been telling people as the other workers did their jobs with equal fervor. “We all have so much
faith in you and your abilities…”
Gunner seemed to lose himself in daydreams now, even as he continued to load the
trolley, and Zerrex winced before Cindy walked over and carefully pulled him into the hallway
with Cherry, both of them looking embarrassed as the reptile rubbed slowly at his head. Positive
and negative emotions swirled through his brain and body, making him feel both exhilarated and
miserable, alive and like a dead, hollow failure… and he breathed quietly as he looked down,

murmuring: “Emotions are such powerful things… whether they‟re positive or negative ones… I
feel like I‟m electrified, like I‟ve been energized, like a battery about to explode…”
“Calm down.” Cindy said quietly, and she reached out and touched the Drakkaren…
before wincing as blue arcs of energy shot through the air at their contact, the reptile‟s fingers
twitching. She grasped his forearm, and more blue sparks sizzled through the air… but then the
reptile looked into her eyes quietly as Cherry reached up and gently squeezed into his shoulders,
murmuring her own encouragements as Cindy recited quietly: “A warrior must control his
emotions…”
“So that he can control himself, so that he may guide himself into victory.” Zerrex turned
and rubbed at his face slowly, taking a long breath as he remembered Requiem‟s calm, cold
features, his blue eyes that were so unlike the red of Narrius… and then he smiled a bit as he
tilted his head forwards, remembering the simplest of meditations as he took a slow breath in…
and then released it, forcing himself to repeat the process with just as much relaxation and ease.
And only a few minutes later, the reptile straightened, smiling a bit as he glanced from one
female to the other, then said finally: “I remember something else.”
He held his hands out… and a plain steel cane appeared in them, the Drakkaren
squeezing it quietly before he slid a hand up and over the shape of the derby handle, gazing at it
with a strange kind of fondness as he smiled sadly… before he took the grip and leaned forwards
on it, the rubber tip at the bottom pressing gently into the metal as he looked from Cherry to
Cindy, saying with soft amusement: “I guess I got kind of used to this, didn‟t I?”
“Well, Boss, you always carried that other cane of yours around… we still haven‟t found
the fucking thing, but I have the feeling you‟ll have better luck than us with that.” Cherry replied
with a bit of a grin, then she slapped him on the back even as Cindy glanced over him with
curiosity as well as slight concern. “So what about your leg, you remember that?”
Zerrex made a face… and immediately Cindy dropped to a kneel, touching at his leg
carefully as she asked calmly: “When did you feel pain?”
“Hey, if you‟re going to start sucking his cock, just let me know and I‟ll be glad to give
you a hand.” Cherry said blandly, then she winced away when Cindy glowered at her, holding up
her hands in a gesture of surrender before she sighed as one of the workers called for them. “Oh
fuck, fine, I‟ll go and get it.”
She sulked a bit as she stomped off, but Zerrex could feel the concern she was doing her
best to hide as he glanced over his shoulder at her, seeing the way she looked back and rubbed at
her arm: the small, nervous twitches that Cherry had, sometimes visible only to him. He shook
his head after a moment, then glanced down at Cindy as she rolled up the leg of his pants
carefully, examining his right knee with slow, gentle probes of her fingers as she murmured: “It
was stupid of me to be so distracted during my first analysis of your body, to focus so much on
your head alone… Daddy, do you feel any pain now?”
Zerrex shook his head a bit, hesitating as he felt a bit of a poke of pain when Cindy
touched a spot around his misshapen-looking knee… and the female looked at him suspiciously
for a moment before she suddenly poked into a spot along the upper half of the crescent-shaped
scar, and the Drakkaren leaned forwards, eyes bulging a bit as he clamped his muzzle shut but
released a muffled grunt of pain nonetheless, a stream of memories coming back with the pain of
all the times his knee had been poked and prodded… all the way back to the memory of his
kneecap being ripped out by a terrible monster wreathed in black fire with burning crimson eyes.
He shook his head sharply, and the images faded even as pain zapped through his knees,
his boot grinding against the ground as Cindy looked up at him with concern… but before either

could speak, Cherry called from the main room in a grumpy voice: “We‟re getting kicked out
now, guys!”
“Great.” Cindy sighed as she stood up, looking sour, and Zerrex shook his leg a few
times until the pant-leg fell and covered the limb again. Then he followed Cindy, automatically
resting on his cane as he smiled a bit down at it… before wincing as he realized he‟d used his
powers again, rubbing a hand slowly at his stomach as he felt an awkward twinge. Cherry
thought so much of him, that he‟d use these powers for the right thing and not corrupted… but
already he was using these abilities for the smallest things, for stupid reasons, without ever
thinking… and how long would it be before instead of creating canes, he was creating axes to
execute anyone who opposed him?
“Zerrex, you got that constipated look on your face that means you‟re worrying about
really stupid shit.” Cherry said flatly, and Cindy looked over her shoulder with surprise before
sighing at her father. Zerrex looked up dumbly, and then he winced as Cindy walked around him
and shoved him towards the exit, Cherry walking beside him and reaching up to hold his muzzle
shut as she said soothingly: “Just concentrate on the healing powers of my boobs, Boss. And I
swear to fuck I‟ll walk you all the way out of here with your face crammed down my shirt if I
have to in order to get you to shut the hell up about this whiny ooh-I‟m-gonna-turn-evil shit.”
The reptile flailed a bit, giving a muffled grumble as they stepped out into the hallway
and Cindy closed the door behind them… and then the girls stopped as Zerrex shook free, before
he quieted himself and looked over his shoulder at the room, letting Cherry and Cindy stay in
silence for a moment. Slowly, Cindy reached a hand out, and Cherry looked surprised, glancing
at her sad, hesitant smile and then over at Zerrex… and when the male nodded, Cherry reached
quietly out herself and took her hand, squeezing it gently as she murmured: “Well, shit happens,
right?”
“Yeah.” Cindy said softly, and then she glanced over at her father, laughing quietly. “But
where one door closes, another always opens… and it‟s not like we‟ll never have a home to
return to… even if our truest home is currently a broken one.”
“Literally, not like mine with the fuckin‟ gypsies.” Cherry added helpfully, raising a
finger, and Cindy muttered as she pulled their hands apart, turning to intertwine her arm with her
father‟s and lead him down the hall as the muscular female threw her arms wide, looking after
them with a huff. “What… what? I‟m serious!”
The shuttle hanger, Cindy told the Drakkaren, was usually mostly empty apart from the
workers who ran it and those waiting to shuttle to another colony, Heaven, or Hell. Visitors were
uncommon, however: shuttle tickets were expensive, and the cost of moving cargo even higher.
This was further complicated by the fact that the transport routes were extremely controlled:
certain shuttles could only leave at certain times, after certain clearances, to go certain places.
There were only a dozen public-use shuttles in total that went around the colonies, and to Heaven
and Hell… but only two at most left and arrived per day.
Cindy also explained that instead of using different kinds of material funds, the colonies
had developed a special form of currency used between them known as Inter-Colony Funding.
ICF was completely digitized instead of material, and all purchases, sales, debits and credits,
were kept on a person‟s unique Personal Identification Card. Every PIC was keyed to a person‟s
DNA signature to prevent misuse, with each PIC capable of memorizing up to three different
DNA codes as well as authorization rules. The device was an insanely-complex piece of

technology, but it also made transactions and paying employees far smoother than constantly
dealing with different levels of funds.
On the other hand, however, ICF was not exactly easy to acquire: since there was no
charge for use of the rooms, basic meals, and utilities, the colonies didn‟t have a lot of free ICF
to hand out to people, no matter what job or rank. Greed, however, was not a common
occurrence on the colony: the almost-total destruction of the planet below had finally knocked
some sense into even the most miserly of people, and made them realize that no matter what job
they worked on the colony, the contributions of every person – no matter how small or large –
were required in order to keep every space colony running smoothly. Even as a geneticist, Cindy
wasn‟t paid all that much better than a kitchen worker… and the price of everything from paper
to junk food was insanely high. A bag of chips, for example, could cost almost five hundred
ICF… while toilet paper, what most people considered a necessity on the colonies, ran between
fifty to a hundred ICF. Cindy had further explained, however, that this was also because one of
the space colonies was able to produce toilet paper by recycling old documents, old papers, and
used-up bits of cloth. Heosphoros itself lacked a manufacturing plant of any kind, but instead had
the largest greenhouses in the fleet of space colonies, meaning it produced much of the necessary
food stock for the surrounding ships.
Supplies were also sent from Heaven and Hell: mostly food, but also lumber and other
raw materials… but as Hell only had two major ports where shuttles could launch and land, and
Heaven just one, the mortals were left mostly to fend for themselves. This was fine, however: by
coordinating between the colonies, it was easy to put together technical maps of the world below
and send scavenger crews down to the mortal world to find non-perishable food and materials
necessary to keep the colonies running. Sometimes power struggles still occurred, but for the
most part, the leaders of the colonies were able to put aside their differences: the loss of one‟s
planet tended to make one glad for a truce, at least until everyone was back on a planet that could
support terrestrial life.
Of course, scavenger crews also faced very real dangers, primarily in the forms of the
Mechanauts and elementals. Even after more than a decade, the machines still had not relented in
their tasks, and many of them were still too powerful to be taken down by a simple frontal
assault: worse yet, even if destroyed, electrical elementals would often be attracted to the corpse
and would quickly reanimate it unless the synthetic Primordial was dismembered. The process of
ripping apart the corpse could take days, however, and scavenger crews were ill-prepared to deal
with such dangers… but assault crews were being sent less and less to the world now, as if the
leaders of the colonies were starting to give up on the dream of rebuilding their planet. People
had begun to adapt to life in space, after all, even if the birth rates were still abysmal… but that
brought up other issues Cindy hadn‟t wanted to trouble him with.
Yet the reasons why that could pose such a problem were terribly clear to the lizard: he
didn‟t even have to try and think about it, but some natural instinct in him whispered about the
balance that held these worlds together. Once separate planes, the same balance had been in
place then, and the transfer of souls from the mortal plane to Heaven and to Hell and sometimes
in between was what was responsible in part for keeping Hell and Heaven in existence. And now
with Hell and Heaven existing not as separate dimensions, but as planets, another law governed
the existence of Heaven and Hell, and that was the mortal planet. Without the mortal planet
between them, forming part of the axis of their dangerous orbital dance, both planets would
simply spiral off into space… shortly thereafter probably exploding or colliding with a star,
either of which would not exactly result in anything positive.

It was why Athéos had flown his fleet of ships past Hell: he had gone right for the core,
for what was absolutely necessary for three worlds to continue to exist. He had wanted to end the
conflict quickly, uncaring for the lives on these worlds, ready to do whatever it took to ensure
that his vision prevailed… and Zerrex looked down thoughtfully as he walked with Cindy and
Cherry in silence down a long, empty hallway towards a huge, thick security shutter, but he
swallowed his thoughts before finally asking curiously: “So how the hell do we get on a shuttle?
Are they like buses or is ours going to be more like a rental truck?”
“The stupid shit you remember.” Cherry marveled, and Zerrex tossed her a sour look
before she cleared her throat, holding her hands up. “Okay, okay, don‟t turn all bitch-fish on me.
Yeah, well. Since we‟re moving and all, I think ours will be more like a rental truck… but if
anyone else wanted to move today, we may have to share with them, which will make things a
teensy bit awkward. Real low chance of that happening, though… living on a colony might be
free, but there‟s all kinds of fees if you want to move from one to another.”
The Drakkaren nodded as Cindy tapped a code into the panel by the heavy shutter, and it
rumbled before the reptile looked forwards, leaning on his cane as he felt a surge of emotions
and energy… and then he swallowed thickly as both of the females looked at him before he
murmured: “That‟s a hell of a goodbye party.”
“What?” Cindy asked with a frown, but Cherry was already looking stupidly forwards,
and she reached out and pointed, the female following her finger to gaze out into the long, open
space of the hangar… and she rose a hand to her muzzle, letting out a short breath as she stared
at the sight of countless faces, and a double-line of soldiers who were all standing, stomping a
foot down in perfect synchronization before they saluted sharply.
The two lines of soldiers formed a straight hall to a shuttlecraft that had already been
guided to the front of the hangar, resting in front of the massive, closed shutter leading out into
space. A ramp went up into the bottom of the vehicle, and workers were busily loading their
cargo into the machine as the spacecraft hummed quietly, obviously in some stage or another of
preparation for takeoff. It was larger than Zerrex had expected, resting on immense wheels and
made of plain grey steel, with an angular, sleek body and massive engines on the back of the
device. The wings were thick triangles that tapered at the ends, with a third, similar-shaped but
smaller tailfin just above the engines. The sides of the machine were clearly marked with the
letters „ISCH-021‟ in deep, bold black, and the same logo Zerrex had spotted around Heosphoros
was beside this, slightly worn but still clearly visible.
The three looked at each other… and then they slowly started down the line of troops, the
reptile breathing quietly, feeling stifled as the crowds of people gathered behind the soldiers
murmured to each other and peered at the Drakkaren as he passed, some throwing confetti,
others the occasional flower. It felt strangely like a wedding procession… and Zerrex smiled a
bit as a few of these memories flickered to mind, giving him something to focus on apart from
the way people‟s energies pushed at him. He looked down, thinking of Lily, Selena, Cherry, Sin,
and of course, Cindy… and every wedding had been so different, from the simple, almostembarrassingly-businesslike wedding in front a justice of the peace with Cindy after he had
intimidated him into giving them marriage papers despite their father-daughter relationship, to
the eloquent affair which had been his wedding with Lily.
He looked up, confetti floating by, and he smiled a bit before realizing with surprise they
were already approaching the ship, and he felt… fine. He hadn‟t freaked out, he hadn‟t suffered
some anxiety attack, the emotions hadn‟t overwhelmed him and nor had the energies… it made
him look down and think quietly for a few moments. Perhaps his memories were the key to

gaining control over these strange and alien abilities… or perhaps he just needed to learn to focus
on something else when things began to claw against his mind.
Before he could muse any further on this, however, he heard someone clear his throat…
and he looked up to see Captain Sebastian standing with his hands behind his back, a panther
Zerrex guessed was probably the first mate looking nervous as he stood beside him in an
awkward half-salute. Zerrex looked at the two as Cherry glared and even Cindy looked a little
less than impressed, and the badger finally said quietly: “I wanted to send you off in style, Zerrex
Narrius. I apologize if my actions were rash at all, but I felt you warranted… a certain bit of
attention. And Cherry… I never meant to offend you, honestly, nor anyone here. While I do have
to continue to protect my ship and can at least use that to excuse some of my behavior, I can‟t
say I‟ve done a very good job protecting her morals. Perhaps you‟re right… it‟s still possible to
be a patriot without a country, but I don‟t know if it‟s right to be an idolater of the dead, making
them restless by… worshipping them for the wrong reasons instead of the right ones. My father
died protecting the world, protecting… me… that in and of itself is more than enough to be
proud of.”
The badger glanced away, then he looked up as one of the workers waved at him, and he
rose a hand in return as they filed off around the shuttle, the male glancing back mildly as he said
softly: “The shuttle is prepped and ready to leave at any point and time, my friends. Perhaps in
the future you‟ll come again to Heosphoros. We could use whatever help we can get with the
scavenging and assault crews… it‟s slow going, but I think your return has also renewed faith in
the idea that anything is possible, and that we can reclaim our world.”
Zerrex didn‟t reply, only looking at the badger quietly for a few moments, gathering his
thoughts… but as he lowered his head, something tickled through his mind before he looked up
in surprise as an alarm went off, a mechanical voice saying clearly as red lights flashed and
klaxons blared: “Warning. Level five threat detected in multiple locations, including but not
limited to: barracks… pavilion… mess hall 5, deck level. All civilians must report to their homes
or a security shelter, colonial marines are already en route.”
The message began to repeat, and Sebastian cursed, a look of both pain and anger
crossing his features as he immediately began to walk forwards, pulling a handheld computer out
of his pocket and holding down a button on the side of it as he shouted: “All soldiers in the
hangar, fan out and break into teams of four, conduct a full sweep of Heosphoros! Emergency
Response Teams five, seven, nine, twenty, twenty-two, head to the pavilion and safeguard the
machinery there! ERTs three four, eight, ten, head to the mess hall and engage! Barracks troops,
fan out and eliminate the enemy!”
“Sebastian!” Cherry shouted, but then she cursed, grimacing as soldiers and panicking
civilians both shot by, blocking her from approaching him… and Zerrex reached up, every sound
of the alarm sending a blare of pain through his skull. The terrible sound also brought back
memories of other alarms he had heard and experienced… but just as the hangar began to empty,
the reptile looked up as he felt another hostile energy enter the air, this one much stronger than
the panic of the civilians of the anxieties of the soldiers.
“Wait!” Zerrex reached out and grabbed Cherry‟s arm before she could run off, and then
dark energy sparked through the air before a massive portal opened, and Cindy and Cherry both
ran in front of Zerrex protectively, the reptile readying himself as he spun the cane around and
memories – good and bad, terrifying and exhilarating – ran through his mind a sparkling rush…
but the reptile didn‟t have time to dwell on that or the pain as electrical elementals charged
through the portal, howling and snarling and followed by a wave of five warriors in heavy battle

armor that covered them from head-to-toe… and the reptile‟s eyes narrowed, and his vision
seemed to sharpen, letting him see the strange purple auras that almost floated off the creatures.
They aren’t alive… they’re animated with evil spirits…
The suits of armor were all made of heavy, silvery plating that was carefully stacked and
overlaid together, limbs covered in smaller, almost-scale-like pieces of metal with tight, small
links of chainmail visible at each joint… but each helm was shaped differently. The helm of the
warrior holding the axe was shaped like a minotaur‟s head, with slits for eyes that glowed an
unearthly red, while the helm of the soldier holding a massive sword was cylindrical and tall,
lacking any sort of muzzle and with only one hole for a single large crimson eye. Horns stood
out proudly from this helm as well, J-shaped and tall: the other warriors had helms that varied
between these extremes, and Zerrex grimaced as he spun his cane at his side. “Not so bad,
right?”
“Wrong!” boomed a voice, and a moment later a final figure emerged from the portal
before it closed, and Zerrex grimaced, staring in horror at the monstrosity that emerged. It was
terrifying, something between the realm of living and dead with mottled, yellowish skin and
long, dangling arms that were thick with powerful muscles. Its legs were more slender, bent
down as if it was carrying a great weight… and from the size of its massive, chiseled frame, it
certainly seemed like its body would qualify as a great weight. Its head was that of a king cobra,
but the snake‟s hood was torn and mottled, the flesh on either side of its head blackened and
disgusting… but the yellow skin instead of scales that covered its features wasn‟t exactly
appealing either, as beady white eyes looked back and forth. It was dressed only in a pair of torn
pants, the monstrosity standing slowly up at full height… and Zerrex winced at the sheer size of
the behemoth, which had to be at least twenty feet tall. And as the reptile stared at it, he realized
that the creature was covered in stitches and medical staples, as if it had been sliced into pieces
and then pieced back together by some mad scientist.
Then the voice spoke again… and Zerrex was shocked to see it wasn‟t coming from the
massive snake, but instead from a tiny demon sitting on the creature‟s shoulder. It flapped the
half-wing, half-arms it possessed, black feathers hailing down as the half-raven, half-imp danced
back and forth on large, taloned feet that gripped firmly into the skin of the beast… but the king
snake didn‟t even seem to notice, as it slowly reached up and shoved a finger into its own nose,
looking stupidly around the room as the devil raged: “How dare you come back? How dare you,
after everything you‟ve done to us, after what you did to King Athéos… now now now now is
the reckoning! Now is the time you shall pay, now! Now! Now we shall have our revenge… get
him, Borok!”
The creature looked up dumbly from picking its nose as the dog-faced raven-demon
scowled and pointed, and then it leaned forwards and screamed, Borok wincing as his head tilted
to the side and he flicked a large piece of snot out of his nostril: “Kill the white-haired lizard!”
“Boss, that thing ain‟t so easy to take down, even if it‟s dumb as shit.” Cherry said
urgently, and then she cursed as the line of elementals suddenly broke apart, the monsters
charging in either direction even as Borok peered slowly back and forth. “Oh fuck, I-”
“I‟ll figure it out. You and Cindy go and deal with that.” Zerrex said quietly, and the two
gave him a nervous look before they nodded and ran off. Borok, meanwhile, was still frowning
as the devil on his shoulder screamed in frustration, and then it slowly pointed at Zerrex before
the reptile called out to the king snake: “No, not me, the one behind you!”
Borok frowned at this, then slowly turned around, the raven demon fluttering into the air
with a shriek of anger, and then it landed on the king snake‟s head as it looked stupidly back and

forth, a tiny, stubby tail almost wagging as it flexed and made its back muscles bulge powerfully,
a strange, map-like design on its back shimmering before the raven squealed: “Warriors, kill the
lizard!”
Immediately, the five constructs charged forwards, and Zerrex cursed, looking over his
shoulder before running to meet them and swinging his cane in… but the axe-wielding warrior
sliced it in half before Zerrex winced and brought a hand up to catch the head of a massive, stone
hammer before it could contact with his face, skidding backwards before he shoved the head to
the side and into the chest of a warrior wielding a pair of strange blades that fit over its forearms,
serrated and with a large spike on the guard that fit over the fingers. Then he cursed, ducking as a
massive sword tore through the space his head had been in before, then spun on the spot, arching
his back at the same time to avoid being impaled by a spear before he stomped down hard and
sent out a shockwave of blue energy on instinct, sending the five warriors sprawling.
The lizard cursed under his breath, already feeling strained: the warriors were adepts at
their craft, attacking him from all sides at extreme close range and never endangering each
other… and here he was, rusty as hell. Worse yet, Borok had turned back around and was
scratching his head slowly as he looked at Zerrex curiously, and the devil hopping around his
head and shoulders looked like it was starting to get through to the massive monster of a snake…
and the Drakkaren gritted his teeth, eyes flicking back and forth even as he was surrounded from
all sides. Then he felt some other strange presence, looking up slightly… and immediately the
five warriors charged in at him from all sides, Zerrex cursing his lack of attention before his eyes
widened as a mallet shot past his head and spun violently around his body, electricity arcing off
it and repelling the warriors before a figure slowly landed beside the Drakkaren, laughing loudly
as it said in an almost-playful voice: “What be this indiscretion, Lord Zerrex? You whom I have
heard such great talk of from mine dearest brother, embattled to these five yonder knaves and
looking as though thou art in need of assistance? Why, when I was but a lad, I fought ten
thousand minotaur warriors and crushed them all with the help only of mine mighty hammer!”
Zerrex looked stupidly to the side to see a grinning caracal, the ten-foot tall cat standing
with his burly arms crossed, his fur a brilliant gold and eyes a sharp, bright blue. His ears were
jet black, with large tufts coming up from the tips, and he wore a tight black vest made of dragon
scales, with a belt cinched around his waist and matching black pants that were tucked neatly
into heavy silver greaves. A cape swirled around him, black on the outside with the symbol of
Valhalla sewn in gold and red on the inside, and then he threw his head back and laughed loudly,
raising a black-gloved hand to catch a huge battle hammer as it floated by, with a massive,
almost rectangular steel head and a handle wrapped in red leather, a golden chain with several
charms on it hanging down from the bottom of this. It crackled with lightning as the being
pointed it at the warriors, and then he said in a lower, more serious voice: “But as to you knaves,
I will give you but this one chance to surrender… but if thou art still inclined to the battle,
hesitate not, lest my hammer smites thee with even greater force for thy cowardice and false
bravado!”
The being was obviously a God of some kind… and Zerrex was still gaping stupidly,
trying to take this all in, before he stared at his other side as the air swirled before a white portal
opened, and a twenty-foot tall giant clad in black leather armor stepped through, with a
matching, knee-length kilt of the same thick material, and a belt cinched tight around his waist
from which hung a multitude of skulls. A tattered red cape hung from his shoulders, swirling in
the wind exhaled from the portal before it closed, mixing strangely with the white scarf that was
wrapped many times around his face and allowed to drape over his shoulders, leaving only red

eyes and a bit of the charcoal fur that covered his features as well as the rest of his brawny body
visible. In one hand the mighty warrior carried a tall metal spear that ended in a wide spade…
but strapped all over his body were other weapons, and Zerrex got the feeling he had fought
against this God before… and that they had parted on terms that had been strangely respectful. “I
thought I could offer my services, Lord Zerrex… it seems I owe you a great debt, after all.”
“Gilgamesh…” Zerrex murmured, and then he looked forwards with a cold smile,
nodding and readying himself as he said calmly: “You and your friend deal with the metal
warriors, then… I‟ll take down Borok.”
“Nonsense, the mighty Thor could destroy a thousand of these soldiers by his hand alone,
and yet I see but five… there will be not enough to share between myself and my greedy ally!”
the caracal exclaimed, and then he laughed and slammed the head of his hammer into his hand,
grinning over at Zerrex as the Drakkaren looked at him, wondering if this was a „yes‟ or a „no.‟
“Let us only hope that I will not be forced to dispatch yonder brute afterwards for thee, Lord
Zerrex!”
And then, without further ado, he laughed and ran forwards, bringing up his hammer as
electricity sizzled over it before he smashed one of the possessed armors under the chin, and it
flew high into the air, clutching its sword for dear life before Thor leapt up after it, seizing his
hammer in both hands and smashing it straight down like a comet to crash loudly into the ground
below. The suit of armor wielding the spear spun it around its body before it brought it back to
throw as it took precise aim, but a moment later it was impaled itself as Gilgamesh dashed
forwards, muttering: “Brasher than Loki and more bloodthirsty than me…”
The warriors were quickly drawn off to the side as Borok watched the battle with dumb
interest, and Zerrex slowly walked forwards as the devil on his shoulder squawked and
screamed, before it finally said desperately: “He was mocking you, didn‟t you hear? You have to
hurt him now, crush him! He called you an idiot!”
“Borok doesn‟t like being called names.” the king snake‟s face clouded over, and then it
took a step forwards aggressively, swinging an arm out as it quickly became angry. “Who you to
say me stupid!”
“I never said you‟re stupid.” Zerrex said in a calm voice, holding up his hands, and the
king snake looked confused for a moment before the devil danced on his shoulder.
“There, did you hear that, he just said you were stupid!” it exclaimed gleefully, and
Borok blinked, then snarled before it lunged with surprising speed, smashing its arms down as
Zerrex winced and leapt backwards, narrowly missing being crushed as the king snake roared
and gave chase, taking huge, lumbering steps as it swung its arms violently outwards in wild,
clumsy haymakers.
Cherry, meanwhile was glad for the backup… but she cursed as she ducked under an
electrical elemental as it dived at her, throwing her hand upwards at the last moment… and she
threw not a punch, but a fireball that struck it in the stomach and exploded, sending metallic
shrapnel in all directions and the creature flying high into the air before it crashed down… but
quickly and easily reconstructed itself, shaking its head with a snarl. The monsters were proving
difficult for her to exterminate, due to the fact they were resistant to her pyrokinesis and able to
rebuild themselves so quickly… but that wasn‟t the only demonic talent Cherry had up her
sleeve, as she dodged another of the creatures before simply grabbing it by a metal bar that stuck
out of its back, whirling it around in a circle above her head and throwing it hard into another of
the beasts. “Fucking bastards, come and get it!”

Cindy, on the other side of the room, was having a little less trouble dealing with the
monsters: although she didn‟t possess Marina‟s psychic abilities, nor Cherry‟s precognition and
pyrokinesis, her physical power was unmatched by any member of the family. Despite her looks,
even Zerrex wasn‟t as strong as she was… and this was amplified by the fact that the female had
the talent to turn her body ethereal at will, the physical attacks of the elementals passing through
her uselessly… but she still felt faint pain from the electricity, the supernatural energy given off
by the creatures able to wound her spirit as much as her body.
Another dived at her, and she met its muzzle with a straight palm thrust that crunched in
its features, the creature collapsing at her feet and turning to a pile of junk before it began to
slowly reform itself… and Cindy simply punted it hard enough into a wall to shatter it entirely,
the monster letting out a shriek of agony before it exploded in a burst of electricity. Another tried
to take the moment to pounce on her from behind, but Cindy leaned forwards and turned her
raised foot into a vicious reverse thrust kick, smashing it in the stomach and knocking it flying
across the room just as Cherry spun and swung her fists into another elemental to send it in the
opposite direction, and the two collided in midair before exploding, making both females feel a
moment of dark amusement.
Zerrex cursed as the huge king snake chased him towards the shuttle, and then he dived
to the side, and Borok almost overbalanced as he turned, catching himself on his hands before he
hauled his huge body back up with a grunt, and then the reptile looked up in surprise as Thor
shouted: “Lord Zerrex, perhaps thou can put this to some use on thy accursed villain of an
enemy!”
The reptile leapt backwards and looked over his shoulder as something flew through the
air, and then the Drakkaren leapt up and caught it, realizing it was the huge sword that one of the
warriors had been using… and a moment later he landed in a kneel, weapon resting on his
shoulder as the lizard grinned slightly, feeling a sudden comfort in the battle as he gripped the
long handle in both hands and felt the weight of the seven-foot blade… a familiar weight, from
all the days he‟d spent using such oversized weapons. Behind him, the warrior that had been
using the weapon ran at Zerrex‟s back, arms childishly outstretched… and then Thor dashed up
behind it with a laugh and smashed it in the back of the head with his hammer, squashing it into
the ground before he grabbed one of its legs and grinned, the creature scrabbling wildly at the
ground as he said gleefully: “Oh, we‟re far from done yet, fearful opponent! But didst I not warn
thee about the cost of cowardice?”
With that, he tossed the living suit of armor into the air, and it flailed its limbs wildly
before Thor grunted and swung his hammer forwards as hard as he could, smashing the creature
in the stomach and sending it flying across the hangar to crash into a shuttle with enough force to
knock it over with a groan of steel and metal, and the armored warrior collapsed in pieces as
Thor put his hands on his hips and laughed… then grunted when a heavy stone hammer smashed
him in the back of the head, stumbling forwards before he turned slowly around as the grin faded
down to a dark smile at the armored warrior standing stupidly behind him. “Honorless wretch,
does thy hunger so for the bitter taste of mine mighty hammer?”
As Thor entered once more into combat, Zerrex charged forwards… and then he went
into a slide as Borok tried to crush him beneath his hands, slashing outwards at the creature‟s
ankles and drawing a spurt of greenish, chunky blood and yellow pus as the blade ripped halfway
through one, the monster staggering forwards with a grunt and falling on its hands before it
slowly began to get up… and the reptile gritted his teeth as he turned around , smashing the
sword viciously again and again into Borok‟s back and tearing huge cuts and deep slashes

through his body… but they only made it harder for the snake to get up, as the giant complained:
“Stop cheating, Borok no cheat in fight!”
Zerrex cursed, horrified that the creature wasn‟t even feeling pain… and then the monster
turned around and swung a fist out, the sudden move catching the reptile unaware before the
massive fist caught him in the face, snapping his cheekbone and shattering his muzzle as he flew
to the side and landed in a boneless heap, rolling several times… and then he groaned and got
slowly to his feet, cursing under his breath before he reached up and touched his face, muttering:
“Now that feels familiar…” A pause, and then a wince of shock as he brought his hand away,
feeling his bones literally snapping back into place and his features healing even as he spat out a
tooth and a short stream of blood. “Although that sure as hell doesn‟t. Even as a demon, I never
healed from a blow that hard, that fast… that should have creamed me…”
“Keep going, Daddy!” called a voice, and Zerrex looked past Borok in surprise to see
Marina smiling and simply sitting on the ramp, looking at him quietly… but when an electrical
elemental flew through the air, she simply glanced upwards, and a translucent purple shield
appeared around the ship, the dome flickering as the elemental hit it and exploded. Zerrex smiled
at her awkwardly after a moment as he picked the sword up from the ground and rose it in front
of himself again, and then her voice whispered through his mind: I’ll be a good girl Daddy, and
keep the ship safe… but if you want me to help, just let me know… but I won’t get in the way, I
promise.
Zerrex knew Marina could simply wipe out everyone in the hangar if she wanted to, and
half-wondered why she didn‟t… but at the same time he was glad she was staying back and
protecting the ship, and just… watching. After all, if something went really wrong, she could
step in and stop it… and it also meant she wouldn‟t accidentally hurt anyone fighting if she went
a bit overboard with her powers. He paused, then smiled sourly at this notion even as he ran
towards Borok and swung hard at it in a frontal attack that surprised the lumbering giant. Like
I’m one to talk about that.
It reached out and grabbed the blade in its hands, grunting as it shoved backwards… and
then Zerrex pulled hard down, slicing the monster‟s palms open before he ducked and went into
a graceful spin, the blade crashing against its kneecaps and shattering both of them, and Borok
yelped as it fell onto its back before Zerrex jumped up and slammed his sword point down
through the creature‟s heart. Borok lurched, and then his eyes closed as the devil on his shoulder
shrieked and flapped his wings, flying high into the air… and then Borok opened one eye, and
the two looked stupidly at each other before the king snake slapped a hand out and knocked
Zerrex flying, the lizard crashing on his back with a grunt and a grimace before he skidded to the
feet of Gilgamesh, as the huge – bear? Is his form… bear-like? – god grabbed a suit of armor by
the head and then crushed it into the ground, the torn-up construct finally exploding into pieces
as the evil spirit visibly fled. “Can you give me a boost?”
“Of course.” Gilgamesh nodded, understanding what the lizard wanted as Zerrex climbed
up to his feet, and then the Drakkaren tensed himself before he jumped forwards. Gilgamesh
swung his spear out immediately with a grunt, and the body of it impacted into the Drakkaren‟s
feet, launching him violently directly towards the king snake just as the devil began to settle
itself back on one of his shoulders… and the lizard rolled over in midair the moment before
impact to smash both his booted feet into the chest of the creature, sending Borok flying through
the air to crash into the wall opposite with enough force to leave a crater in the solid titanium
alloy, the small devil screaming as it flew quickly over to the body of the beast.

Slowly, Borok keeled forwards, falling over with a rasp, and Thor strode up to Zerrex as
he climbed to his feet and slapped him on the shoulder hard enough to knock him back to the
ground, the caracal laughing loudly despite the wounds in both his body and clothing. “Excellent
work! I see now why Loki thinks as much of you as he does, even though he doth show it in a
strange and afflicting manner. Oh, uh… Lord Zerrex? Be thee alright?”
“I be fine… just a little dizzy.” Zerrex climbed to his feet, making a face as he rubbed
slowly at his skull: it had been too long since he‟d done any wild maneuvers like that, after all.
He shook his head as Cherry and Cindy joined them, Thor giving a yell of delight as he spotted
Cherry and giving her a bone-crushing hug as she wheezed for breath, and Cindy traded a
handshake and smile with Gilgamesh, who knelt deeply to her. Before the group could celebrate
further, however, Borok slowly climbed to his feet… and then he sat back on his haunches,
grasping at his head with a groan.
“Get them, get them, get them!” screamed the devil, and Borok looked moodily at it
before he sulked and got up with a grunt, mumbling under his breath. Then he finally looked up
and lumbered tiredly forwards, swaying a bit on the spot but then straightening as the wounds on
his body filled with the ugly yellow pus… and Zerrex‟s eyes widened as the disgusting substance
solidified and became new skin.
Thor grimaced as well, then he rose a hand, his hammer floating to it before he said
darkly: “Methinks this foul beast comes from the darkest pits of a Netherworld far more wicked
than yon home of Hellish Elysium. Let us all raise our weapons high in assault against this most
wicked of foes, my friends, and cut it apart from ugly head to monstrous feet if we must!”
“Ugly?” Borok blinked, then he trembled a bit as he looked at his hands, looking almost
as if he was going to cry before he ran forwards, flailing his arms as he shouted angrily: “You
take that back!”
Thor winced, and then he swung his hammer outwards with a grunt, smashing one of the
creature‟s hands so hard it shattered and knocked the beast to the ground, and then Thor brought
his hammer hard upwards in a windmilling swing that smashed Borok under the chin and
knocked him almost to the ceiling some hundred feet above, before the caracal gave chase to the
beast… but Zerrex‟s eyes settled on the form of the devil that was now flitting around, screaming
insults and yelling orders. He looked to Gilgamesh and then to Cindy, saying quietly: “Do me a
favor and assist Thor in taming that monster. I have an idea myself, though… Cherry, I need
your help, though.”
Immediately, the two females nodded as Gilgamesh traded the spear out with the huge
sword resting across his back, saying quietly: “We‟ll pin it down as long as we can, Lord
Zerrex.”
“That‟s all I ask.” Zerrex nodded, and the two quickly ran off to help out Thor as the
caracal swung at Borok with a grunt… but the creature caught his hammer, growling as it pushed
steadily back against him and ignored the electricity surging over its body. Then the lizard turned
his gaze to Cherry, saying quickly: “Locate the devil and tell me where I should aim to hit the
goddamn thing.”
Cherry nodded, looking back and forth… and then she said sharply and pointed, as
Zerrex dropped the sword and created a sphere of energy in his hand: “There, to the left!”
The Drakkaren spun around and threw the sphere hard on instinct… and immediately the
devil squeaked and tried to flap out of the way, but the sphere contacted with its wing and blew it
out of the air, the devil falling to the ground in a hail of blood and splattering loudly as Borok
looked up in shock and gave a wounded cry, shoving Gilgamesh and Cindy out of the way before

they could even reach it and then dropping to a kneel by the devil as it gasped and moaned on the
ground, twitching a few times before it simply let out a sigh and slowly dissolved into dust and
feathers. Borok whimpered, looking down at the bloodstain it left behind as it tried to pick up the
feathers in its hands, but they floated through its fingers… and the king snake looked up before
his eyes settled furiously on Zerrex, yelling: “You did this to my friend!”
“But were you his friend?” Zerrex asked, striving to keep his voice calm as the giant leapt
to his feet… and Borok‟s mad charge turned into a stumble, then he stopped as behind the king
snake, Gilgamesh and Cindy both grabbed Thor by an arm as the caracal yelled primitive
obscenities and tried to force his way towards the monster. Borok‟s attention was focused on
Zerrex at the moment, however, and the reptile carefully walked forwards, taking one of the king
snake‟s hands as he rubbed over the skin and surgery marks on it, asking him quietly as he
looked up at the dumb – but not unintelligent – eyes of the creature. “Tell me. How did you
become like this?”
“Me… was…” Borok frowned, then he slowly sat down, not taking his hand away even
as he looked at the ground. Finally, he said in a quiet voice: “Me was in schoolground. Kids all
laughing at Borok. Making fun of me. Me was… always smaller, always stupider than they was,
and they not… they not like me at all. Me was freak. Outcast.” He stopped, closing his eyes in
pain at this… and Zerrex nodded quietly, not needing to fake the sympathy he felt for the beast
now. Then Borok took his hands away to hugs his knees up against his chest, whispering: “Then
the scary person came along… he said they make me powerful soldier to help them, they give me
family and friends and we all be happy and take revenge on little people. Me believed them,
me… me not know, me not know they destroy world!”
Then Borok threw his head back and he began to cry loudly, and Thor halted in his
charge, trading a look with Cherry before they both scampered off in the opposite direction, and
Zerrex sighed as he awkwardly stepped forwards to pat Borok on the head… before he was
seized in a fierce hug, the breath gasping out of him as his bones cracked painfully, flailing his
limbs as Cindy winced and Gilgamesh watched with sharp interest. “Me was just small child,
still is! Borok only sixteen years old… they never teach Borok nothing, they never tell Borok
nothing after they make him big and strong! They just leave me in box, and they tell me Coax
was my friend… he was my friend, and you killed him!”
Borok looked at him angrily, squeezing harder for a moment and making the reptile‟s
bones grind together as he grabbed his shoulders, flexing and cursing… and then he gritted his
teeth as he asked in a whispering voice: “If he was your friend… why did he leave you in a
cell?”
Borok stopped squeezing, dropping him as he looked across at the Drakkaren,
trembling… and then Zerrex staggered backwards, landing on his ass as Cindy ran over to him
and touched his shoulder, even as the reptile murmured: “Friends look out for each other, Borok.
They don‟t… they don‟t do this to each other.” He gestured at the king cobra‟s body, and the
snake covered his chest, looking humiliated. “They don‟t tell other friends to kill mindlessly and
they don‟t blow up a friend‟s planet. But most of all… friends tell friends there are other paths
than stupid, mindless revenge against some playground bullies.”
Zerrex slowly climbed to his feet with a grunt as Borok looked up at him, trembling.
“When I was a kid… I was bullied a lot too. That… doesn‟t give me the right to go and find
those people, and beat them up.” He looked away, adding in a quiet voice: “Besides… everyone
I knew when I was just a dumb half-breed kid is dead now. And that‟s hard to think about, ain‟t
it, Borok?”

Borok looked down shamefully, sniffling a bit… and then Zerrex looked up as the
shutters at the back of the hangar opened and soldiers streamed in, yelling orders at each other
and dressed in heavy battle armor and masks with glowing white eyes that looked almost
terrifying, Borok whimpering a bit as he looked back and forth as dozens of soldiers encircled
them. Then Zerrex motioned to Cherry, and she waved from where she was standing at a
distance with Thor before snagging a soldier as he ran past and jerking him out of line, before
she grabbed his arm and jerked it up to his muzzle, the reptile figuring there was some kind of
hidden communicator on it. His eyes returned to the snake, and he leaned forwards, asking
quietly: “When you were in school, did you ever get put in a time out?”
Borok nodded miserably, and the Drakkaren said gently: “These people are going to put
you in a big time out, Borok, okay? You can‟t fight them, you can‟t hurt them, even if they treat
you badly. I want you to just… sing a tune to yourself if they bully you, and not lash out, and if
you can do that… I‟m going to see to it that we bring you down to a place where you can get
some help, okay?” The reptile had a fair amount of confidence, even after so many years, that
he‟d be able to call a few favors in to make sure of the prisoner transfer… and that with Captain
Sebastian‟s want to keep the ship safe combined with the seeming indestructibility of the
creature before him, it wouldn‟t be hard to get Heosphoros to agree. “Where you can be taught
things, safe and sound, and where you‟ll get some treatment for the things they‟ve done to you.”
“Okay.” Borok said quietly, and he looked down silently before slowly standing up and
turning around… and then he whimpered a bit as a soldier hesitantly came forwards with a pair
of shackles. He motioned for the king snake to put his hands out, and when he did, the soldier
snapped them on… and Borok trembled, looking nervously back at Zerrex before the Drakkaren
nodded slowly and gave him a bit of a smile, and Borok nodded back before whispering: “Me do
my very bestest. Me no want to hurt anyone no more. Just want to be safe…”
“Oh, you‟ll be safe alright.” muttered a soldier angrily, and Borok looked frightened for a
moment as the soldier rose a baton… but then Cindy grabbed it, and even through his facemask
the soldier looked surprised before the female slammed an elbow down into the back of his neck,
just behind the plates of armor, and the trooper collapsed face-first into the ground. It sent a
message through the rest of the troops as they looked back and forth in shock, and then Zerrex
stamped a foot down, getting their attention.
“Don‟t lay a single goddamn figure on him, is this understood?” He looked slowly back
and forth, voice cold and uncompromising… and the soldiers nodded slowly, lowering their
weapons as the reptile turned his gaze to Borok, saying quietly: “Remember what I said. You do
your best, and I‟ll make sure you get transferred out of here.”
Borok nodded… and then a soldier took the shackles of the giant on either side and
carefully led him off as Zerrex sighed and shook his head slowly, Thor and Cherry finally
walking over as the caracal looked after the giant distrustfully, then said finally: “Methinks I
understand not your aim here, Lord Zerrex. Why does thou show such mercy to the oaf, when he
is but a monster of terrible proportion, the maker of his own destiny?”
“Because that monster is just a child that was manipulated by some Old God and turned
into a sick science experiment.” Zerrex said quietly, looking after the king snake… and
memories of leading another child away in shackles, as he cried quietly about the horrors he had
committed, came to the reptile‟s mind before he sighed softly, as Thor crossed his arms and
looked unconvinced. “Would you kill a child?”

“By the heavens, no!” Thor looked almost outraged, and then he paused and glanced
hesitantly after the king snake, adding mildly: “But that is no child, Lord Zerrex. In my day, at
sixteen we were adults!”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, then he replied: “And at five, he was turned into that thing, and
likely caged away like a weapon unless they needed him, manipulated into serving their needs
and made to think the only friend in the world he had was that… little monster that screamed at
him the whole fight. Furthermore, he‟s obviously stayed at five years old mentally… likely
because he hasn‟t had any contact with the outside world apart from when they bring him out to
crush things for them.”
Now Thor looked absolutely furious, as he pointed a finger skywards. “By the Gods, we
must immediately seek out this poor child‟s tormentors and crush them at once! In the name of
Odin, I swear I shall protect poor and innocent Borok, and renounce my claims of anger against
him, seeing now that such filthy swine as I have never met have manipulated the broken and
bullied mind of that child into performing things he at this very moment cries endless tears over!
Come, friends, let us make haste to destroy those who manipulated him!”
“Thor, you fucking moron, how the balls do we do that without knowing who they are?”
Cherry asked flatly, and Thor looked stumped at this as he lowered his hand, Zerrex dropping his
face against his own with a mumble. Then the muscular female slapped the thunder god on the
shoulder, saying seriously: “But hey, you saw the way these bastards were about to treat poor
Borok… maybe you should go make sure they don‟t do anything else mean to him, since I don‟t
think they‟re nearly as forgiving as you. Better yet, if you talk with him, maybe you can get
some clues about where he was being held.”
“Brilliant!” Thor nodded immediately, then he gave Cherry a fierce hug, making her
squawk and flail before he ran off, calling over his shoulder: “Fare thee well, my friends, I shall
meet up with you after I have ensured the poor child is given respite from his terrible life in the
near and present future!”
And then he put on a burst of speed, sprinting through the door at the end of the hall, and
Cherry shook her head slowly, mumbling: “What a fucking basket case.” She halted, then
glanced over at Zerrex as he sighed and rubbed at his head slowly, asking him quietly: “You
holding up okay there, Boss? You did a good thing though, you know… kid might not feel no
physical pain anymore but he sure as balls felt mental.”
“Yeah, well… yeah.” Zerrex said after a moment, and then he looked over at Marina,
who was smiling quietly at him as she came down from the ramp. He traded a short hug with her,
then glanced up at Gilgamesh, who seemed to be smiling down at him… but it was hard to tell
due to the scarf that covered his features. “What?”
The giant shrugged, then he said softly: “I‟m impressed, that‟s all, Lord Zerrex. To defeat
Athéos, to come back from death, and to remember that battles are won not just with violence,
but also words, is quite a feat indeed. I am only glad that this time around, we fight as allies and
not as enemies.”
Zerrex nodded back, and then Gilgamesh smiled at Cindy, bowing to her courteously as
he said softly: “And as always, it is a pleasure to assist such a fine warrior as yourself.” He
stopped, then glanced around at them all, bowing once more. “And now I must depart back to
Hell. Undoubtedly, however, I shall see you all again shortly, and I look forwards to our next
meeting.”

With that, he stepped backwards and nodded to Zerrex as a portal opened behind him,
and then he turned and vanished. The Drakkaren could only stare for a few moments, and then he
frowned a bit, asking: “So… are all the Gods in Hell now?”
“A fair portion of them, anyway.” Cindy said softly, and then she smiled a bit, saying
quietly as she gestured to the shuttle: “But before we get sidetracked any further, you look like
you could lay down. Marina, is Mahihko okay?”
Marina nodded, looking almost sympathetic for a moment as she kept her arm around her
father and helped him up the ramp, Cherry following behind them and pausing only to pick up
the huge sword from where the lizard had dropped it, shouldering it with a bit of a grin.
“Mahihko is fine… just… overtired. Too long spent apart, too much happening over the last little
while for his mind to handle. He‟ll sleep the entire trip, so I put him in the bed near the cockpit.”
“Alright.” Cindy smiled a bit as she walked ahead of them, Zerrex looking dumbly back
and forth as they entered a large cargo hold that had room enough for all their stuff and more, all
of it either strapped or chained into place against the wall as Cherry slipped the sword into a
large rack obviously meant to hold such weapons. “Cherry, can you go ahead and finish the
startup sequence before the shuttle automatically shuts down?”
“Sure babe.” Cherry nodded with a grunt, walking through the door ahead of them before
Cindy followed and Marina let go of her father so he could duck through… and then he stared as
they entered a comfortable, spacious den area. There was a mini-fridge in the corner, and a
flatscreen television on the wall with a movie player mounted beneath it, as well as a small table
on the other side of the room that folded out from the wall and three chairs currently around this.
In the top right corner, on the other side of the doorway Cherry had just vanished through, was a
huge, fluffy thing Zerrex didn‟t know if he could rightly call a bed… but for the moment, Zerrex
sat down at the table, before Marina sat beside him and carefully dragged a chair along the floor
to put it beside her father as Cindy sat on the comfortable-looking bed with a sigh, adjusting the
covers over it as she smiled at her father.
A moment later, the shuttle rumbled quietly… and then Zerrex heard a quiet beeping as
the door leading to the cargo room locked with a hiss, Marina gazing at her father lovingly as she
said softly: “Just a precaution, until the cargo bay door closes automatically and takeoff
procedures are completed. Right now, Cherry‟s opening the main hangar shutter… but first all
the entrances to the hangar are automatically sealed and locked, to make sure nobody gets
accidentally sucked out into space.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, resting back and closing his eyes, leaning forwards on the
table as Marina soothingly rubbed his back, and the reptile mumbled: “I think I just remembered
how much I hate flying.”
“We‟re not really flying… more floating home.” Marina said softly, and Zerrex snorted
in soft amusement as he sat up a bit, glancing over at her with a faint smile. Then she quietly
kissed his cheek before taking one of his hands, squeezing it quietly as the shuttle rumbled for a
few more moments… then there was stillness, and the reptile looked up curiously as Cherry
reentered the room.
She grinned and gave him a thumbs-up, saying clearly: “Course has been charged and
we‟re off to the races. Autopilot will do most of the work for the next few hours, and alarms will
ring if shit hits the fan, so there‟s no need for a pilot… hell of a lot safer than any vehicle in the
goddamn atmosphere, I shit you not.” Cherry made a face, and then she sat down on the bed with
a sigh, relaxing beside Cindy… and then blushing and awkwardly leaning forwards, clearing her

throat as she rubbed her hands together and Cindy looked at her with soft adoration she didn‟t try
to hide. “I… well…”
Zerrex looked at them both, feeling affection and tenderness and wondering if these
emotions had been all the more freed and elevated after their battle… and then Marina carefully
folded the table into the wall, the Drakkaren looking curious before the female sat back in her
chair and kissed him quietly. Zerrex‟s eyes closed as a shiver ran through his body, their mouths
meeting for a few moments, their tongues twisting, dancing… and then they parted as Marina
laughed quietly, murmuring: “You have nothing at all to worry about, Daddy… you won‟t hurt
any of us. But if you‟re so nervous… Cherry, Cindy, why don‟t you show Daddy how much you
love each other? And since you both love him so much… he can join in after he feels
comfortable with it.”
Zerrex blushed deeply, but he couldn‟t hide how much he liked the idea from Marina
least of all, as she half-lidded her eyes at him and stroked quietly over his form… and Cherry
and Cindy looked at each other, before the muscular female held her hands up, rambling: “Now
come on, I mean, usually I‟m the dirty filthy pervert here but I‟m totally sure that Boss don‟t
wanna see that shit, I mean… that‟s just awkward on so many levels and we‟re a family and
like… you know, we should be… stuff… togetherness and stuff not… sex and love and I mean
love ain‟t sex and-”
“It turns me on when you turn into such an incoherent mess.” Cindy grasped Cherry‟s
sides before she could slip away, and the female blushed deeply as Cindy pushed her front
quietly against Cherry‟s back, massaging her shoulders slowly and gently before she glanced
with quiet embarrassment across at Zerrex. “But if you don‟t mind us… doing that, Daddy… if it
would help you… we‟re more than glad to show you just how much… we‟ve come to care for
each other, whatever Cherry protests.”
The female began to argue again, and then Cindy quietly kissed the nape of her neck, just
under the collar, and the muscular female groaned before she leaned her head back with a quiet
sigh as Cindy‟s hands found her exceptionally-large breasts, squeezing into them slowly and
gently. Zerrex watched them, feeling a mix of emotions whirl through his body, and then
Marina‟s voice whispered in his mind: I’ll be here to help you every step of the way, father… but
you can’t wall yourself off from the physical for much longer anyway. It’ll be okay… just trust in
us, and trust in your body… and trust in yourself to know you won’t hurt anyone here… “I… I…
okay. Show me… show me it all.”
Cherry nodded with a deep blush, and then she arched her back with grunt of surprise as
one of Cindy‟s hands slid down her body to slip into her pants, and the female smiled as she
whispered: “Nothing extra today… but that‟s the way I think it should be for now, Cherry. You
can bring it out later, but first… this is best.”
Cherry nodded, her breathing becoming a bit rougher already as Cindy grasped the edges
of her shirt and slowly pulled it off her muscular frame, revealing the tight black bra that
restrained her breasts… and then Cindy‟s hands slowly massaged forwards as Cherry gripped
into her own thighs, grunting quietly as she murmured: “You kind of have me at a disadvantage
like this…”
“Just the way you like it, bitch that you are.” Cindy replied immediately, her eyes half
lidded as she slid her hands forwards to the clasp between her breasts, and Cherry mumbled
before her head bowed forwards as Cindy worked it deftly with her fingers, pulling her bra off
and tossing it aside as her breasts fell free, huge and with the sensitive, large nipples already
perked, and Cindy grasped the piercings that ran through each gently, tugging on them lightly to

make Cherry fidget with a quiet grunt, before she lowered her head forwards, reaching a hand up
to touch the female‟s face as Cindy leaned past her shoulder to lick slowly along the slope of a
breast and her collarbone.
“Oh Gods, Cindy…” The female whispered, as Zerrex sat back and watched quietly, still
feeling a mix of emotions… but at the same time, he couldn‟t deny that it excited him in a
strange way, watching his daughters love each other as Marina massaged his shoulders gently,
the lizard resting back quietly before Cherry looked over at him, an expression of pleasure on her
features… and then she lowered her head forwards as Cindy kissed quietly down the masculine
female‟s spine, a tremble visibly going through her form as she murmured: “Shit, but I never
thought getting fucked by a chick would turn me on so much… and getting watched by you
while it happens makes it all the better, Boss… am I ever one sick bitch.”
“Well, I‟m the one watching.” Zerrex said with soft entertainment, as he watched Cindy
lean back so she could slip off her shirt, then undo her pants and shove those down quickly,
taking them off and her boots at the same time. Cherry took the moment to turn around, opening
the fly of her own pants… and then she began to push them down as she and Cindy met in a
slow, delicious kiss, their tongues dancing and mouths working hungrily, eyes closing as they
pressed forwards and Cindy rubbed her hands along Cherry‟s powerful biceps as the female
flexed against her, struggling out of her jeans and kicking off her boots before she grunted as
Cindy grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her to pin her down.
Cindy stroked slowly down Cherry‟s body, grasping her breasts as the two gazed at each
other lovingly… and then she smiled slightly as she slipped slowly backwards, sliding off her as
she grasped her boxers and pulled them carefully down… and Cherry blushed as she leaned
backwards, looking down at her smooth crotch and blossoming vagina, already wet with her
fluids. Then Cindy slipped off the bed, tossing boxers and jeans aside, still in her own panties
and bra as Cherry slid forwards a bit… and slowly, Cindy leaned in, kissing slowly over the
inside of the female‟s leg and making her grunt in soft pleasure before she rolled her head back
with a long sigh of bliss as Cindy‟s muzzle touched against her labia, her breath washing over
her hot sex before she leaned forwards and dragged her tongue gently up it.
Cherry arched her back, fingers digging into the sheets as she closed her eyes, then Cindy
grasped the underside of her legs and pushed then gently upwards, her strong thighs rising into
the air as the muscular female reached down and grasped her head. She rubbed slowly over the
Drakkaren‟s skull as the female nuzzled into her crotch, now raised slightly upwards, her sex
almost bulging with her lust as her fluids leaked out in a steady dribble, some of this leaking
down the female‟s face as she nuzzled against her and her tongue licked out, probing and teasing,
drinking down her juices for the moment before she pushed slowly but firmly forwards and sent
it delving into her sex.
Cherry‟s hips rocked as she gritted her teeth with a quiet grunt, her legs still raised high
as she leaned back on her hands, swallowing thickly as she murmured soft words down to Cindy.
Her fluids dribbled down the female‟s chin as her thick muzzle pushed firmer forwards, putting
more pressure on the female‟s sensitive labia as she rose her muzzle slightly to nudge the
female‟s clitoris at the same time as her hands rubbed up and down her legs, keeping them raised
high as Cherry groaned quietly, huge breasts bouncing once on her chest as she bucked her hips
again, then let out a hiss of pleasure when Cindy rose her muzzle upwards, suckling gently on
the pink nub and making her rocking her hips again once, twice, then arch her back and moan in
delight. “Oh fuck yeah…”

The masculine female looked down with a deep growl of pleasure, reaching down and
grabbing the back of Cindy‟s head as she rocked her hips forwards, grinding her sex against her
muzzle as her fingers gripped the slope of her skull as she murmured: “Eat it, eat me out… come
on, I wanna feel your tongue licking my tonsils…”
Cindy gave a muffled groan, and then she pushed harder forwards, her tongue sliding
deeper into the tight sex of the female as Cherry grunted, arching her back with delight, and then
her eyes bulged as the female‟s muzzle shoved hard enough forwards to force her sex to spread
even wider, almost accommodating the start of the female‟s muzzle before Cindy drew quickly
back… only to push forwards firmly again as she lashed her tongue outwards, swirling it along
the walls of the female‟s sex as she sent it sliding deep into her body. It made Cherry moan,
bucking her hips as she laid back on her elbow, other hand still gripping tight against the
female‟s skull as her huge breasts bounced and jiggled with each movement.
Zerrex watched, enraptured with the movements, the sensations that ran through his
body, as Marina slowly pulled his leather jacket off to drape over the back of the chair before she
gently grasped the edge of his shirt… and without hesitation or argument, he rose his arms and
allowed her to pull his shirt over his head, and she smiled and gave a soft sigh of pleasure as she
leaned forwards to nuzzle his cheek through his hair and massage slowly over his chest, her arms
half-embracing him as she whispered: “Reach out with your mind… feel their love, their
emotion… physical pleasure is but a very small part of the act of sex.”
The reptile nodded, then he watched as Cherry grinned in delight before her eyes bulged
open and rolled with ecstasy as Cindy leaned up and suckled teasingly against her clitoris again,
her hands spreading her legs wider before she suddenly got up a bit further, pushing Cherry‟s
legs back as the female fell on her back and automatically grasped her own legs, now looking
almost submissive despite all her dominating talk as Cindy leaned over her, rubbing her hands
slowly up and down her inner thighs as she said slowly and teasingly: “I can‟t reach your tonsils
through your vagina, silly Cherry…”
And a moment later she leaned back down, letting her mouth brush lightly against the
female‟s wet, spread sex before she pushed it down against her tailhole as her hands reached up
and squeezed gently into her meaty, large buttocks, and a shiver of bliss went through Cherry as
Cindy licked slowly around her tight rosebud before she kissed it slowly, her tongue sliding
forwards against it before pushing firmly forwards into it, the female bucking with a deep sound
of erotic pleasure as she breathed: “Oh… oh C-Cindy…”
Cindy looked up and half-lidded her eyes, then she said in a teasingly, slow voice as she
slid a hand up from her rear to slide two fingers slowly forwards into the female‟s vagina to elect
a loud groan from her: “Shut up, bitch.”
The female lowered her muzzle back down to her rosebud, teasing it with her tongue,
eyes half-lidded as she slowly worked two fingers in and out of her Cherry‟s sex, and the female
groaned as she rolled her hips again, squeezing tightly into the backs of her own legs as she
pulled them down against her jiggling breasts. She panted hard, moaning softly as her head fell
back and Cindy added a third finger, working them harder as she mouthed the tight tailhole of
the female slowly, tongue slipping into it again to lick slowly along the sensitive passage and
explore deeper inwards, rubbing against sensitive spots here and there that made Cherry twitch
with delight.
She moaned quietly as Cindy nuzzled forwards, bringing her muzzle down to kiss the
base of her tail before slowly dragging her tongue up between the female‟s buttocks all the way
to the underside of her vagina, and Cherry arched her back with a deep blush as she rocked her

hips as hard as she could several times, groaning Cindy‟s name out loud before she turned even
deeper red as liquid spilled out down the female‟s thrusting fingers, several spurts of clear juices
jetting out into the air as Cindy gave a growl of pleasure herself, then leaned forwards and licked
a trail of the female‟s nectar slowly off her arm as the muscular Drakkaren breathed hard, then
gasped when Cindy suddenly added a fourth finger, shoving hard forwards and flicking her
clitoris at the same time as she asked softly: “Just couldn‟t resist it anymore, huh? And I haven‟t
even gotten off yet…”
“Let‟s change that.” Cherry murmured eagerly, and Cindy smiled slightly before she
slowly drew her hand back, and the muscular female let her legs drop as she began to sit up, but
a hand from the slender Drakkaren pushed against her abs stopped her, and instead she laid back
and waited, watching, as Cindy reached up and slowly pulled her bra off. Then she stepped
backwards, sliding off the bed for a moment to stand up and push her panties down… and they
gazed at each other before Cindy crawled onto the bed and rested over Cherry, bringing her legs
up as Cherry automatically wrapped hers around her waist, their sexes grinding together as the
blossomed, leaking, wet vagina of the muscular female ground forwards against the tender,
dribbling groin of the female.
Their breasts pressed together next as their muzzles met in a long, delicious kiss,
Cherry‟s hands grasping the back of Cindy‟s neck and skull as Cindy stroked along Cherry‟s
face, the two moaning softly together as smaller breasts pushed into the much-larger pair. Their
bodies shook, Cherry‟s emanating a surprising amount of heat as she trembled and rocked her
hips upwards, and Cindy pressed back down firmly, muscles flexing through the tight scales that
covered them as her slender form ground back down and pinned Cherry‟s, making her moan
quietly up into her lover‟s muzzle.
Zerrex rested back, continuing to watch as he breathed quietly in and out, licking his own
muzzle slowly… and then he looked down with a blush as Marina – naked and aroused herself,
smiling seductively up at her father – dropped to a knee beside him and then slowly grasped the
fly of his jeans. He almost reached out to stop her, despite the fact that the restrictive fabric was
only making it all the harder to resist getting erect… but then he simply nodded and rested back
in the chair, watching as she pulled his pants slowly down to let them puddle around his ankles,
and then she carefully removed each of his shoes before pulling the clothing the rest of the way
off. Then they both looked at his tented boxers as Cindy and Cherry both parted for a moment,
and Cindy said in a quiet but lusty voice: “Wait…”
They both looked up… then watched as Cindy shifted her position, sliding a leg beneath
Cherry before she rolled onto her side, and Cherry gave a soft groan of pleasure as she slid
downwards so their vaginas ground together, pulsing against each other as Cindy half-lidded her
eyes in bliss. They rocked their hips in practiced time with each other as Cindy slowly rubbed
her fingers up and down along her crotch, teasing at the nub of her tender clitoris every so often
as she closed her eyes for a moment, and then she nodded, opening them as she breathed:
“Now…”
Marina smiled slightly… and then she slowly grasped Zerrex‟s boxers, pulling them
down as all three females watched… and the Drakkaren felt both self-conscious but strangely
exhilarated to be the focus of them all, spreading his legs a bit as inch-after-inch of black, thick
penis revealed itself… then sprung up, half-erect and already massive and pulsing compared to
the size of a normal penis. Zerrex looked down at himself, half-surprised… and then he licked
his own muzzle slowly, leaning back with a quiet grunt as Marina grasped his penis and stroked

it quietly and slowly, sending ecstasy through his body as he tilted his head back with a groan of
soft pleasure. “Oh Marina…”
“Oh… fuck… now we‟re competing?” Cherry grinned a bit after a moment, licking her
own muzzle before she half lidded her eyes, reaching a hand up to squeeze one of her huge
breasts slowly as she said in sensuous, hungry voice, even as she continued to lustfully grind
herself against Cindy. “Come over here, Boss… let me show you one of your old favorite things
to do that I just happen to have the perfect tits for…”
“Oh, you‟re mine right now, Cherry…” Cindy purred immediately, and Cherry looked
down before she grunted as Cindy slipped backwards, then pounced on her and grasped her head
firmly in both hands as she straddled her thick body, saying hungrily: “And I don‟t think you
gave me that orgasm you owe me quite yet…”
With that, Cindy moved forwards, kneeling down over Cherry‟s face as she grasped her
muzzle with one hand, grunting softly as she forced her sex to grind firmly down against
Cherry‟s mouth, and the muscular female grunted quietly, trying to turn her head but unable to.
She reached up with both hands, grasping Cindy‟s waist, but the female only ground down
harder, implacable, and the masculine female relented after a moment as she growled both
playfully and hungrily, her tongue sliding out to lick slowly along Cindy‟s folds and making her
moan softly, one hand continuing to stroke along Cherry‟s muzzle as the other reached up to
grasp and squeeze lightly into a breast, but her eyes gazed at her father lustfully, watching as
Marina slowly pumped him up to full erection with one hand, the other hand gently massaging a
massive, navy-blue testicle.
Cindy rocked her hips downwards against Cherry, groaning quietly again as her hand
squeezed into one of her own breasts, and then she arched her back with a half-whimper of
pleasure as two of Cherry‟s fingers suddenly pushed firmly forwards against her tight rosebud,
forcing their way in and penetrating to the hilt as she bucked her hips and gritted her teeth… and
then she let out a sharper cry of pleasure, legs trembling, as Cherry‟s other hand slipped three
fingers suddenly and roughly forwards up into her vagina, her mouth still hungrily lapping
around her sex as Cindy‟s hips rocked. Then the masculine female began to pump both hands
slowly up and down as her tongue slid over her labia, then nipped teasingly at the sensitive flesh,
making Cindy moan as she whispered: “Oh, you like that, don‟t you? Oh fuck, Cindy, I can feel
how much you like that, babe… and I‟m gonna make you like it even more…”
She thrusted her fingers a bit harder, a bit faster as her tongue slid slowly around to the
other side of the female‟s sex, then she pushed her muzzle upwards, applying a teasing pressure
as her skilful tongue slid around to drag along her clitoris, making her tremble as at the same
time, the fingers thrusting in and out of Cindy‟s tight anus sped up slightly, moving out of time
with the fingers in her sex. It made Cindy arch her back slightly, buttocks flexing as she ground
herself downwards, now reaching both hands up to play with her breasts as she gazed down, over
the sumptuous, voluptuous bosom of the nonetheless masculine female beneath her and then over
to her father, groaning quietly at the sight of his fully erect cock bulging in the grip of Marina,
thirty-two inches long and with a thickness to match as she rocked her hips downwards against
Cherry over and over.
Her eyes traced up Zerrex‟s body, taking in the flex of his musculature as he rested a
hand on Marina‟s head, the other on his chest, his shaft stroked slowly and gently by both the
female‟s hands now as she gazed up at her father blissfully. The male was breathing a bit harder
as the pleasure rolled through him, his body responding to every touch… and the slender lizard
couldn‟t describe how badly she wanted Zerrex at that very moment, as Cindy‟s hips bucked

almost fiercely downwards against Cherry, before she threw her head back with another cry of
pleasure as the muscular female sped up her rhythm again, a tremble rolling through her body as
she felt her own orgasm approaching quickly. Cindy gritted her teeth, lowering her head with a
flush: she would never admit it, but eating Cherry out gave her an even bigger thrill than
dominating her… but doing both at once was almost enough to make her orgasm herself.
And then Cherry suddenly pulled her fingers free from her sex as the ones in her anus
slammed up to the hilt, and Cindy gasped before she cried out as Cherry grabbed her hip and
jerked her down as she shoved her muzzle upwards hard enough to almost grind it into her sex,
stretching it wide as Cindy bucked her hips hard in response to pleasure and pain, feeling insane
with bliss… and then she was pushed over the edge when Cherry‟s tongue slid up into her,
grinding up the walls of her sex before striking against her sweet spot and making her cry out
again and again in ecstasy as she bucked her hips fiercely down against the female‟s thick
muzzle, riding her face as hard as she could as Cherry‟s fingers pistoned in and out of her anus
while her other hand slid over her stomach, and one of Cindy‟s hands immediately snagged this,
moaning Cherry‟s name as she bounced up and down against her… but her eyes were focused on
her father and her father alone, gazing at him as he gazed back, at the flex of his muscles and of
his shaft and the single droplet of pre leaking slowly down the black flesh until Marina‟s
pumping hands smeared it away…
Cindy threw her head back with another cry as her juices burst out of her, rushing down
Cherry‟s throat as their hands squeezed together as Cherry greedily and sloppily lapped at her
sex, like a feral beast that had just reached water after travelling for days. She groaned as she
continued to pump her fingers in and out of Cindy‟s tight rear, before suddenly drawing her hand
back… and then she shoved Cindy hard forwards, and the female fell on her, grabbing at her
knees as Cherry shoved her muzzle against the slender female‟s slightly-stretched tailhole and
immediately sending her tongue into it as she spread her legs, groaning again as the female
shoved her head between them and began to hungrily lick at her sex, both of them locked
together as their hands clutched against each other‟s bodies and their tongues ferociously sought
to travel as deep into each other as they could.
Then Cherry threw her head back with a groan, tearing herself away from the female‟s
wet anus as she felt the dribble of juices falling from Cindy‟s vagina splatter over her breast,
making her scales shine all the more as Cindy moaned and rose her head slowly from between
the female‟s legs, before they both looked over at Zerrex as he cleared his throat. And Marina
licked her lips slowly, looking as aroused as the two females as the Drakkaren stood up and said
slowly, in a hungry, lust-filled voice: “I‟m ready… and I want all of you.”
“And you‟ll have all of us, Daddy…” Marina whispered, and she leaned forwards, licking
slowly up the side of his shaft, making him twitch and grunt softly before he smiled a bit and
motioned her away… and Marina half-lidded her eyes as he walked over to the bed. She climbed
onto it, gazing at Cherry… and then she leaned forwards and kissed her slowly, their eyes sliding
closed as Cherry reached down and grasped into the female‟s crotch firmly, making her twitch…
before their mouths parted, and she leaned over to kiss Cindy even as Cherry slid a finger slowly
forwards into Marina‟s sex, the female moaning quietly into her sister and mother‟s mouth as
Cindy kissed her back without hesitation, only arousal and deep, real love, her hands groping
gently against her daughter‟s breasts for a few moments.
Then the three pulled apart as Marina slid to the edge of the bed, laying over it with her
tail raised in the air, smiling seductively over her shoulder… and the other two followed shortly,
Marina whispering lovingly: “Come on, sisters… Daddy wants to feel all of us… so I say, let

him feel each and every one of us, and then we can share his sweet release between us and let
him mark us as his own…”
“His daughters, his wives, his lovers, his pets, his playthings, his property…” Cindy
murmured, and Cherry looked at her with surprise, before the female blushed, saying with a faint
smile: “Maybe I got tired of being left out of this whole misogynistic society you take a sick
pleasure from.”
“Nah… you‟ve always been more the Boss‟s favorite than me, Cindy.” Cherry said
softly, and Cindy blushed deeper before the female licked her lips and looked over her shoulders,
saying hungrily: “But let me say that in a way more suitable for the moment. Boss, why don‟t
you fuck her first… and me last, so I can enjoy the show?”
Zerrex smiled slightly at this as he walked slowly forwards, feeling trembles of pleasure
rolling through his body, feeling every muscle, every scale, every nerve covering his form as he
grasped into his thick black penis, guiding it forwards and grinding the girthy shaft slowly
through the wet buttocks of the first female in line, and Cindy moaned softly as she clung into
the bed, Zerrex saying quietly: “You three just stay like that… and I‟ll make sure you all get a
fair show and your fair share…”
The three all gave their own sounds of pleasure as they ground themselves against the
bed, and then Marina took the hands of her sisters, surprising them both… before Cindy moaned
in delight as Zerrex drew his cock slowly downwards, rubbing the shaft between her rear before
he positioned the thick head of his member at the entrance to Cindy‟s sex. She trembled quietly,
and he slid a hand soothingly over her back before he thrusted slowly forwards, arching his back
and closing his eyes as memories and feelings swam through his mind. He could feel her heat,
her wetness, her tightness, and already that was filling him with a thousand feelings of delight,
his movements not yet enough to penetrate her but only push against her… and then he leaned
forward sand shoved his shaft firmly into her, and Cindy arched her back and cried out in shock
and delight as ecstasy filled both their bodies, the reptile‟s eyes bulging as he seemed to feel her
pleasure as his cock buried into her, felt her mind as much as her form, and his fingers dug into
her scales, leaving small, bleeding gouges… but neither of them felt it nor cared; if anything ,it
only added to the sensations.
The Drakkaren grunted, leaning forwards, his body flexing as he felt powerful, blissful all
at once, and Cindy cried out again, her eyes closing and her body almost throbbing as she felt
less than half her father‟s shaft buried into her… and then he thrusted forwards again, forcing
more of it into her stretched passage, and her hips bucked and rocked hard back against him as
her sexual fluids and a bit of blood lubricated his movements further, the reptile panting hard as
he thrusted forwards again and this time slammed all the way to the hilt, making Cindy scream
with pleasure as she clawed into the bed, feeling his huge testicles smash into her thighs and her
vagina stretched in a way it hadn‟t been in the longest time, not even by Cherry.
She shook with ecstasy as Zerrex breathed hard, looming over her… and then he groaned
hungrily as he drew back, then pushed deep into her again. He thrusted slowly and easily, but
every thrust built the pleasure in his body, in his shaft, by immense leaps and bounds, and so
after only a minute he slowly pulled back and free of her… and Cindy moaned quietly, sprawled
out on the bed, sweaty and trembling, her legs violently shaking as the moment Zerrex‟s cock
slid free of her, her blood and juices and the male‟s own pre spilled out in a short flow from her
sex as the connection between them ended both physically and mentally, and she whispered: “I
felt… you…”

“Holy shit, I want my turn next.” Cherry said hungrily, not disguising the fact she was
masturbating as she leaned on her other arm, her body flexed and a grin on her face… and then
she watched with envy as Zerrex moved from Cindy to Marina, who squeezed both her sister‟s
hands slowly as she grinned delightedly at the muscular female. “Fuck you.”
“No, Daddy‟s fucking me first.” Marina said softly, and she smiled over her shoulder at
her father as Zerrex took up position behind her, spreading her legs welcomingly for him as her
sex dribbled her juices to the floor, whispering to him: “Don‟t be scared of hurting me, Daddy…
I want to feel everything you can make me feel. Go ahead… take me as hard as you can… put it
all in, in one powerful thrust…”
It almost sounded like a challenge to the male, and he breathed hard, trying to clear his
head of lust and love and pleasure even as he positioned himself behind her, pushed the thick,
rounded head of his girthy cock against her vagina, dripping with blood and sexual juices… and
then he heard it again, the whisper, the plea, the taunt… and the Drakkaren leaned forwards
before he gripped Marina‟s hips with both hands, breathing hard before he murmured: “If you
insist, Marina…”
He took a long breath, almost drawing away, tip of his heavy obsidian cock resting
against the slightly-parted lips of the female‟s sex even as she moaned softly for him, her eyes
closing as she leaned forwards… and then she threw her head back with a scream that was both
agonized as well as triumphant as the Drakkaren roared and slammed as hard forwards as he
could in a single, almost vicious thrust that loudly tore something inside of Marina… but even as
tears streamed down her cheeks, she clutched into her sister‟s hands and shoved herself back
against her father, shrieking his name as he ground forwards into her and them pushed her down,
pinning her against the bed as he groaned in ecstasy, not feeling any pain but instead
overwhelming, absolute euphoria as energy surged through him, as his muscles bulged and
flexed as his huge cock did the same inside of her, grinding and throbbing against the tight, torn
walls of her vagina.
She rocked her hips back again and again against him, the Drakkaren gritting his teeth as
the pleasurable became almost unbearable, sliding his hands back to squeezing into her buttocks
and attempt to at least slow her movements, but it only made them even more pleasurable as she
bucked in short time now, squeezing and gyrating herself against his member as blood and her
juices ran down his crotch and dripped off his testicles, before she screamed in ecstasy, throwing
her head back as Zerrex‟s eyes bulged at the shocking feeling of her clenching against him as an
orgasm ran through her body, her passage gripping almost painfully into his obsidian cock before
it released spurt after spurt of her liquids, sending them spilling down his penis and squirting out
the sides as Cindy moaned softly and Cherry gaped and then grinned, growling hungrily as the
two females pressed their bodies closer, feeling the heat and pleasure radiating off the female and
now sandwiching her in before Zerrex reached out, his hands on the backs of Cindy and Cherry
as he began to thrust suddenly and almost violently in and out of her passage.
Marina cried out over and over, her eyes bulging with pleasure as she squeezed her
sister‟s hands, felt their bodies pressing against hers, every inch of her body alive with
pleasure… but then, only moments later, her father suddenly stepped backwards and pulled out
with a groan of bliss, and she moaned and collapsed on her front, breathing hard, her eyes rolling
in her head as she slumped against the bed. Her juices continued to squirt out of her as blood
streamed down her legs and trickled out of her vagina, but she seemed unconcerned as she
whispered: “I love you Daddy…”

“I love you too, Marina…” Zerrex murmured in return, breathing quietly and looking
over them as he let his body settle, his shaft splattered well with blood and juices now… and
when he looked at Cherry, she only growled softly, apparently all the more aroused by this as she
spread her legs for him… and he stepped forwards before he growled softly, leaning over her:
“As last in line… why don‟t I give Cherry the first treat?”
Even Marina didn‟t argue, and Cherry grinned widely at this, murring as she lowered her
head forwards. “Oh fuck yes. Okay Boss… ready whenever you are.”
Zerrex nodded as he got carefully into position again, guiding the head of his shaft
against her vagina, teasingly rubbing it slowly up and down against her parted lips as she
groaned quietly, her body radiating immense heat and pleasure… and then he grasped her hips
and thrusted easily into her, and she arched her back with a long groan, pleasure flowing over
them both… and then it became bliss when the lizard leaned forwards and thrusted deeper, and
then ecstasy when the Drakkaren shoved all the way to the hilt. She rocked her hips against him
as he slammed forwards, and neither of them knew anything but bliss as they began to move
together in delighted, erotic joy, both of them groaning hungrily as Zerrex slammed hard into her
again and again, feeling her vagina‟s fluids adding to the lubrication on his shaft as he pistoned
in and out of her sex, his body leaning over hers as his hands reached up to grasp her breasts,
squeezing into them.
She moaned , arching her back into his hands as her own gripped the bed, her hips
bucking as hard back against him as they could, her mind alive with nothing but the pleasure of
their joining as he slammed into her again and again, the male once more feeling his body alive
with power, joy, energy, and simply life, as he pistoned in and out of her tight vagina… and she
bucked back over and over, gripping into his shaft as it twitched and bulged inside of her… and
then the Drakkaren felt himself beginning to stiffen up already, these urges that had seemed so
strange and alien and almost frightening at the start turning into someone he wanted, needed,
must have, and he reached down and grabbed Cherry, surprising her before she cried out in bliss
as he rolled her suddenly onto her back, leaning over her and meeting her jaws in a sloppy, rough
kiss, his hands still gripping tightly into her breasts before they slid past to pin her by the
shoulders as he growled into their locked jaws, dominating her as his body loomed over hers, as
his muscles flexed, as he spread his legs and his testicles slammed again and again against her
tight tailhole, making her buttocks twitch and flex in return as her legs wrapped tightly around
him before their mouths parted.
She cried out, screaming his name like the others had, her eyes alive with incredible
amounts of lust and bliss as her hips rocked and her breasts bounced and her body flexed, and the
Drakkaren felt himself tensing up as he growled hungrily, felt his shaft bulging, almost
thickening inside of her as it stiffened… and then he roared and closed his eyes, throwing his
head back in bliss as he felt himself orgasm, his seed exploding out of his cock and into Cherry‟s
depths as she shrieked in joy and pleasure, her legs clenching and hips rocking as the Drakkaren
released his full load in volley after volley after thick, deep volley.
Blast after blast after blast spilled into her body, Cherry‟s eyes bulging as she gaped and
thick rivers of seed spurted out the sides of her sex even as the Drakkaren continued to orgasm,
continued to pound fiercely into her for minutes on end… and on either side of the two, Marina
and Cindy now knelt, moaning as their tongues lapped at the lizard‟s cock and Cherry‟s sex and
they bathed in the excess as it blasted free, before Zerrex finally growled hungrily and grinned as
he looked down and saw them, stepping back and tearing himself free from Cherry as she
moaned loudly… and both females leaned eagerly forwards as the Drakkaren stroked his nearly

three-feet of cock and released thick gouts of seed that splattered over the faces and breasts of
both females as they pressed eagerly together, Marina opening her mouth wide to swallow as
much of her father‟s load as she could as Cindy bathed in and moaned hungrily, rubbing it over
her scales and body as thick strings of load splattered over both her and Marina, the occasional
volley arcing past to cover Cherry‟s stomach all the way up to her breasts… and then, as Zerrex
began to slow, he licked his muzzle slowly as he watched Cindy push her face forwards, licking
slowly between Marina‟s breasts and making the female moan in quiet pleasure as her tongue
dragged over her scales, before Zerrex said hungrily: “Oh, now, don‟t be silly… if that‟s what
you‟re hungry for, Cindy, then you should clean up Cherry, first…”
Cindy nodded at this, looking up at her father before she crawled slowly over to Cherry…
and the muscular female groaned, laying back and breathing hard as Cindy slipped between her
legs and buried her muzzle forwards, pushing down on a stomach that had been literally slightly
bloated from the seed and moaning softly as a torrent of load washed out over her face, bathing
in it as she whispered: “Oh God… it‟s so good, it‟s never been this good… I want more, I need
more of it…”
Marina murmured in agreement, her own tongue slowly licking along her father‟s cock as
she clung to him, nuzzling gently against the huge black obsidian shaft, cleaning up her father
with her tongue… and she finished her job long before Cindy was half done with Cherry,
marveling at how much seed there was as Marina joined her, and both seed-drenched females
went back to work, licking and teasing their sister as Cherry groaned softly and rocked her hips
weakly, looking like she was in the deepest of pleasures.
Finally, Zerrex simply walked forwards and pulled them apart as Cherry sat up, and the
female looked at the Drakkaren, half-lidding her eyes as she said huskily: “Now Boss, I know
we‟ve done plenty and all… but maybe you got enough in you for one more round for us needy
chicks?”
“Just a quick round, though…” he stopped, then grinned slightly at Cherry, reaching out
to stroke under her muzzle gently as he asked her teasingly, looking over at Marina and Cindy‟s
seed-splattered bodies and faces, as the two gazed up at them hungrily. “But I‟ve got an idea.
Since you‟re so fond of your cock…”
Cherry grinned slowly, licking her muzzle as rolled her shoulders slowly, muscles
bulging as she growled: “Oh, you don‟t even need to finish that sentence…” And with that, she
leaned back, then let out a grunt as bulge formed over her vagina, before it grew into a thick,
already-erect penis that was twenty-two inches long and two large testicles that hung down and
covered her sex, the female reaching down to stroke this slowly as she looked lustfully at Cindy.
“Now we‟re gonna show the Boss the other way we make love, bitch. By which I mean, how we
fuck as hard as we can.”
“Oh, we‟ll all join in… you just have to get on your back, and Cindy will lay on you… I
think you see where I‟m going with this.” Zerrex said hungrily, and Cindy nodded immediately,
Cherry grinning wider at this sentiment before she quickly did so, laying down on the bed as the
slender female crawled over her, and the two shared a hungry kiss as Marina walked around the
side of the bed with a murr, leaning down to trade a slow kiss with Cherry as Cindy carefully got
into position, pushing the head of Cherry‟s shaft against her slick entrance… and then moaning
when Cherry grabbed her by the hips and forced her down, before it turned into a long cry as
Cherry gyrated her hips against her sensitive, stretched walls and jerked her harder down the
shaft, taking it in all the way to the hilt before she was jerked almost rudely down by the
muscular female, Cherry breathing hard as she growled hungrily… and then Marina crawled

overtop, positioning herself so her vagina floated above Cindy‟s mouth, her own kissing
teasingly down the female‟s abdominals before she suckled slowly on her clitoris, and Cindy let
out a long, low moan now, eyes half closing in ecstasy before Zerrex carefully climbed up, halfsquatting as he positioned himself at the lips of Marina‟s sex… and then he pushed slowly into
her still-savagely-stretched passage, making her moan in delight as well until the Drakkaren
worked himself in all the way to the hilt, panting quietly before he grinned as Marina leaned
forwards, kissing the base of Cherry‟s shaft as he felt his own heavy testicles rest on the end of
Cindy‟s muzzle and face, before she tilted her head back enough she could suckle quietly on one,
sending a shiver of pleasure through him.
It wouldn‟t be long for him before he had another orgasm… but he didn‟t want to last
long, either, wanting, almost needing to release again as his huge testicles throbbed and Marina
leaned back, groaning even as she began to lick slowly along both Cherry‟s thick, large penis and
Cindy‟s wet vagina, as Zerrex squeezed slowly into Marina‟s breasts and thrusted in and out of
her sex, feeling Cindy‟s tongue chasing his cock and heavy testicles as they swung slowly back
and forth, smacking lightly against her muzzle every so often. Cherry, on the bottom, growled
hungrily as she bit teasingly into Cindy‟s neck and thrusted slowly but firmly up into her, loving
the sensations going through the female‟s body as her hands rolled up to grasp into her breasts,
squeezing into them almost roughly before she began to speed up her thrusts, saying hungrily
over Cindy‟s shoulder: “Come on… I‟ll race you to see who can make which bitch squeal first,
Boss… and who unloads first themselves.”
Zerrex growled at this, saying hungrily: “How about we just stick to the latter half of that
bet… because Cherry…” With this, Zerrex simply thrust as hard as he could into Marina, and the
female screamed in ecstasy before her fluids exploded out around his still hard cock, and Cherry
and Cindy both groaned as the rain fell over their face, Cherry flushing deep red at how hard and
aroused it made her to feel Marina‟s liquids splattering over her face as she continued to thrust
hard up into Cindy… harder… harder… and all of a sudden, she was slamming as hard as she
could into the female, Cindy moaning, then screaming as her hips rocked and bucked against her,
Cherry‟s muscles bulging and her body trembling as she clawed into her breasts hard enough to
almost draw blood… but Cindy herself was rocking her hips furiously, reaching her hands up
and yanking Marina‟s hips hard down against her muzzle, licking and suckling at both her vagina
as well as at her father‟s massive shaft as it raced in and out of the female, slamming her hard
enough to not just make her liquid spurt and splatter outwards, but blood as well.
Marina was shrieking as she arched her back, her breast swinging wildly as she buried
her face against Cherry‟s huge testicles and cock, licking at it in almost delirious passion as their
sexual frenzy drove her wild, her hips bucking as hard as she could manage and passage
clenching around the huge shaft buried in her sex as Zerrex slammed into her over and over, his
mind suddenly a whirling firestorm of lust and hunger as his cock bulged inside of the female,
grinding deep into her with every long thrust, his testicles smashing into Cindy‟s face and
nothing but shrieks of pleasure so loud they could easily be mistaken for agony rending the air,
their movements so fierce it was almost like Cherry and Zerrex were raping the females… but
Cindy and Marina moving with so much violence in return that they could almost be raping the
males. Zerrex, kneeling over them, roared as his muscles flexed, as his body bulged and he bore
down as hard as he could… and Cherry, on the bottom, shoved upwards as viciously as possible,
roaring herself before she bit into Cindy‟s neck and shoulder hard enough to draw blood, sinking
her fingers into her breasts as she growled: “Come on bitch, I know you want to… do it, do it,
goddammit I can fucking feel it, now do it!”

Cherry rolled her hips, grinding her cock against Cindy‟s sensitive walls, and her eyes
bulged before she finally shrieked, a flush suffusing her face as she experienced another orgasm,
her fluids exploding down Cherry‟s shaft… and Cherry roared in delight and bliss, tasting
Cindy‟s sex and Cindy‟s blood in her muzzle before she slammed upwards violently again and
again as Cindy‟s blood and juices squirted out around her shaft, before the female‟s cries rose
another notch, even though now they were slightly muffled as her muzzle was buried in the huge
testicles of her father as he made shorter, harder thrusts into Marina, growling in pleasure like a
hungry, feral animal, slamming over and over into her above Cindy as screamed in bliss at the
feeling of Cherry‟s cock thrusting even faster and harder before the hermaphrodite roared as she
released her own thick blast of seed, her bulging cock grinding against the walls of the female‟s
sex as she unloaded blast after blast of her thick white flood into Cindy‟s body.
Zerrex felt it, the chaos, the emotions, the love and sex and lust and franticness of it all,
and it grew too much for him to take on top of the physical pleasure, thrusting rapidly before he
roared as his own orgasm hit again, so quickly after the last but this one feeling like it was even
more immense as he felt his entire shaft take on the consistency of diamonds, smashing into
Marina‟s sex over and over as his testicles hit Cindy‟s face hard enough to bruise her muzzle,
before he roared again, reality itself seeming to vibrate around them as he released the first
massive volley into Marina‟ s body… and she screamed, her eyes bulging in her head, grinning
in something like triumph as she slammed herself back against him, howling: “Daddy, daddy,
daddy, daddy, daddy! Fill me up, fill me up with your load, oh fuck yes, don‟t ever stop!”
Zerrex arched his back, slamming into her over and over, thick spurts of seed shooting
into her as blasts of his load exploded out of her vagina with every thrust, squirting loudly past
her thighs to rain down on the females below as Cindy and Cherry both moaned, bathing in it as
Cherry continued to thrust violently into Cindy, still releasing into her and seed streaming out
between their locked sexes as a few streams of red blood travelled down Cindy‟s form, mixing
with the white. More red rained down from below on occasion, as Marina howled and moaned
and shrieked in ecstasy, slamming herself back against her father for all she was worth as she
experienced another orgasm of her own… and then, as the Drakkaren continued to release into
her, yet another, her body almost visibly bulging as she forced her passage to milk her father for
absolutely every drop of seed she could urge from his body.
Finally, the Drakkaren pulled backwards… and Marina moaned quietly in pleasure as he
grasped his shaft and stroked it slowly, panting hard as the last few volleys of seed shot out over
her back, a river of his load mixed with her juices and her blood spilling down over the faces of
the female‟s below, covering both of their faces and splattering down Cindy‟s breasts as well,
making her moan quietly, Cherry‟s penis still buried in the female‟s vagina… and then finally,
they slowed their own movements as Zerrex sat back and panted hard, before he growled
hungrily, wanting even more… but then, as Marina collapsed forwards with a moan, and Cherry
and Cindy slowly pried themselves apart with grunts of both pain as well as pleasure, the lizard
blinked before he stopped… and he looked at the mess he had made, then over the females
before he said quietly: “Not exactly a normal session even for us, huh?”
“Holy fuck no.” Cherry muttered, and Zerrex winced before Cherry stared at him in
disbelief. “Dude, did you think I was complaining? Holy fucking hell, if that was the kind of sex
we‟re getting from you from now on, then dude, like. Give me five minutes to check the
navigational computer, then I‟m coming back here and jumping on your dick. And furthermore, I
think we should remind Zerrex of his demonic traits or make him get even bigger, because-”

“No, Cherry. We aren‟t all sex freaks like you.” Cindy said flatly, and Cherry pouted
before blushing as Cindy grasped her face and leaned in close, kissing her firmly. A moment
later, Cherry kissed her slowly back… and then they pulled apart, Cindy smiling quietly before
she glanced at Zerrex and said softly: “But Daddy, it‟s what you want.” A pause and a sour look
at Cherry. “Not what you want.”
Zerrex shook his head after a moment, however, smiling a bit as he rubbed at his face
slowly. “No, I… that‟s enough for now.” he said finally, then he closed his eyes as he tried to get
himself under control… before frowning a bit as he opened them and looked at Marina, feeling a
chill go through his form as she laid on the bed, still leaking seed from her sex, but otherwise
unmoving and silent. “Marina?‟
Then she opened an eye, and Zerrex‟s fears lightened for a moment… before she smiled
softly and closed it, whispering: “I‟m just pretending that I‟m pregnant with your child, Daddy…
a child I can make just like me, a child that will serve you and only you, not even me…”
Zerrex winced a bit, wondering for a moment if Marina was really pretending or if she
was trying to force herself to become pregnant… and then the female laughed quietly, saying
softly: “Not even I have that power. But you, Zerrex… you can make me pregnant, and I don‟t
mean in the way we just did. All you have to do is wish for it… and it‟ll come true.”
The Drakkaren laughed a bit at this, leaning back as he said quietly: “I… I don‟t think
that‟s entirely true, Marina, I mean… I wish for a lot of things and they don‟t come true.”
“Silly Daddy. You wish for things without meaning it… but if you really mean
something, I know you can alter reality and make it real.” Marina murmured, then she rolled
onto her back with a sigh, holding her stomach as Cherry and Cindy both looked at her
nervously. “But let‟s not ruin the aftermath… let‟s cuddle, and love each other. Let‟s be
together… I want to be together… I want to feel loved.”
“You are loved…” Zerrex softened, walking quietly over to her… and Cherry and Cindy
automatically crawled onto the bed as well. The Drakkaren made a face as he sat down in some
of his own seed on the bed, before he concentrated on making it go away on a hunch… and a
moment later, it did, making the reptile wonder if what Marina said was true, after all… if it
meant that he really did inherit the terrifying abilities of Athéos.
But before he could concentrate too much on that, Cherry tackled him down to the bed
before grinning cheerfully as she rested her head on his abdominals, wrapping her arms around
his waist with her huge breasts resting on his half-flaccid cock, and the lizard blushed in
embarrassment as he fought not to get erect… made all the harder when Cherry wriggled against
him and looked up at him with a wink. “Have I ever missed this.”
Cindy and Marina curled up on either side of him, resting their heads against his chest
and both murmuring in agreement… and then Zerrex softened as he laid with his girls in comfort
and quiet, thinking about how much they meant to him… and how much he had to fight for, how
much he had to love and care for… and how lucky he was, despite everything that had happened
to him over all these years. He could have sex any time he wanted sex, from some of the most
beautiful females or handsome males he‟d ever known… he had people willing to serve him,
people willing to walk through Hell and back – both literally and metaphorically – in order to get
him the smallest thing he wanted, and without ever guilt tripping him or asking him anything in
return. He was loved, and at the end of the day, he thought that was really what everyone was
after… and that it could be the greatest blessing and the greatest sin all at once.
He kissed Marina‟s forehead softly, then Cindy‟s… and she opened her eyes for a
moment to look at him quietly, sapphire gazing into emerald before the Drakkaren nodded

slowly and hesitantly, and Cindy smiled softly, closing her eyes again as she curled closer to
him. She was so kind and gentle and generous… and yet still, she wanted something that she
really didn‟t need, when he loved her so much as it was. When to change her felt like a crime, a
sin that he could never atone for.
They lay together for almost an hour… and then Cherry finally sighed and clambered to
her feet, yawning and rubbing at her rear before she poked Zerrex to make sure he was awake,
the reptile opening an eye to look at her sourly… and she waved a hand to him, and the
Drakkaren sighed before he grumbled and carefully extracted himself from Cindy and Marina.
They two were fast asleep, and the Drakkaren wasn‟t entirely sure he wanted to know what kinds
of dreams they were having at the moment… a strange thing, considering the fact he‟d always
thought Cindy had the safest mind of all of them.
The reptile jumped into his boxers and pants, and then he stretched slowly as Cherry
rolled her eyes before yanking the door open and walking into the next room… and Zerrex
followed, looking surprised at the sight of Mahihko sprawled on one of four sets of bunk beds
that lined this room, the little wolf covered in blankets and pillows as he snored loudly. Cherry
stopped to look at him softly for a moment, then she carefully leaned forwards and tucked him
in, murmuring: “Poor little dude. And if you ever tell anyone about that, I‟ll fucking cut your
face off.”
Zerrex gave her a look of mild amusement, holding his hands up, and then she grunted
and walked onwards, the lizard following as he glanced at the wolf and murmured: “Must have
been exhausted. I thought… he had a nose for sex.”
“He does.” Cherry smiled over her shoulder at him, looking amused before she shook her
head as she opened the door in the wall past the beds, stepping into the cockpit and jackknifing
the chair to land heavily in it, spinning around once in the seat before she leaned back and kicked
her legs up to let them drop heavily between the steering bars of the spaceship. Zerrex sighed a
bit, but he approached and sat in the other chair, looking curiously out the window into open
space beyond, at the twinkling stars and the slowly-growing shape of the massive planet in the
distance as the female murmured: “Beautiful out here, even I gotta admit that…”
She paused, then smiled a bit as she caught Zerrex looking at her, as she sat naked in the
chair and with her feet up on the dashboard and between the grips of the controls, her breasts
moving with every slow breath she took before she finally said quietly: “I‟ve missed all this a lot,
Zerrex. This just… being with you. Trading insults and the physical rough sex and the mental
lovemaking and sharing things with the girls and… and being me, too. It‟s like I can only ever
feel real comfortable with being myself when you‟re around…”
She laughed a bit, then grinned slightly. “What a fucking girly thing to say, huh?” She
stopped, then looked out the window, her grin fading down to a small smile as she rested her
hands on her stomach, murmuring softly: “You make me happy, Boss, is what I‟m trying to say,
I guess. I haven‟t felt this happy in a long, long time… I mean, it‟d be romantic of me to say:
„since we were last together,‟ but I know that sometimes I really do honestly piss you off and
sometimes you make me want to punch you in the throat. And I did have good times with
Cindy… wonderful times, in fact, and it was… it was real nice of you to… to watch us. To let
us… you know. Make love in there.”
She blushed at this, rubbing the back of her head slowly before she looked out into space,
watching as a meteorite sailed slowly by before murmuring: “If I could give myself to two
people, I‟d love her, too. Her I can stand to be an equal with…” She stopped, then looked softly
across at Zerrex, leaning over and reaching out to take his hand as he took her own, squeezing

quietly. “But I can love her plenty… and not give myself to her entirely, and I can‟t give myself
to anyone but you. And when push comes to shove… you‟ll always come first, Boss. I feel like I
need that to always be true… that no matter how many lovers and wives and hubbies you have, I
need… to have you as my one true and only master, my guiding light in this world. You are my
Boss, Boss. And I‟m very perfectly content with that.”
Zerrex nodded, squeezing their fingers together quietly before he opened his mouth… but
Cherry waggled a finger with her free hand, glaring at him. “You better not be starting on this
whole „but Cherry, what about me and my many wives‟ shit again, because I am seriously not in
the mood right now to have all this romance ruined. You might own my soul and you might be in
control of me, but start downplaying yourself again and I‟ll rip your testicles off and then I‟ll
own those.”
The Drakkaren cleared his throat awkwardly after a moment, and then he finally looked
back out the window, asking her softly: “Do you remember when we sat kinda like this, on our
way to rescue Marina?”
“Hey, you remember that?” Cherry brightened immediately, sitting up with a wide smile
as she turned the chair to gaze over at him, dropping her feet back to the ground. She leaned on
her elbow, laughing a bit as he gazed at her with slight amusement. “Hey, I know that like. A lot
of bad shit happened there in Hez‟Ranna. But you know, that was still a beautiful country while
it lasted, and we met a lot of good people there. And yeah, Marina might be fucked up and have
gone bat-shit insane from what happened to her, but I still love her… and even if she has trouble
showing it, I know that… she ain‟t entirely without compassion or love in her heart for people
other than you. It‟s like how… she never talked to us much, but she never… didn’t talk to us
either, you get what I‟m saying? And she never moved out of the quarters, either, to go anywhere
on her own… and fuck knows the babe can do anything she wants.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, looking at Cherry thoughtfully, and then the female let go of his
hand and hopped out of the chair to drop down into his lap, Zerrex grunting before the female
reached up and flicked a few switches on the ceiling, then leaned forwards and pressed a large
button on the dash, making a large map appear… and the Drakkaren realized with surprise a
moment later that it was a map of the entire galaxy, Cherry murmuring: “Pretty fucking
impressive, huh?”
Zerrex nodded, wrapping his arms around Cherry‟s waist… and she smiled as she ground
her rear back against his groin, making him roll his eyes before he curled around her body,
pressing his front against her back and squeezing her gently. She sighed in response to this, then
hit another button, and the map zoomed in around their current coordinates, the female
murmuring as she reached down to take one of his hands quietly. “See, we‟re about… an hour,
hour and a half from the point where I‟ll have to resume manual controls. A shuttle like this has
no problem basically launching itself, but landing the fucking thing is a whole different story.
Unless you bring it down at the right altitude, this thing tends to go the same way a toaster
launched from space does, once it hits the atmosphere.”
The Drakkaren winced at this, but Cherry only snorted laughter, nudging the lizard
firmly. “Oh hell, Boss, I‟ve done this a billion times before… besides, you‟ve apparently got the
power to shoop us wherever the fuck you like, and even when she was mortal Marina could have
easily protected or moved a goddamn spaceship like this around with one… brain… tied behind
her back.” She halted and cleared her throat awkwardly. “Besides, worst ever came to worst, we
could just fly out of the back before we hit the ground. It would suck, true, but being in an
exploding spacecraft sucks way more, believe me on that.”

Zerrex looked at her curiously, and Cherry shrugged a bit as she curled against him,
closing her eyes as she turned around and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Yeah, it‟s
happened once or twice while I was on a Scavenger team. Mechanauts make the fucking work
lousy dangerous.” She stopped, then laughed a bit, mumbling: “But fuck, I really don‟t know
when the hell to shut up. What‟s on your mind, Boss, why are you just sittin‟ there, listening to
all this crap coming out of my mouth?”
“Because I feel like I‟m getting to catch up on everything I‟ve missed.” Zerrex said
softly, and Cherry smiled a bit at this before he squeezed her tightly to his masculine frame,
closing his eyes and rocking her slowly in his powerful arms as he murmured softly: “It doesn‟t
matter if I‟m the least powerful person alive or the most powerful, Cherry, if I don‟t have the rest
of you around to give me some reason to live.”
“Oh, hell, Boss.” Cherry said softly, and then she kissed his cheek gently before she
lowered her head against his chest, murmuring softly: “I hope you‟re the most powerful. That
would look great on my resume, Boss: „I served the most powerful person in the universe as head
bitch for umpteen billion years.‟”
Zerrex sighed and shook his head slowly, and Cherry smiled up at him with a wink
before they settled together in quiet peace for the next little while, as in the back den, Marina sat
with her arms around herself, smiling strangely as she leaned against the door and looked at
Cindy‟s restlessly-sleeping form. Then the female slipped quietly forwards and over her mother,
whispering gently down to her as her green eyes glowed: “Daddy loves Cherry more than he‟ll
ever love you… Cherry loves Daddy more than she‟ll ever love you… they‟ll never love you as
much as I can…”
Cindy twitched in her sleep, moaning disconsolately, and Marina smiled softly before she
opened her mouth… and then she winced as a hand seized the back of her neck, Zerrex lifting
the psychic up like a helpless puppy as she went limp in his grip and he glared at her. In the
cockpit, meanwhile, Cherry squawked and flailed as she fell face-first out of thin, smacking her
head against the back of the seat before toppling out of it, looking wildly back and forth as the
Drakkaren vanished from where he had been moments ago.
“What are you doing?” Zerrex asked sharply, and Marina tried to avert her eyes before
the Drakkaren‟s own glowed emerald, as he ordered: “Tell me now.”
Marina‟s entire body twitched, her own eyes glowing as she moaned, unable to resist…
and then he dropped her, and she collapsed at his feet, leaning against his knee with her hands
planted against the ground, gritting her teeth before she whispered: “I want it all, Daddy… I want
you to take my soul, and I want you to change me to your delight. And I want your power… no,
even more than that. I want to… no, no, got… please don‟t… don‟t make me say it…”
She gritted her teeth… and then Zerrex looked at her, anger washing through his system
as he clenched his hands into fists… and his eyes glowed again before Marina‟s back arched,
psychic static ripping through the Drakkaren‟s mind and making Cindy awaken with a start,
whacking her head against the wall before she grunted and grabbed it with a wince… then she
stared at the sight of Marina trying to hold her muzzle shut, eyes clenched tightly as Zerrex
glared down at her… before Marina finally exhaled loudly and went slack, the light in her eyes
fading slightly as she murmured: “I want you to reshape me and take my soul… making me
yours completely. It would make me property… and that would make any child I produced your
property, under the ancient laws of Heaven and Hell. I spent a lot of time researching it… and if
you shared your powers with me, I could produce a child of even greater godlike power… and
then take its powers and put them into you. For the last eleven years I‟ve researched every spell

and dark art I could… slipping into Sin‟s damaged mind, stealing genetic information from
Cindy‟s… and this is the only way I know to prove my worth to you… to make you love me as
much as you love them…”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, then he reached up and brushed a hand through his hair as
he swallowed thickly, no longer pressuring her with whatever power he‟d unleashed… and
Marina lowered her gaze, whispering: “How you fear me… how you hate what I‟ve become…
and yet I know you‟re tempted, Daddy. I could make you into a god capable of reshaping the
laws of the universe itself… I know how to take the very souls of people and infuse them into
you now… to steal a person‟s power…”
“And what happens to usurpers, sooner or later?” Zerrex asked gently, and when Marina
didn‟t answer, he said softly, as he knelt by her: “They die. And Marina, I could never take
anyone‟s powers… and I do love you. I love you so much that the girls always feel threatened by
you… with all your power and all your abilities, how can you miss that from their minds?”
Marina only looked away, however… and then she finally lowered herself to the floor
completely as she turned around, hugging Zerrex‟s ankle and quietly kissing his foot. The reptile
looked down at her with quiet sadness as she began to cry, looking up at him and whispering:
“Please don‟t hate me Daddy… please don‟t hate me… it‟s all for you, it‟s all because I love
you…”
“Marina…” Zerrex said quietly… and the female finally nodded, shivering as she pulled
away, and she allowed her father to reach down and gently pull her up to her feet, the lizard
saying quietly: “Why don‟t you lay down, get some sleep, and think on things, okay?”
Marina nodded after a moment, walking slowly over to the door and making it open
without even a glance at it as she instead looked miserably over her shoulder at her father, and
Cherry winced as she slid to a halt in the sleeping area before stepping back to let Marina pass
through first… and she pushed through the door a moment later, closing it quietly behind her as
she asked in a mutter: “Well what the fuck was that about?”
“Marina just… trying to poison my thoughts, apparently.” Cindy muttered, as she rubbed
slowly at her head and she looked quietly from Cherry to her father, before she sighed and
lowered it, hitting her skull a few times as she mumbled: “I feel… really jealous and upset right
now…”
“Well don‟t.” Zerrex stepped forwards and hugged her tightly, and for a moment Cindy
looked like she wanted to shove him away… and then Zerrex kissed her forehead quietly, and
the female calmed before smiling with a blush up at him, then she yelped when Cherry slapped
her rear firmly, grinning at her… then wincing and ducking when Cindy took a swing at her
head, making the Drakkaren sigh quietly. That, at least, is as normal as I’m sure it ever gets
between them… “We can‟t be too hard on Marina, though, okay? She… she‟s damaged. And in
her own way… she‟s trying to do what she sees as the good thing, maybe even the right thing.”
Cherry and Cindy looked at each other… and then they both sighed before mumbling in
agreement, and Cindy finally said: “It‟s just a good thing you seemed to remember how your
Dominate ability works… although I never would have guessed that it would work even on a
psychic of Marina‟s power.”
Zerrex reached up and rubbed at his eyes, asking dumbly: “So that‟s what that was? Ugh,
I still can barely remember what kind of demon I was, and how I came to be that way… or even
how to change my body into my demonic shape. The only thing I remember for sure is that
there‟re forms called the Expression and the Personification.”

“Well, hey, that‟s something.” Cherry said with a grin, and the two looked at her stupidly
before she huffed and glowered: “Well someone around here has to be positive! Fucking shit, it‟s
always „oh no, my memory‟s gone‟ or „oh no, I‟ll never remember anything‟ or „oh no, Marina‟s
gone haywire again.‟ Shit on a shingle, but you two are dicks. Dicks. Big stupid dumb dicks.
Always calling me the negative one and telling me to lighten up but never doing it yourselves.”
The two stared at her, and then Cherry cleared her throat before she tented her fingers
together, asking them cheerfully: “So who wants oral sex, huh?”
Zerrex reached up and grabbed Cherry‟s head, then he shoved her over, making her
squawk before the lizard sat down on the bed and said grouchily: “Forget positivity. Why don‟t
you two fill me in before we get to Hell on some more things, though? I think it‟ll look really
bad if I can‟t remember how many kids I have by the time we get there.”
Cherry, finally dressed – it took a surprising amount of harassment from Cindy and
Zerrex for her to put her clothes back on – grasped the controls with one hand, the other
childishly turning the intercom on and off as a voice tried to speak to her, the female yelling
every now and then at it: “I can‟t hear you, I can‟t hear you!”
“Goddammit, Mom, stop it!” Priest said in an exasperated voice, and Cherry huffed but
finally listened as Zerrex rubbed slowly at his aching head, wondering if he could just make the
female explode and then only put the useful parts of her back together. “Listen, you need to
correct your goddamn axis tilt, if you keep coming in like this you‟re going to damage the
platform again… not to mention snap a wing off the shuttlecraft!”
“Do this, do that, you‟re so bossy.” Cherry muttered as they slowly descended past a
massive air control tower of some kind, and then she cursed as the holographic readouts
currently minimized around the window went spastic and a brief alarm blared before settling
back. “Shit, corruption fence is higher than I remember… guiding her into the safe zone now,
kid!”
Electricity flared over the windows briefly… but then Cherry was past a tall, ominouslooking fence made of huge girders and some kind of wiring laced between chain mesh, and their
flight smoothed out as Cherry hit a few switches before hammering a button, and the shuttle
slowed before veering slightly upwards, and the back wheels kissed the ground chastely and
silently as the motors flared before shutting down, making the shuttle lurch forwards before the
nose dropped and the last wheel hit the ground. Then the female exhaled loudly, grinning
awkwardly at Zerrex, who was clutching into his knees and on the verge of hyperventilating.
“Did I… forget to mention that shit about how Hell‟s corruption eats even- oh fucking hell!”
Cherry jumped, leaping out of her chair and into Zerrex‟s lap and clinging to him as some
huge ugly shape flew out of nowhere and mashed into the window, and Zerrex stared in shock
himself… then both of them glared as the shape picked itself up and sat on the nose of the
shuttle, grinning brightly and waving both arms at them, the massive, muscular black-furred
lupine bouncing up and down on his ass. His eyes were jet black as well, but filled with joy as he
shook his head out, his only visible demonic characteristic the J-shaped horns that curled back
from behind his ears to the back of his skull… before he yelped as someone threw something at
him and knocked him off the shuttle, the voices yelling angrily outside almost audible even
through the soundproofing of the ship before the female mumbled: “Well, I‟m never going to
hear the end of this. Stupid asshole Vampire…”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but he smiled a bit nonetheless as he and Cherry climbed to their
feet, walking through the sleeper compartment and to the back room, where Marina, Cindy, and

Mahihko were sitting quietly, their quarrels and conversation forgotten as a tense anxiety loomed
in the air. Then the Drakkaren finally nodded, and the three got up, Marina opening the door for
her father as she whispered: “We‟ll let you go first, and if you get dragged off anywhere, we‟ll
meet at the Ravenlight Estate. Sound okay?”
“Yeah, Boss. I‟ll follow as best I can, but… I guess the babes deserve some time alone
with you. We got unpacking and shit to do anyway, and you got remembering to work on.”
Cherry said firmly, and she slapped him on the back, making the reptile wince before she
punched his shoulder with a grin. “Hey, you‟re back and you‟re alive. Knowing that makes all of
us girls happy as fuck, even when we can‟t see you. Ain‟t that right, Mahihko?”
She ruffled his headfur, and the wolf smiled radiantly, nodding as he looked up shyly at
Zerrex before hugging his leg tightly, saying quietly: “We promise to be good while you‟re off
with them. Just take care, okay?”
“Okay kid.” Zerrex looked down at him softly, then he flicked a hand outwards with a
smile… and Mahihko beamed as a flower appeared in it, before the lizard tucked this gently
behind the wolf‟s ear. “You guys…” A pause, and then an amused expression around at them all.
“Girls… do the same, huh?”
“Okay Daddy.” Mahihko said brightly, and the reptile laughed a bit before he stepped
through the door into the cargo area, looking nervously at the ramp that had automatically
lowered… and then he took a slow, deep breath before he walked forwards and headed quietly
down to the unloading area, rubbing awkwardly at the leather jacket and feeling distinctly
underdressed in his plain clothes, his combat boots making a gentle tap in the strange silence that
filled the landing area.
He looked at the ground: concrete, a few cracks here and there, a bug scuttling busily
along as he felt the wind, felt energies whispering through the air and brushing at him, his heart
pounding in his chest… before he slowly turned his eyes upwards, and he stared at the sight of
five figures, all of them wearing bird-like, ceremonial masks of silver. The reptile‟s breath
caught in his throat… and then the first figure on the right stepped forwards, dressed in a long
royal robe, before he took off his mask as a scythe floated up beside him, bobbing up and down
almost expectantly as the figure smiled at him.
He was a Naganatine, with features that were both draconic and almost feline, the muzzle
reptilian but something about the face cat-like. His scales were a light blue, and two long horns
stood out from his skull, with a tall Mohawk of coarse black hairs that went from his forehead to
the back of his neck, as he said quietly: “Hey Zerrex… real great to see you again.”
“Hello, Amiglion… and you too, Grim.” Zerrex smiled at them both, and the scythe spun
once as Ami rose a hand, his boyish features brightening as he awkwardly waved. Then Zerrex
watched as he stepped backwards, and the figure next to him stepped forwards, reaching up and
carefully removing her mask to reveal soft, golden fur and the features of a lioness… her true
features, her true form, and not one she had been in often… but her eyes, the irises kaleidoscopelike as they glowed with all the colors of the rainbow, were unforgettable. “And Lily…
usually…”
“Yeah… but you weren‟t around.” Lily smiled at him… and then her features changed,
becoming reptilian, before he was staring at a golden-scaled Drakkaren that was staring lovingly
at him, a tear rolling down her face as she hugged the full-ceremonial armor she was clad in, the
silver plates gleaming overtop the long, flowing robe she wore as she whispered: “And now
you‟re back.”

Zerrex nodded with a bit of a smile… before she stepped back and the furthest figure on
the left stepped forwards. She left her mask on however, as she put her hands on her hips, and the
Drakkaren could almost sense her grin as she flexed her strong arms, the female saying mildly:
“Now come on, if you can‟t guess who I am, I‟ll have to castrate you.”
Zerrex glanced over her: she possessed red scales that lightened to pink over her inner
body, and she wore a tight leather corset that barely covered her enormous breasts, elbow-length
fingerless gloves and crotchless leather chaps that revealed a tight bikini bottom made of the
same black material, with tall high heels over her feet. And despite the mask she wore, he could
still see the tall black bull horns that stood up from her head, and the black fin that went from
forehead to the back of her neck, just like Marina‟s… before he said softly: “Of course I
recognize you, Selena.”
The female smiled as she reached up and pulled her mask off, tossing it to the ground
with a clunk before she crossed her arms and nodded, revealing her hard but beautiful features
and her deep obsidian eyes. She looked at him, and he gazed back… and then she said finally, in
a quiet voice: “I really fucking missed you, Zerrex.”
“I missed you too.” Zerrex said softly, before he watched as the next figure in line
stepped forwards… and the reptile frowned a bit, glancing over her before his breath caught in
his throat as she removed her mask and smiled at him softly from beneath the dark stitching that
covered her mouth, removing her mask to reveal the green scales that covered her features and
beautiful, almost black irises, with a tattoo of an obsidian, blossoming rose surrounding her right
eye. A thin cloth choker with a heart-shaped clasp surrounded her neck, and she wore a blouse
that was done up almost all the way to her throat, revealing only a few of the goldenrod scales
that covered her inner body, and with long, flowing sleeves that covered her arms completely:
arms, Zerrex knew, covered in crisscrossing, thin scars, just as her legs were. These latter were
covered by simple jeans… while on her feet, Zerrex realized, she wore an old pair of his military
boots. She looked at him quietly, then made a gesture… and the reptile recognized and
understood it, murmuring softly: “Mercy, if anyone deserves to be a High Throne… it‟s you.”
She blushed quietly as she rubbed at her face, stepping backwards and letting the last
figure in the middle step forwards, and he reached slowly up before pulling his mask off, the
slender, navy blue-scaled Drakkaren beneath smiling faintly at his father. He had eyes the same
color as his scales, which had once been filled with sadness… but now he had an air of
confidence around him, even if he still wore a polished black metal collar around his neck that
was covered in glowing red runes, which Zerrex knew helped his once-lost child control his
strange and terrible powers… but no longer did he wear manacles, and he was dressed now in
jeans and a jeans jacket, with a white shirt on beneath this only slightly loose against his body,
the reptile spreading his arms awkwardly as he said quietly: “I wanted to… keep it informal as
possible for you, Dad. We‟re all just… really so damn glad to have you back, though, and-”
“Boss!” yelled a voice, and Vampire charged around from the side of the shuttle, Zerrex
wincing as he looked at the immense, roughly ten foot tall mass of muscle as it ran at him, before
he staggered backwards and a wall of blue energy appeared between them… and Vampire
smacked loudly into this, squawking before he slowly peeled off it and fell on his back, looking
stunned. If anyone could take abuse, however, it was Vampire, who in life had been nearly
impossible to kill with his immense powers of regeneration and the fact every part of his not one,
but three nervous and circulatory systems were capable of instinctive reaction to anything that
happened to his body, moving out of the way of knives and bullets and healing immediately even
when they were punctured.

Then Vampire clambered up to his paws, looking embarrassed as all five of the High
Thrones scowled at him, before he cleared his throat and stood at attention, adjusting the golden
loin-plate that was his own clothing awkwardly as he said firmly: “Captain Vampire of the Royal
Guard requests… oh screw it.” And with that, Vampire bounced forwards as the energy wall
dissolved, before Zerrex wheezed as he was picked up in a hug, his face mashing against the
wolf‟s chest. “It‟s great to see you, Boss!”
“Good to see you too, Vampire… now will you please put me down so I can talk to
Firenze?” Zerrex asked with a wince, and the black wolf coughed and cleared his throat, nodding
quickly before he carefully set Zerrex down and patted him on the head with a dumb grin. Zerrex
looked at him flatly, and the wolf rubbed the back of his head awkwardly before Zerrex pointed
at the shuttle behind them. “Cherry‟s up there with the rest of my family, and she‟s not being a
monster bitch anymore if that‟s what you‟re worried about. Why don‟t you go and keep her
entertained?”
The wolf brightened at this and bounced off immediately, and Zerrex shook his head with
a smile before he turned to approach the five… and a moment later, he was being hugged from
all sides, laughing as he threw his head back with a grin and then closing his eyes, basking in the
glow of their emotions as he said over the chorus of questions and greetings and sounds: “If I
knew dying would get me this much attention…”
“Already making jokes about it, for the love of fuck.” Selena grumbled, and then she
clung stubbornly to Zerrex even as the others let go, before she finally sighed and awkwardly let
go of him, rubbing at her head slowly as the reptile looked surprised before she mumbled:
“I‟m… working on my issues. Fuck you.”
Zerrex only shook his head however, looking quietly amused before Firenze stepped
forwards hesitantly, saying quietly: “There are other people… pretty anxious to see you though,
Dad. I understand if you don‟t feel up to it right now, but… I think there‟s one person you should
see. She misses you so very badly…”
He glanced over at Mercy, who nodded quietly before she made a few large gestures at
Zerrex… and the reptile softened, nodding slowly back as he smiled a bit and then beckoned to
her. She approached, and he hugged her tightly, kissing her forehead as he whispered: “If
anything, I only understand you better now… and I still think of you as one of my strongest,
most talented daughters.”
Mercy blushed deeply at this before she leaned away, asking a question with her eyes…
and Zerrex nodded again after a moment, stroking her face gently. “Let‟s go, then. Before I
forget anyone, though…” He looked over at Lily, smiling slightly. “How‟s Desire and my
Iuratus?”
Lily smiled a bit in return, but part of it was a sad smile as she and the others fell in step,
Mercy holding her father‟s hand as she pulled him towards the exit and Firenze lowering his
head. “I‟m sorry, Zerrex… but Cypress… died. She was killed trying to get to you… and Mist
and Shine fought hardest of maybe all of us, but Mist was slain and… Shine didn‟t last very long
without her sister. I‟m so very sorry… Desire survived, though, and so did Serenity. They… they
anxiously await seeing you again, but I understand if you can‟t bear to see them right now.”
Zerrex looked down, but then he nodded slowly as he closed his eyes, murmuring softly:
“It‟s okay, Lily. It‟s not their fault the others died… and I can only imagine the pain they must
have felt. Desire lost sisters… and Serenity lost companions and failed to keep what she always
thought of as her students, not just her soldiers, alive. It‟s hard for any commander to lose their
troops… but it‟s harder still for a teacher to lose their students.”

Lily nodded quietly, and then Amiglion spoke up hesitantly, saying quietly: “I know like,
it might be false hope and all… but you know how demons die, they often come back, even if
frail at first? Well, Mist and Shine were in the category of the type of demon who could come
back in the old days… and we do have records that some demons who have passed have clawed
their way up from the Endless Deserts outside Elysium…”
Then Grim bopped him on the head, and Amiglion looked down embarrassedly before
Zerrex smiled a bit, saying quietly even as the others looked nervous and upset: “No, it‟s okay. I
mean, if I can come back, then there‟s no reason to hope that the twins can‟t make it back, even
if… Cypress was too young to survive the loss of her physical body.” He stopped, then shook his
head and gazed at Lily quietly as she glanced down: “I‟m… sorry, Lily. I know she was like a
daughter to you… and that you were proud of her too, Selena.”
“Oh fuck you… look at us, we get you back and the first thing we do is dump shit all
over you. Shut your fucking trap and be sorry for your own damn self.” Selena said firmly, and
Zerrex shook his head with a bit of a smile before Mercy squeezed his hand quietly, giving him a
look that was gently-scolding, and he nodded to her with a bit of a laugh.
“I can‟t help it. You know how I am.” he said softly, then he glanced up as a Royal Guard
smiled at him, standing beside a massive steel gate leading out of the area with a huge
Dragokkaren demon. They both looked at him with quiet affection, and Zerrex glanced from one
to the other as the High Thrones stood by almost apprehensively, before the Drakkaren reached
out and punched the tall Dragokkaren‟s shoulder gently. “Hey Priest. You keeping Felicity here
good company, or am I going to have to send Cherry out after you?”
“Oh come on Dad, I don‟t think even you could be that goddamn cruel.” Priest smiled
warmly at his father, his hands in the pockets of the worn leather jacket he had on as well as
simple, weathered jeans, his sea-green eyes beneficent and his features handsome. A set of
crescent-shaped fins, much like Cherry‟s, went from his forehead to the back of his neck, and he
stood at least eleven feet tall, with all of that covered in powerful musculature. His open jacket
revealed the black shape of a dragon tattooed down the left side of his body, and as he moved
forwards to hug his father, it was all one graceful, liquid movement, but he was gentle despite his
size as they embraced, murmuring: “Fuck, is it ever good to see you. Shit, for… for a while
there…”
He stopped, then cleared his throat as he dropped back against the wall, motioning with
his head to the vixen leaning on her spear at the other side of the gate. “And nah, I just got
here… rushed out of the tower to make sure that Mom didn‟t break another shuttle, then rushed
over here to turn the security system off and invited her in to say hi to you before you leave.
Felicity and me have been talking quite a bit about you lately, though… seems that we both
missed you just as much while you were… gone.”
He stopped, and the vixen nodded, looking at Zerrex softly as he gazed back at her with a
smile. Her fur was black and turned ghostly white over her inner body, almost a negative of her
colors when she had been alive. She was around a foot shorter than him, with a pair of ram‟s
horns twisting out of the sides of her skull as well as two smaller, triangular horns that were just
above her eyes, and her body was covered by golden full-body plate mail, with silver chainmail
visible only at the joints and between the plates, with a helm that covered most of her skull… but
still, she was beautiful and feminine, as she said softly: “I can‟t argue with that… it‟s been hell
here on Elysium while you‟ve been gone, Boss, if you‟ll excuse the pun.”

“Elysium…” Zerrex paused and glanced upwards thoughtfully, ignoring the curious
looks people gave him, and then he smiled a bit as the term snapped into his memory. “The name
of one of the three countries of Hell, right?”
“Well, there‟s four now, technically.” Firenze said awkwardly, and Zerrex looked at him
curiously as the male shrugged a bit, saying finally: “Since the far north quickly started to freeze
over, a lot of people moved out of there… and now creatures from what was once the Undersea
have taken up residence in the lakes of that area, since they don‟t mind the cold water in the
slightest, and they began breeding. All of a sudden, their numbers skyrocketed… and they‟ve
become increasingly territorial. Not that it matters at the moment… they‟re welcome to build the
Landless Nation if they want to, there‟s no resources, no life, no nothing up there but them now.”
“On the mortal plane, some people would have launched into full scale war just because
they land was „theirs‟ by either divine right or paper deeds written up by some asshole in his
back office.” Zerrex said softly, then he reached out and patted Firenze quietly on the shoulder.
You made a good decision, I think. You make a fine High King.”
Firenze blushed deeply at this, opening his mouth… and immediately Zerrex winced
back, shaking his head quickly. “Please don‟t even say anything about letting me have the throne
back, I have… no memory of any rules or regulations, and for once I‟m not lying.” He made a
face, rubbing at his head slowly. “So uh. I‟ll ride the excuse that my brain is broken for as long
as it takes, and you can just keep on ruling, Firenze. You‟re wise and strong. I am dumb and…
without many memories, for the moment. Besides… there‟s someone I have to see.”
He quieted, and no one put up any argument before Priest and Felicity turned, pulling the
gates open as the Dragokkaren-demon grunted: “Better hurry out there. We can‟t leave the gates
open for long or too much corruption seeps in and starts messing with the more sensitive
instruments. Stuff‟s worse than radiation, I shit you not. I‟ll meet up with you later at the Estate.”
“Me too.” Felicity added as he passed, and he smiled a bit at them before Lily held a hand
up, creating a portal… and Zerrex was surprised as he looked over his shoulder, watching as the
gates closed with Lily, Mercy, and Selena the only ones who had crossed the threshold with him.
Before he could ask about this, however, Selena shoved him through the portal, and the reptile
flailed a bit before he stumbled into the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, and the reptile forgot
to so much as look at her sourly as he gazed quietly around the room, feeling the red carpet under
his feet that led in across the massive hallway from the doors, looking slowly back and forth at
the suits of armor and the beautiful paintings before he gazed up quietly at the huge chandeliers
that hung from the ceiling.
Then his eyes roved to the stairs that led up to the landing, and from there bridged to the
left and right with doors leading into different walls. The reptile walked slowly forwards,
brushing quietly over the banister as he lowered his head, remembering that so many people had
walked these halls, with so many different faces and fates and allegiances… and he could almost
feel them all for a moment, as if their spirits still roamed these places, and he smiled a bit before
he looked over his shoulder at the three females: passionate Selena, traditional Lily, gracious
Mercy. “So many memories…”
Selena nodded, and Zerrex remembered that she was a Dius – a brand of Hez‟Rannan
demoness, lust-based but much higher in the hierarchy than the succubus. “Yeah, Zer, and you
got time to remember them all.”
Lily smiled at him, and he gazed at her softly: a princess of royal demon lineage, unique
in every way, a Queen Mother who could give birth to new breeds of demon. “Don‟t rush
yourself… we certainly won‟t rush you. But go… go see her. She misses you terribly…”

Mercy nodded, the last barely a demon at all despite being a daughter of himself and Lily,
and born into a culture that had not only ostracized the disabled but often simply destroyed them,
considering the fact that the average demon was stronger than a mortal and usually had access to
either magic or some form of supernatural ability. Zerrex, however, had always loved his
daughter dearly… and had been proud when she had blossomed into an ambassador between
Hell and Earth long before the planes had merged. She had just needed time to adjust to who she
was… and for people to come to accept her.
He smiled at her, seeing the look in her eyes… and finally, he turned and walked up the
stairs, before pausing at the landing… but even if he‟d forgotten, he could still clearly feel her
energy, her emotions, her nervousness as he turned and walked slowly up the steps to push
through the door, heading to her room and hesitating… before he pressed against the door, and
he could feel her on the other side, doing the same thing… and he smiled a bit, whispering: “I‟m
here, Sin. I‟m really here.”
“Lord Zerrex… I… oh…” Sin‟s voice trembled, and then Zerrex turned around, resting
his back against the door as he felt her do the same, as she whispered through the wood: “I‟m so
sorry… for failing you, for failing to protect you… for failing to protect Firenze and failing to
save your children… for… all the things I never got to tell you…”
“Sin, stop that.” Zerrex chided quietly, and then he lowered his head, asking her softly:
“So… may I come inside?”
There was a long silence… and finally, Sin whispered: “No, no… I… I can‟t be seen like
this, Lord Zerrex… I‟m a mess, and… I mean… oh Zerrex please don‟t be angry with me, but
please… please…”
“Sin…” Zerrex turned towards the door, looking at it quietly… and then he reached up
and stroked the wood, saying softly: “I don‟t care what you look like… what the room looks
like… and I would never, ever blame you for anything that happened. After… after how I
screwed up with your sister, you never lashed out at me… after all the pain I caused you, you
never blamed me… Sin, you threw yourself forwards to protect Firenze, to save him, without
hesitation… you did a thing I can only be proud of you for…”
There was silence… and then the door opened a crack as Zerrex heard a quiet sobbing…
and slowly, the Drakkaren pushed it open, stepping into the dark room. There was no light, and
the bed was heaped with blankets and must, books piled all over the floor and cobwebs in the
corners of the room and all over the furniture… and Zerrex looked quietly around, before he
gazed at Sin, the female standing with her back to him, naked, the strange, shifting purple and
black scales he remembered her having turned almost entirely white – a sign she was not just
nervous, but scared.
He looked at her quietly, over her long tail that split into two dexterous prongs halfway
down, at her large, unguligrade legs that ended in sharp talons at the bottom, at lithe arms and
narrow body before his eyes traced upwards, and as he looked at the back of her head, she turned
her face to look at him with humiliation, her long horns pointing to the end of her muzzle, both
shaped like L‟s and one coming up from near the top of her head and the other slightly below
it… and then she slowly turned all the way around, her one purple eye crying tears as Zerrex‟s
eyes softened at the sight of the other side of her face. “Oh… Sin…”
She lowered her head shamefully, trembling hard: the other side of her face was not flesh
and scale any longer, but had been replaced entirely by silvery metal in the shape of her skull,
covering more than half her face and even partway down her muzzle, giving her a permanent
half-smile. The eye on this side was simply an unseeing sphere of dark-tinted glass, and there

were no horns on this side of her face… only smooth, polished metal, as she lowered her face
and whispered: “I‟m sorry, Lord Zerrex… I‟m so sorry…”
“You have nothing to be sorry for.” Zerrex walked forwards, hugging her tightly against
his chest, and she looked surprised even as she slowly wrapped her arms around him… and they
held tightly on to each other, the reptile holding her tight to his body as she squeezed against
him, digging her fingers against his leather jacket and trembling hard before she curled up
against him as he reached down and lifted her up, carrying her over to the bed and quietly sitting
down in it with her cradled in his lap, the tall, lithe female trembling as she tried to make her
eight feet of height as small as possible against the reptile.
They rested together quietly, Sin‟s color gradually returning before she looked up at him,
asking almost silently: “Aren‟t I ugly? Aren‟t I hideous to you now?” She stopped, looking down
and rubbing a large scar over her stomach beneath her small breasts, and Zerrex followed her
gaze, stroking it quietly as she murmured: “I‟ve become ugly… and I can no longer even
generate my glammer, my body was changed so greatly…”
“You‟ll always be beautiful to me… always.” Zerrex said quietly, looking at Sin
silently… and Sin gazed back before she slowly sat up in his lap, and their mouths met before
slowly, Zerrex felt himself pushed down onto his back as he felt Sin‟s emotions changing… and
all he could let himself do was go with it.
Their bodies pushed together, meeting as they felt each other‟s emotions, as they kissed
and she stroked slowly up along his chest, working her fingers against it quietly as she murmured
softly: “Oh Lord Zerrex… then show me just how much you love me… I‟ve needed this so
much, to know that you still care and to feel again… physical love…”
And Zerrex was all too glad to answer her as she stripped his clothes off slowly, with a
strange, composed dignity even in her lust, as his hand rubbed over the metal side of her face to
find that it was strangely warm, that it reacted like flesh to his touch as Sin sighed softly: not a
sound of sorrow, this time, but instead of wanting, of affection, of love. At the same time, her
hands travelled his body, stroking along his powerful arms and feeling the bulge of his biceps,
her fingers digging quietly into his right arm to make the scales almost part and peel away, the
Drakkaren‟s tattoo twisting in strange ways as pieces of the warped claw beneath were revealed
before Sin pressed her body close, reaching her hands down to grasp his member quietly as she
looked at him with loving eyes, rocking her hips as she rose herself above… then dropped down,
and she moaned loudly as his member plunged into her, burying in that single hard shove almost
halfway in, before her hips gyrated and she gritted her teeth, a tear of not pain but pure bliss
leaking from her eyes as she ground all the way down until she had taken him in to the hilt.
As he lay back, he needed only to rock himself gently, breathing hard as he stared up at
her, feeling her grasp his wrists and guide his hands over the curvature of her hips and sides
before they settled on her breasts, and she held his hands there as his fingers gripped her bosom
gently, moving in time with her slow rises and falls along his length. She panted softly, meeting
his eyes with her own, the glass almost coming to life as a spark seemed to burn deep inside it,
and the two moved together in harmony, in love, never speeding up, never slowing down, for
countless moments as their emotions and memories spilled through both.
Finally, Zerrex took the top, the two rolling in one smooth motion, and Sin wrapped her
arms around his neck as they kissed slowly and hungrily, the Drakkaren‟s hands gripping into
her legs and keeping them raised as her ankles locked around his waist, her thighs flexing, her
tail twitching with every light slap of his testicles against her as he penetrated deep again and
again. It went on and on, speeding up in a slow, sinuous rhythm as their bodies all but danced

together on the bed, rising and falling, twisting and turning onwards as their bodies made the
sounds that were the music and the rhythm of the dance, until the climax… and both threw their
heads back, their joined voices in one rousing, final chorus of their song, their bodies speeding
up the tempo and the release an eruption of body, of emotion, of the music they shared between
them… before slowly, Zerrex settled over Sin, still buried inside of her as she clung to him, both
breathing hard as her claws dug into him before she whispered: “I never want this to end… and I
never want to lose you…”
“Me neither…” Zerrex murmured softly, and for a while they simply lay there, Sin
pressing her head up against his chest, the metal almost burning into the lizard as she slowly
brought a hand up to play through his hair quietly… and almost half an hour later, they finally
pulled apart, Sin murmuring a cleansing spell to clean up the mess they‟d made before she
smiled awkwardly at the Drakkaren as he sat on the edge of the bed, his hand reaching out to
take hers and squeeze it slowly.
She gazed at him for a few long moments, then she looked around the room with a sigh,
murmuring: “Oh, this place is such a mess, Lord Zerrex… I‟m so sorry I… seemed to forget
myself for so long…” She stopped, reaching up and grasping her head for a moment, before
smiling over at him when he looked at her with quiet concern. “I… you make everything better
for me, though, so don‟t worry about me. Just your presence here… means a lot to me.”
“I‟m glad to hear it then, Sin.” Zerrex said softly, before he laughed a bit as he reached
down and picked up his pants and boxers, carefully slipping into them as Sin stood up and turned
around to quickly strip the sheets off the bed, looking embarrassedly around the room again
before Zerrex smiled a bit at her. “And hey, don‟t worry about this place. Cherry was in way
worse shape than you.”
“We all suffered greatly without you around…” Sin whispered, hugging the blankets and
sheets against her naked body… and then she smiled faintly at him, looking up and down over
him slowly as the reptile gazed at her quietly, rubbing at his bare chest with one hand as the other
finished zipping up his fly. “You… it‟s strange… I can feel that you‟ve… grown. I can feel that
you‟ve changed, and yet you haven‟t changed at all… it‟s so hard to place into words.” She
stopped, looking down, then she glanced back up before murmuring: “Yes, yes, that‟s right…”
Zerrex tilted his head, but Sin turned away, frowning thoughtfully before a portal opened
and she vanished from sight… and the Drakkaren looked at this as it closed, rubbing at his head
awkwardly before he glanced around the room and shrugged a bit. He carefully rose a hand, then
murmured the incantation for a cleansing spell like Sin had done… and then he almost fell over
in surprise when an entire wall of the room immediately became clean, almost sparkling and now
bare of cobwebs and dirt as the lizard stared before he rubbed at his head slowly, mumbling:
“Holy hell…”
He stopped, laughed a bit at the phrase he‟d just used – especially considering the place
he was in – and then he smiled slightly as he looked down at his hands, murmuring: “Magic…
treated here in Hell, I remember now, like we treat science on the mortal plane. Something we
usually take for granted, that we toss around to create… useless beauty and toys as well as things
of value.”
The reptile shook his head after a moment, pulling himself out of his memories before he
rapped his skull firmly, mumbling: “Now if I could just goddamn remember incantations and
how spells worked, that would be real swell. Otherwise I‟m going to end up walking around the
place… oh… oh wait, no, I can teleport now or… whatever the hell it is that I do. Shoop, as
Cherry calls it.”

He stopped, realized awkwardly that he was talking to himself… and yet he felt
nonetheless like he wasn‟t alone in the room, as he looked slowly back and forth before
shrugging a bit, leaning down to start picking up books and rubbing dust off them before he
looked at the cover of one with surprise, holding it out in a hand. It was a romance novel, the
corny kind you could buy in any store off the one dollar rack… or rather, that you could in the
old world, when convenience stores and one dollar racks still existed. He smiled a bit at this, then
looked around the room before he spotted a shelf full of these, all in alphabetical order… and the
Drakkaren carefully began to put the books back, marveling at how Sin‟s chaotic room still
possessed bits of her obsessive order here and there.
When Sin didn‟t reappear after some ten minutes of time, Zerrex started to get worried…
but he brushed this aside for now, her room much cleaner now and closer to its old level of
organization, as the reptile carried an ancient, leather-bound grimoire over to a large, strange
furnishing beside Sin‟s bed, the lower section of it a revolving, rounded shelf and the upper
section a closed, sealed cabinet inscribed with runes all over it, looking as if it was made from
black wood but a layer of iron undoubtedly beneath this… and the Drakkaren wondered what Sin
would keep in her room that required so much protection before the cabinet shuddered violently.
Zerrex stumbled backwards with a wince, raising his arms into a defensive posture… and then he
looked over his shoulder, flailing stupidly as he felt a hand brush his back.
Sin winced backwards, and then she smiled awkwardly as Zerrex gaped at her: instead of
the old black dress he always remembered her wearing, the female was now dressed in a black
leather corset that laced up along the front with a large, neatly-tied black ribbon at the top, where
it just covered her breasts, and a black skirt that fell to almost ankle level but was cut at the leg,
leaving the side of the long limb bare. On her feet were sandals modified for her stance and kept
tight by a strap around the ankle, and she looked almost shyly at the Drakkaren, rubbing at her
head slowly. “It‟s a special occasion, Lord Zerrex… and to celebrate both your return and my…
leaving this room… I thought I should also go about the task of… not being ashamed of who I
am. I realize now what foolishness it was to always have my glammer shrouding me, but
worse… to have felt like I had become such a monster after my… surgery.” She stopped,
reaching up to touch her face quietly, and then she whispered: “You don‟t mind, do you?”
“Not… not in the slightest…” Zerrex said dumbly, gazing over her slowly again, at the
ribbed sides of the corset and the pattern of black roses he now realized covered the material
upon closer inspection… and then he stroked slowly down her side, murmuring: “You look
exceptionally beautiful.”
He leaned in, and they kissed slowly and gently before Sin drew back with a bit of a
smile… then looked past him in surprise as the closet rumbled again. She pushed him gently out
of the way as she stepped towards it, leaning down and grasping the knobs before murmuring a
short spell… and there was a flash of dark fire over the doors before the runes glowed and she
was able to pull them open, revealing a plush red pillow within… and sitting upon it, was the
skull of her sister, Anathema.
She slowly reached in and pulled this out, brushing quietly over it: a Naganatine skull,
with four proud black bull horns standing up from it, the skull almost pulsing in her hands before
she turned to Zerrex and looked at him quietly, holding it out almost imploringly towards him.
“Sister… has never shown such activity before. And I have no way of knowing if it‟s her or
some other creature that‟s taken up residence in here… after her destruction, I feared that her
soul had been destroyed or banished forever, but now, now as you return from the beyond, I
wonder if she too…”

She stopped, and then Zerrex reached out, a strange sensation rolling through his body as
he grasped the skull carefully… and in his mind, he caught a flash of a figure, balled up in the
corner of a dark room as if crying, before it seemed to look up… and Zerrex smiled a bit, before
he turned around, that strange feeling pulsing in his mind as his body seemed to go on autopilot,
saying softly: “It‟s just a matter of saying hello.”
With that, Zerrex tossed the skull into the air, and Sin gasped quietly, covering the end of
her muzzle as it floated slowly, humming as the light in the room darkened… and then the
Drakkaren reached out and grit his teeth, remembering clearly how it was his fault she had died,
how she had thrown herself in front of him to protect him, how this creature of death who so
many called a monster had possessed a living, loving, sensitive heart… and he shoved his energy
down his arm on instinct, infusing it into the skull and making it glow brighter and brighter until
the sapphire light threatened to blind both himself and Sin, the female yelling something he
couldn‟t understand as she grasped his arm, trying to pull him away as he sensed her panic but
the feeling overridden by something elseAnd a moment later, he was standing with his hand on the skull of a tall figure standing
before him, the skull that had been floating in the air now sealed against the features of a
Naganatine with the same purple and black scales on her form as Sin… but unlike Sin, the scales
were present only over her limbs, her back, her neck, her tail, and the parts of her face not
covered by the skull, as her entire front section was simply devoid of flesh and scale, leaving her
organs exposed beneath the bony cage of her ribs and long, thin bones almost like additional ribs
that pointed downwards off the lowest section of her ribcage, protecting her intestines. Also
unlike the other Naganatine, her limbs were straighter, her legs the same as the Drakkaren‟s
instead of unguligrade, and the top and bottom portions of each limb had a plate of bone over the
outside of it, each with three small, crescent-shaped thorns sticking up from the plating. Her
shoulders were also covered by pauldrons of bone, each with small spikes of the same substance
jutting from them, The only appendage bare of these strange armors was her Naganatine tail,
which had the same two long tines as her sister‟s possessed.
Slowly, she blinked as Zerrex‟s hand fell away from her head and Sin covered her face,
trembling as her scales almost rippled over her body. Then the figure stood carefully up on her
taloned feet, and eyes that had a golden sclera, ivory irises, and black, small pupils looked slowly
over the Drakkaren… before she smiled slowly, leaning back and stretching her arms out with a
yawn that revealed sharpened teeth, standing at her full height of almost ten feet tall before she
bowed forwards, showing off the large, rectangular spines of bone that jutted from her
shoulderblades to touch the claws of her feet, and finally she leaned back, saying mildly as she
looked at Zerrex: “Took you long enough.”
Then she threw her head back and laughed, before looking surprised as Sin rushed
forwards and embraced her tightly… and Anathema made a face, looking moody even as she
quietly hugged her sister back, Sin mumbling: “I was so scared, so terrified, I‟d never see you
again… oh, Lord Zerrex, thank you so much for all you‟ve done, for giving my beautiful sister
back to me… I love you, I love her, I love you both so much…”
Zerrex only rubbed the back of his head awkwardly… and finally, he was starting to feel
a little bit drained… but he smiled softly as Anathema looked at him with quiet tenderness for a
moment before she cleared her throat and pushed Sin away, hiding it again as she played her
fingers down her ribcage, the oversized heart beneath this pulsing visibly before she held a hand
out to Zerrex… and the reptile took it, before he winced as Anathema suddenly became skeletal
before she broke into pieces that swirled around him, then latched firmly onto his body and

became an armor of bones, her skull clapping over his own before she gasped in his mind and
whispered in his thoughts: My Gods…
“Yeah, I‟ve… had some work done.” Zerrex said lamely, and then he looked at Sin
sourly as she smiled brightly and giggled behind a hand. “Oh, shut up. I might not have all my
memories back, but I am very clearly remembering this now. And telling you, Anathema, how
much I don‟t like this.”
“Liar.” Anathema muttered, and Zerrex sulked a bit before she said softly: “And sister,
can you not feel it? I admit it took me a moment, and that I am now much better able to sense
these terrible powers… but can you not feel this energy in the air? It‟s more obvious than the
changes you‟ve had yourself… and even while I was locked deep away inside my anchor, I was
able to sense how your body and mind had been… changed somewhat.”
“I…” Sin frowned a bit as she stepped forwards, reaching a hand out to touch Zerrex‟s
chest quietly, as the bone armor slid with strange sinuousness along his form before locking into
his back… and then her eyes widened before she looked at him, and the Drakkaren smiled a bit
at her. “Yes, yes, I sense it now! I feel it now… Lord Zerrex, the powers you‟ve absorbed…”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, glancing down and feeling strangely ashamed as he
murmured softly: “I know. Athéos… I… I passed through his energy, it must have… become
part of me before I… entered the Nothingness. It… the memories after that aren‟t important,
though.” He looked away quietly, and then he frowned as Anathema laughed softly in his mind
and he felt her smile strangely inside of him. “What is it?”
Sin hesitated… and then Anathema slowly pulled herself off his body and reformed
beside him, standing beside her sister and nudging her firmly with an elbow as she went from
skeletal to her strange, half-fleshed form… and then she made a face at her sister when Sin only
flushed deeply, before Anathema looked at him and cocked her head, saying mildly: “Zerrex,
you have the best of three worlds inside you now… because Athéos doesn‟t seem to be the only
god you touched and absorbed the energies of. Yes… you do possess his energy, and perhaps
that is what gave you the raw power to perform such monumental feats as bringing a soul like me
back from the edge of destruction, where I‟ve tottered for more than a decade… but you also
possess the abilities of someone else, a true god of creation…”
“Lord Zerrex, at some point you received the blessing of Naganis…” Sin said adoringly,
pushing her hands against his chest quietly as she gazed up at him reverently, and Zerrex looked
down at himself in shock before she whispered: “Yes… Mephistopheles and Naganis both, in
your single body, combined with the strength of Athéos… and yet, like I said: you have
changed… but you have not. You are the one who controls these abilities, these powers… but
you are still your own pure soul. Your ability to control energy has allowed you to absorb their
powers into your body without it ever touching your mind or your personality, and Lord
Zerrex…”
She looked awkwardly at Anathema, but the female only grinned as she reached out and
took one of his hand, the Drakkaren staring in shock before the undead Naganatine brought his
hand up to press against her cheek… and he felt warmth, not cold from her undead body, as she
whispered: “We are the Naganatine, and even if we are fallen from God‟s grace… whether we
wish to serve Mephistopheles or our Father, Naganis… either way, we must bow to your will.”
She stopped, then threw her head back and laughed. “Lord Zerrex, divine cosmic being! And yet
all I see you doing with this power is finding new places to hide away with your family, despite
the fact your abilities rival my own!”

She stopped, then looked at him pettishly as the Drakkaren stared, still trying to process
what he was hearing. “Well, almost rival. The Cycle rules over all, Zerrex… even you will have
to bow to its will at some point in time. At least, I hope so… you have an irritatingly-delightful
habit of not staying dead, no matter what is done to you. It frustrates me as a creature who works
to further the Great Cycle… but… as your… well…” She hesitated, then looked down and
closed her eyes, clutching his hand tightly against her face as she mumbled: “As your friend, I‟m
very glad for it.”
And at this, Zerrex smiled faintly, able to brush away his terrified thoughts for the
moment as he stroked over her face… and then Anathema jerked away, crossing her arms and
grumbling before the reptile looked at Sin, who was still pressing against him, gazing at him
lovingly and almost worshipfully, before he said slowly: “But… absolute power corrupts
absolutely, and-”
“Oh, it does not.” Anathema immediately interrupted irritably, and Zerrex made a face
before he looked at her, watching as she polished her claws against her bare ribs. “Nature is
absolute, and far more sentient than you give her credit for… and is she corrupt? Naganis was
absolute, and he never corrupted… I am absolute, and you don‟t see me doing anything other
than rubbing it in your faces.” She straightened at this, looking at him pompously. “And
Thanatos, God of Death, is absolute in his rulership with all the Reapers bowing to his
command… but he‟s no fun at all, believe me. Mortals just like to say that power corrupts,
because then it‟s not their fault when they make the conscious decision to kill a thousand
people… it‟s the fault of the power, as if it could make them do anything!”
She threw her arms wide with disgust, but before she could break into a rant, Sin added in
a voice that was almost meek: “And Lord Zerrex, if I may say so… if you truly do have part of
Naganis in you, if you did receive his gifts and blessing… then he must have had faith in you.
And furthermore, it means that part of you would never let you do something terrible… but even
without that, I believe in you. I believe you have always wanted only to do the right thing… and
that you will continue to only do the right thing. You never had to bring my sister back, after
all… but you did that. Not only for me, not only because you missed her company… but because
of the guilt you always bore that you never should have…”
“What, guilty over my death?” Anathema looked at him with surprise, but then she
quickly covered this up with a snort, feigning contempt as she half-turned away. “Idiot. You
should have been honored that I did so much for you and taken pride in the fact you had such a
companion like me… not wasted that time being miserable. But then again, it seems you always
have to be miserable about something or other…”
“I hate you.” Zerrex grumbled, looking sour, and this earned a grin from the undead
Naganatine before he reached an arm out and grabbed her skull, shaking her head back and forth
and making her growl. “Go back in your skull or something, I regret bringing you back to life.”
Sin sighed as Anathema shoved at him, and then Zerrex let go, the two glaring at each
other… then both smiled hesitantly. Then Anathema looked slowly over the Drakkaren, adding
quietly: “On a serious note, Sin, it seems that when Zerrex… reconstituted himself, for lack of a
better guess at what happened out there, he suffered some major brain damage. Not unlike some
of what you went through yourself…” She stopped as Sin blushed a bit, Zerrex looking at her
softly as Anathema added quietly: “I always heard you when you spoke to me, by the way. I was
just… never able to find a way to reply.”
“I‟m glad, sister. I… sensed that somehow, I think.” Sin smiled at her and nodded, before
she blushed and glanced away as Anathema reached up and drew her fingers over the metallic

side of her face, before she turned a concerned gaze to the Drakkaren as he sat slowly down on
the bed. “So are you having memory lapses?”
Zerrex shrugged a bit as the Naganatine sat beside him and Anathema leaned
nonchalantly against a wall, crossing her arms, before he finally said: “No, it‟s… just that I don‟t
remember things. And these powers… they‟re so difficult to control.” He looked down at his
hands quietly, murmuring: “Sometimes I think things, or make an idle wish… and it comes true.
I‟ve felt… terrible urges too, and-”
“Blah blah, skip the melancholy.” Anathema made a hurry-up gesture with her hand, and
Zerrex glared at her, but the female only grinned in return. “I knew you for but a short time,
Zerrex… but in that short time, you gave me more than enough doses of self-inflicted misery to
last for an eternity.”
The reptile mumbled as he rolled his eyes, and then he rubbed a hand through his hair,
realizing again how tired he was as he failed to come up with either a retort or simply laugh the
sting off. “Yeah, well… yeah. I‟m sorry, I don‟t feel… my best. But I can‟t go to sleep either…
the last time I did…”
He quieted, then looked up, saying softly: “Memories flooded my mind, happy ones first
and then… the emotional overload, I guess, it triggered a nightmare. Bad memories, horrible
creatures… but the worst part is that these monsters came alive and started attacking people on
board the colony. I‟m terrified of that happening again… but at the same time, I know that if I
keep going without rest, my healing rate will slow and I‟ll eventually lash out at someone, and
I‟m scared of what might happen then, too.”
Sin nodded slowly, then she stroked his face, murmuring: “Sleep is the best way to allow
your body to heal, to let… memories return passively. Believe me, I know… but at the same
time, I understand your fears. I think I have a solution, though… Firenze, after all, has great
trouble controlling his abilities while he sleeps, too, so he sleeps in a special room lined with
protective charms and that keeps his energy levels stable. If you don‟t mind, Lord Zerrex,
perhaps we can bring you to that room… I‟m sure the others can wait a little while longer, and in
any event this allows us to put together a small celebration for you.”
“Oh Sin, I don‟t need that…” Zerrex said embarrassedly, but she only smiled at him
softly, and the Drakkaren nodded slowly before he asked hesitantly: “What about… Firenze‟s
old manacles, or a control collar or something, to make sure I… I don‟t lose control again?”
“Well, you know. Since I could use some natural rest myself after just returning from the
darkness, I‟ll just join you in sleeping.” Anathema said mildly, and before Zerrex could protest,
her flesh and organs vanished as she became skeletal before her bones snapped onto his body,
rolling over his form before they settled not on his limbs, but instead over his back, ready at any
moment to cover the rest of his form. Her skull, meanwhile, perched on his shoulder, the empty
sockets burning with golden flames. “If you don‟t mind at all, of course, sister… we can catch up
later. It sounds like you need to get reacquainted with things yourself.”
“I… I do. And my duties, as well.” Sin nodded, before she smiled a bit as she created a
portal, saying softly: “Just wait right here. I‟ll send someone to get you once the room is set up.”
She vanished, and then there was an awkward silence for a few moments, before Zerrex
sighed and looked down, not fighting Anathema as she quietly picked through his mind… before
her voice murmured in his head: What a strange creature you are… and… how funny it is, that
even now, you feel like you owe me something, when you’re the one who always walked miles on
broken glass for me. She stopped, seeming meditative in his mind. I had a long many years in
the darkness to work on my metaphors. Mortals seem so fond of them, after all…

“It almost sounds like you still include me in that list.” Zerrex said with soft amusement,
and then he glanced up with a bit of a smile as Anathema shrugged and grunted: Well, you still
seem like a filthy mortal more than anything else to me.
“Thanks, Anathema.” the reptile murmured softly, before he fidgeted, then added
awkwardly: “Listen, I… I really want to apologize about what happened to you. It was my fault
you died, Annie, and I didn‟t mean to… to be such a goddamn rookie in battle.”
Goddammit, what did I tell you about nicknames? Anathema sounded exasperated, and
Zerrex rubbed at his head slowly, before he looked up curiously as she mumbled something, then
finally added in his mind in a quiet voice: But I guess that coming from you, without anyone else
around… I don’t mind it so much. Just remember. My name is Anathema. Not… Annie.
“Okay. I‟ll try to keep it in mind… Annie.” Zerrex said with a bit of a smile, and
Anathema muttered something before she paused as the reptile closed his eyes, focusing on the
image of hugging her and wondering if that would actually work inside his mind… but she
seemed to feel it one way or the other, as he murmured: “Names carry great power after all.
You‟re the one who told me that, right?”
Anathema grumbled at him, and the Drakkaren smiled a bit again before he looked up as
a portal opened… and then he softened, standing up as a golden-scaled Drakkaren stepped
through, her body slender but toned, dressed only in a plain white cloth that went around her
breasts and a loincloth edged in gold, looking much the same as she did the last time he‟d seen
his daughter Desire… but the Desire of then had not possessed the scars the Desire of now did,
several long mars visible over her stomach… and when she bowed, he saw another set of ugly,
long slashes down her back, as she whispered: “Daddy… it‟s so fucking good to see you…”
She straightened, hugging herself quietly, and Zerrex softened as he saw she had tattooed
wreaths of blossomed Hez‟Rannan black roses down both arms, all the way from shoulder to
wrist. A symbol in Iuratus culture of a warrior-slave who had lost friends and master… and the
Drakkaren reached out, stroking down an arm and making her shiver as she looked up at him, as
he said quietly: “You‟re going to have to tint those roses red now, daughter.”
“Daddy!” Desire threw herself against him, and he hugged her tightly against his body,
squeezing her into his strong chest as she trembled… and then she leaned backwards, looking up
at him with pained eyes. “Cypress, Mist and Shine… I‟m… I‟m so sorry I couldn‟t protect them,
I‟m so sorry I failed you as your Iuratus…”
“Nonsense… I was the one who had to plunge valiantly off into battle by myself.” Zerrex
said quietly, as he reached out and stroked a tear from her eye, and then he smiled a bit as he
squeezed her close, kissing her forehead silently as he asked quietly: “Who does the Iuratus
serve, should she lose her master in battle?”
“She either becomes a permanent Iuratus to the last person she was instructed to
protect… or she must serve the next kin in line in any and all duties, or if she is part of a harem
of Iuratus, the leaders of that harem.” Desire murmured, and then she looked up and swallowed a
bit, saying finally as she wiped the tears away and blushed deeply. “And… I did my best to
protect Serenity… but she was so lost, and so confused without you, not knowing who to serve
otherwise… I know she was always hard and never showed her emotions like we did, but she
loves you so dearly… please don‟t be hard on her…”
Zerrex smiled a bit, stroking her face quietly as he said softly: “She‟s always been
faithful, serving me from near and far… Desire, even now I remember how she sacrificed her
own ambitions for me. I could never be hard on her.” He stopped, then leaned down and kissed
her forehead softly, adding quietly: “I could never be hard on any of you.”

Desire nodded, then she blushed and cursed herself, hitting her forehead with a fist before
looking up and murmuring: “We should go, though, the sleep chamber is ready… I… I‟ll stand
guard, make sure you aren‟t disturbed. After all these years, it‟s the least I can do for you…” She
stopped, then added hesitantly: “Your demonic is as flawless as ever, Father. I was told you had
forgotten much… but you still talk with a gifted tongue.”
“Gifted tongue. Ha.” Zerrex said dumbly, and Desire smiled brightly up at him even as
she shook her head in slow entertainment. Then she created a portal, and he followed her
through, rubbing the back of his head as they emerged into a hallway he didn‟t recognize by a
large, alloy door covered in runes. “Thanks, though, and… I‟d appreciate you doing that.”
He looked back and forth, seeing Sin standing nearby with Firenze, the latter gazing at
his father reverently before he cleared his throat and motioned with his head to the lizard‟s other
side… and Zerrex turned around before his eyes settled on the figure of a lizard made from dark
energy, his form almost completely immaterial as white tendrils swirled around his head, body
reminiscent of Zerrex but at the same time with his own features, as his glowing white eyes
seemed nervous, the male rubbing at his head slowly as he straightened his thin, toned frame,
before saying finally: “I… hey, Dad.”
Beside him stood a figure from the lizard‟s dream, a Drakkaren with black scales that
Zerrex knew turned golden over his chest, two lines of scales of the same color going from
muzzle to tail as he flexed powerful muscles, dressed in a white t-shirt and matching white pants.
His arms were crossed, the look on his handsome features almost scornful… but the reptile knew
that was just his way of showing nervousness before Raze suddenly stepped forwards and seized
Zerrex in a hug, squeezing him almost painfully tight as he said fiercely: “Don‟t you ever, ever
do that again, you son of a bitch…”
Then he let go, standing at arm‟s length for a moment, his amber eyes with their black,
slit-pupils looking at him with relief and affection his body and voice did their best to hide… and
then he hugged the reptile tight again, clenching his eyes shut and gritting his teeth as Zerrex
hugged him back, looking over his shoulder at the lizard made mostly of dark energy as he
murmured: “So, Raven. Do I get this tight a hug from you now?”
“I‟m not done yet.” Raze muttered, glaring protectively back and forth as even Desire
winced away, and then he swatted at Anathema‟s skull as she laughed, growling: “Oh great, now
you brought the undead bitch back.”
“Fuck you, angel-face.” Anathema retorted, but she went mostly ignored as Raze finally
stepped away and Zerrex stepped forwards to trade an awkward embrace with his son Raven,
who seemed almost to blush as his dark energy sizzled against the lizard… but didn‟t burn him,
Zerrex smiling a bit. He and this child had both found it hard to connect… yet thankfully, both
had been able to work together before it was too late, and secure that bond before it had slipped
away, even if he and the being better known as Driz had found it awkward to work together at
first.
Zerrex turned around to gaze at Firenze softly, and the male smiled and nodded, saying
quietly: “I thought… you could handle seeing at least a few more familiar faces before you went
to sleep, and I know these are both pretty important people to you. That, and Raze kept
threatening me every time I tried to dissuade him from seeing you.”
Raze grunted, stepping forwards and wrapping his arms protectively around Zerrex‟s
waist, squeezing him back against his chest with firm fondness as he grumbled: “Oh, before I
forget. Francis, Little Arcy, and that girl Mary all say hello from Heaven. So does Lord, but I
figured you‟d care a little less about that.”

Zerrex remembered that Lord was Raze‟s father, but that was all the association would
give him for the moment… Francis, he got a bit more from, remembering their first meeting had
been violent but that was about it. Little Arcy made him feel both glad and… strangely pained,
while Mary… he closed his eyes, rubbing at his head slowly as Raze looked at him with concern,
before Firenze said quietly: “Maybe we should just let Dad rest, though. We‟ve all been putting a
lot of pressure on him… and we really don‟t mean to. Besides, we… all have duties, don‟t we,
Raze?”
“I can‟t believe after all these years I‟m still the messenger boy between Heaven and
Hell.” Raze muttered glumly, and then he sighed before kissing Zerrex on the cheek, and the
reptile smiled a bit, touching it quietly as Raze pulled away and said finally: “Let me know when
you wake up. I‟ll come and see you as soon as I can.”
With that, he turned and walked down the hallway, Driz mumbling a goodbye himself
before he vanished from sight in a burst of dark lightning, and Zerrex grumbled, as Sin took his
arm and gently led him into the room: “Why can‟t my teleporting be cool like that?”
“You can teleport now?” Sin asked curiously, and then she smiled a bit when Zerrex
nodded, the Drakkaren‟s attention drawn for a moment to gazing around the room, which was a
calm blue mixed with white overtones, slightly spherical and with the bed placed in the dead
center, past a circle of runes that glowed with a quiet white light. As they passed over the circle,
a strange feeling washed through his body, and the reptile touched his head as he frowned a bit…
but Sin grasped his shoulders, murmuring: “Just let your mind go, Zerrex… it‟s supposed to help
quiet your mind.”
He nodded after a moment as she guided him onto the bed… but as the reptile laid down,
he felt not a mattress beneath him but a pulsing, humming metal, as the Naganatine murmured:
“It‟s not as comfortable, perhaps… but it will actually help you sleep better, without any tossing
and turning. If you don‟t mind, Lord Zerrex… I would like to go and see your family. I realize
they may not be used to the sight of me, especially as I am now, but I would greatly enjoy
speaking with them… and thanking them, for such tender care of you in the time since you‟ve
made it back to this universe… and not to mention, of course, for bringing you here to us.”
“Of course, Sin… I… I‟ll just rest, then.” Zerrex mumbled, and he fidgeted only once
before laying still, his eyes slowly closing as Sin smiled quietly down at him. And, within
moments, the Drakkaren‟s eyes slid closed as he laced his fingers together, Anathema
whispering in his mind: Worry not, Lord Zerrex… I’ll awaken you if something starts to go
wrong in your dreams…
And in only a few minutes, Zerrex fell into a deep sleep, as Sin gazed at him quietly from
the doorway… and then she smiled softly before she closed the heavy door, the runes on it
beginning to glow as she left the reptile to slumber.
Some fourteen hours later, Zerrex awoke with a yawn, blinking blearily as he sat up on
the metal bed and looked back and forth curiously. It was hard to think, and for a moment he
almost panicked… before Anathema said dryly in his mind: Don’t be an idiot… idiot. You’re
inside the daze runes, remember?
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, sliding carefully off the bed before he headed
over to the doorway, his mind becoming steadily clearer. At the same time, he could still feel a
distinct kind of pressure around him, almost as if he was wrapped in plastic… and he guessed
that was the containment unit, doing its job of controlling his energy levels. Then he paused as

he looked up, leaning on the door and asking curiously: “So why aren‟t you affected at all by the
runes or anything?”
For one thing, I have a superior mind. For another, I’m not alive… my thought processes
are a little different from that of the living, and even you still fall under that category, whatever
else you may have become. Anathema replied drolly, and the reptile grunted, not knowing if she
was complimenting or insulting him before he grasped the handle and pulled the door open. He
stepped out into the hall beyond… then smiled as he saw Desire leaning on the wall next to the
doorway, gazing at him with soft reverence. “Hey you.”
“Hey Daddy.” she said softly, then she blushed a bit as she rubbed at her head slowly,
adding quietly: “Sorry there‟s no big welcome-back party, but Sin was very clear that you
needed to adjust at your own time now… do you remember anything further?”
He paused and frowned a bit as he looked upwards, before blinking as he looked down
slowly, Anathema smiling in his mind as she said quietly: I hope you don’t mind me taking the
liberty of doing so… but I sorted out a few memories here and there, put a few broken ones…
back together. It helps that as you slept, your brain further regenerated and in the calm
environment was able to mesh out even a few of your harshest memories without your body
reacting… I further hope you don’t mind me watching to… to learn a little more about you. A
short pause, and then she murmured awkwardly: I… am sorry for mocking you in the past, now
that I… better understand you, Zerrex. I’m… glad we’re friends. And… thanks for bringing me
back. I… that means a lot to me.
“Thanks Anathema. I am too.” Zerrex said quietly, laughing a bit as he glanced up,
before he returned his eyes to Desire, adding softly: “Sorry about that. She‟s kind of like
Cherry… always wants to be the person I‟m paying attention to. But I guess it‟s also thanks to
her that it feels like… a lot in my mind has either loosened up or come back.”
Anathema grumbled in his mind at this, but Desire only smiled at him before the
Drakkaren nodded after a moment, saying quietly: “And believe me. I agree with Sin that it‟s…
probably best I move slow with things for the moment. Especially since I know that eleven years
can be either a very short time… or a very long time.”
Desire smiled a bit at this, then she walked over to him and hesitantly reached up to touch
his shoulder, murmuring softly: “Well, Daddy… if one thing hasn‟t changed, it‟s how much we
all love you.”
The reptile laughed a bit, looking down at her softly for a few moments before he
embraced her gently against his body, and she pressed close for a moment before pulling away,
clearing her throat with a bit of a smile. “But come now, Father. I was told to bring you
somewhere… a little bit special once you woke up. There will be a… a few familiar faces
there… but despite the weight of memories it will bring back… Sin thought it was important that
you see this nonetheless.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and Desire held up a hand, creating a portal as she gazed
over her shoulder at him softly. “I‟ll follow along later, Father. You go ahead for now.”
The reptile nodded a bit, and then he stepped through the portal, once more getting used
to the whirl of darkness as everything vanished for a moment… before he stepped out at the back
of a long, rounded hall, a pair of massive, barred doors behind him and a soft, patterned carpet
underfoot, leading down a corridor between two rows of wooden benches that had been painted
and polished black. The walls were made of layered purple stone, and upon them hung beautiful
tapestries all depicting different moments of the Drakkaren‟s life, from his arrival in Hell to
figures paying tribute to his sword… and hanging from the thick beams high above, Zerrex could

see necklaces, amulets, lockets, and small urns suspended… and Anathema said quietly in his
mind: I’m sure it doesn’t mean much coming from me… but you have my condolences for your
losses, Zerrex, although… you of all people should know… death is vital and good.
“I know it is.” Zerrex murmured quietly, rubbing at his face slowly as he walked
forwards, closing his eyes and bowing his head forwards for a moment as he stepped between the
benches. It was an old Hell custom: the hanging of the remains of the dead or an item made from
them inside a chapel… so they could be as close to Paradise and the mortal world as most
demons had used to be able to dream of ascending to. Now, of course, there was much less
difference between Heaven and Hell… and yet still, it wasn‟t a tradition Zerrex could say
anything negative about.
Then he opened his eyes, looking at the other end of the room to smile faintly… and
there, nestled between two stair-shaped furnishings upon which sat countless flickering candles,
was a simple, unadorned altar… and buried almost halfway into this was Blackheart. Zerrex
walked forwards a few more steps, looking over the runes on the altar quietly… and they weren‟t
runes of protection, but only old demonic, the Drakkaren murmuring: “„Most powerful is he who
controls his own power.‟”
Fitting. Anathema said softly, and Zerrex smiled a bit before he sat quietly down in front
of the sword, resting his wrist on one knee and leaning back on his other hand as he looked at the
blade quietly, before his eyes gazed back and forth at two tall tapestries that sat on either side of
a blue plate in the wall… one that depicted Heaven, and one that depicted Hell. And the
Drakkaren laughed quietly, shaking his head slowly as he murmured: “It‟s good to see you, old
friend… but… I look up, and see that so many died. Was it all worth it? Did we do the right
thing?”
Blue energy sparked over Blackheart, as if in recrimination, and the reptile smiled a bit as
he said softly: “I can‟t help myself… you know me, I always have to question my own actions,
my own judgments… wonder if… I did the right thing.” He stopped, looking up quietly… and
then he glanced to the side and down at the carpet, rubbing his fingers over the velvet that
covered the open circular area around the altar. “Feels worn… like many people must have
prayed here over the years…”
The reptile sat for a little while longer, and then he finally grunted and stood up before
glancing to the side as Anathema pulled free from his body, the undead Naganatine grunting and
stretching her arms out with a loud crack before she looked at him with a dry smile, saying
quietly: “Your brain was getting too annoying to be around.” She paused, then looked up
curiously as she walked slowly beneath the hanging pendants and urns, murmuring softly:
“Strange customs, Hell has… but no stranger than burying the dead. Graveyards… such a
waste…”
Zerrex didn‟t bother to reply, only looking at her before she smiled a bit and held a hand
out, and an urn above trembled before floating down to her, the female gripping the small black
shape in her hands as she murmured: “Well, Lord Zerrex, we have a live one here… a member of
this dead congregation whose soul hasn‟t vanished or found a new container… if you‟ll pardon
my pun.” She grinned a bit at him, but then looked surprised when the reptile didn‟t scold her,
only continuing to watch her. “What, aren‟t you going to yell at me?”
“Anathema, I remember enough from my old life to know that you‟ve always been a pain
in the ass… and I also know that whatever you do, it‟s always with… positive intentions.”
Zerrex said softly, and Anathema scowled at him even as she looked embarrassed, before the
reptile put his hands in his pockets with a faint smile. “Besides, you‟d never offend me by

making zombies of these loved ones of mine. Mostly because you know I‟d cut you in half with
my sword back there if you did.”
“I don‟t create zombies. Pointless, mindless beasts… what I do is art.” Anathema replied
softly, and then she tipped the urn over, the top falling off and the contents – ash, and a few teeth
– falling out as Zerrex winced before it floated in the air and formed into a small ball, and
Anathema closed her fists around this before she leaned down and blew into her hands… and
light flashed before smoke floated out between her fingers, and the female let her hands fall open
as she said softly: “You brought me back for Sin. Consider this me bringing back something you
love in return.”
Zerrex began to frown… before his eyes settled on an egg-like shape that pulsed in
Anathema‟s hands before cracking open… and a moment later, a much larger skeleton sprawled
out over her fingers, before it shook its head and slowly climbed up to its feet. It stood up on four
legs, shaking its skull out as its long tail flicked back and forth, ending in a large, circular bone
that had several small spikes jutting from it… and then it stretched out, the spines over its back
standing up and vibrating as skeletal wings that lacked any webbing between then rose high, then
curled over its back, before it clicked its jaws together and stood up on its haunches with a look
of surprise registering in eye sockets full of golden fire… and the Drakkaren gaped, before he
spluttered, the memory rising immediately: “S-Sammy?”
The pseudodragon‟s skeleton looked at him sharply, then it squealed before leaping into
the air and tackling him, knocking the reptile down as Zerrex laughed, the skeleton hopping up
and down on his chest before nipping through his hair and grabbing at his muzzle in an awkward
half-hug, and then the lizard finally pried the skeleton off, smiling warmly down at him before he
hugged it against his chest, before he looked up at Anathema… but she was only looking proud
of herself, giving him a bit of a grin as she rubbed her thumb over the claws of one hand, saying
cockily: “I bet you didn‟t realize that when you made a pact with him, it meant his soul would
stay connected to yours even after death… I‟m sure that his spirit became inactive when you
vanished from this plane, but when you returned here, in such close proximity to his remains,
you must have awakened it from hibernation. It‟s a pity he died… I always liked this pet of yours
far more than that other one, Cherry.”
Sammy chirped, leaping up on his hind legs and dancing around in a circle, and Zerrex
laughed, clapping before he blushed embarrassedly, looking over at Anathema and murmuring:
“How can I ever thank you… but… doesn‟t this go against your Cycle or something? I mean…”
“Oh shut up and enjoy the fact you get your little friend back.” Anathema replied rudely,
and then she sighed, shaking her head slowly as she softened and motioned quietly around at the
many necklaces and objects that dangled silently from the rafters. “Zerrex… look at how much
you‟ve lost. If I could bring every single one of these souls back for you, I would, because…
because no one deserves to lose so much.” She stopped, becoming silent for a moment as both
Zerrex and the pseudodragon skeleton regarded her, before she looked up with a bit of a smile.
“Sammy was able to return because his soul hadn‟t moved on, had… clung tenaciously to his
remains. These others… suffered either terrible trauma to the very essence that made them up, or
their souls moved on. I merely shaped the clay… little Samael was the one who brought himself
back.”
“Samael, as in the Angel of Death?” Zerrex asked dryly, and Anathema only grinned a bit
at this, shrugging and crossing her arms. Then the reptile looked down at Sammy, who was
preening himself in response to this name. “What, you think that‟s what your name actually

stands for? Sammy, I named you Sammy, if you‟ll recall. The fact I can remember that and you
can‟t says something right there.”
Sammy huffed, standing up and chirping irritably, and then he imitated Zerrex‟s voice as
he said sourly: “Eat me.”
“Oh, great, so he still has that ability, too.” Zerrex slapped his forehead, and Anathema
laughed quietly, shaking her head slowly before the pseudodragon leapt up onto the reptile‟s
shoulder, contently curling half-around his neck as the reptile smiled a bit despite himself… and
then he glanced to the side as a portal opened and Sin stepped through with Desire. “Hey, you
two. Look who‟s back.”
Sammy looked up from his shoulder, chirping, and Sin looked surprised as Desire smiled
softly, reaching a finger out and scratching the underside of the skeleton‟s jaw… and Sammy‟s
ghost-fire eyes turned mellow as he half-purred, as the Iuratus murmured: “Two souls, back from
the dead. It furthers my hopes for Mist and Shine…”
“And mine as well… and I‟m sorry for the terrible surprise, Lord Zerrex, but I thought…
it was best you acclimate to those lost slowly, and see… well… this shrine. Your shrine.” Sin
gestured quietly around as Anathema laid down in one of the benches, looking up at the ceiling
with her hands behind her head and seeming moody. Then Sin looked over at her and sighed,
before she said quietly: “Sister, please… this is a holy place…”
“No it ain‟t. Zerrex is back from the beyond… and you know him as well as I do. Now
he‟ll want this place converted into some mortal playground like a pool hall.” Anathema said
dryly, and Sin sighed, rubbing at her head slowly as Zerrex rolled his eyes, before the undead
Naganatine asked dryly: “Well, am I wrong?”
“Well, even though I don‟t deserve the shrine, especially now that I‟m kind of not
dead…” The Drakkaren looked up, murmuring softly: “I dunno. I kind of like that I can come
here, and feel… what little energies of so many members of my family remain. It‟s twisted and
morbid, but… this is a beautiful place to have as a personal shrine for… those people closest to
me. I can come here and think about them now and then, and so can anyone else who wants to…
and never have to worry that I‟m disrespecting them or the worth of what they did by forcing all
of Hell to have some kind of… God Day or whatever.”
Sin half-bowed to him, smiling a bit as she said softly: “Your daughter Mercy and your
family dissuaded High King Firenze from instituting a memorial day… and after talking at some
length with him about how you would have wanted people to move forwards with their lives and
not constantly be looking back at what they lost, he agreed. Instead, he built this… the Narrius
Necropolis. I hope you don‟t mind the name at all…”
“It‟s okay. A cemetery is something I can feel fine with any associations the name
Narrius might bring…” Zerrex stopped, then smiled dryly. “Besides, I should take my own
advice and… try and move forwards from the past, especially since Narrius was eradicated from
every and all planes.”
Anathema snorted in amusement at this, and Zerrex glanced sourly at her as she looked at
the ceiling. “And it only took you how many years to realize that you‟re a hypocrite?”
“You… shut up your face.” Zerrex said sourly, and Anathema laughed before the
Drakkaren sighed and looked at his daughter and Sin. The former had her arms crossed, glaring
at the undead Naganatine… but the latter was smiling quietly despite herself, before she rubbed
at her face slowly as the Drakkaren asked quietly: “So how many people are here?”
“Sixty-two.” Sin said finally, gazing up at the collection of necklaces and urns, and then
she added quietly: “And this shrine sits in the middle of this cemetery, which contains thousands

of plots… many, many lives were lost over our years of embattlement with the Old Gods… but
many more during that final great push back against Athéos‟s invasion.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, looking up quietly. “We‟ll… have to go over the names of this
shrine‟s residents, Sin. I want to know who died… and then maybe later we could take a walk
through the cemetery. Plant some Hez‟Rannan black roses, that kind of thing. More because…
I‟m curious more than anything else about what this place looks like… after all, I remember after
the Great War with Hez‟Ranna, so many had died that all we could do was burn the bodies in
one massive funeral pyre… it sounds like here, Firenze went to great lengths to honor the fallen.
Now tell me Sin… why did he do it?”
The reptile turned a bit of a half-smile on her, and Sin said softly: “Because they died to
defend another world. Not for honor, or for reward, or for patriotism. Out of love and a want to
save innocent lives and often their own… for their own ends and for other people, for selfishness
and altruism.”
Desire looked at her father quietly, and Zerrex reached out and half-hugged her, kissing
her forehead gently as he murmured softly: “Remember, Desire. Don‟t honor a fallen soldier
simply because they die to „save their country.‟ It‟s in the contract that when you join as a
soldier, you‟ll probably die when wartime comes around. Callous, but true. And don‟t force other
people to honor your friends when they perish… they were your friends, not theirs, and they
have every right to any view in the universe they want, and nothing makes a corpse more restless
than false love from false people.”
Desire nodded quietly, listening to her father intently before the Drakkaren squeezed her
shoulders softly, gazing down at her with a quiet smile. “By Hell‟s standards, you‟re still an
apprentice Iuratus. I want you to do your best to teach not only your hands how to fight, but your
mind how to think, got that?”
“Yes, Father… anything you wish.” the female murmured softly, gazing up at him with
adoration, and then she looked down in embarrassment, rubbing at her head slowly. “I got so
upset when… after Cypress and Mist and Shine passed, and I wanted… I don‟t know. Full
salutes, honorable burials…”
“The dead really could care less about post-mortem honors, kid.” Zerrex nudged her, but
his voice and movements were gentle. “I understand, but remember that the dead are the dead.
Ringing a bell at the hour of their death only disturbs those alive who have nothing to do with
it… and if spirits still cling to our bodies in death, I know I‟d only be humiliated to learn that
someone woke up the whole goddamn neighborhood to announce my departure from the world
and then to get into a screaming argument when someone complained about it.”
Desire nodded a bit, then she said softly: “I‟m so glad you‟re back, Father… you‟re a
wellspring of wisdom, and… I‟ve never been sorry I chose to become your Iuratus…”
Zerrex only smiled quietly at her, before he walked over to a bench and sat down in it,
Sin following him as the Drakkaren asked softly: “So… those names.”
For the next hour, Sin went over names, and the Drakkaren quietly talked about
memories it brought up… Maya and Shelly at the top of the list, daughters that Marina had slain
to steal their demonic essence and perform a terrible ritual. Sin murmured that it had humiliated
her to learn that Marina had stolen so much from her mind while she had been nearly insane with
pain and remorse… and Anathema had finally muttered that anyone who had half their face
blown off would be a little out of it, which had made Sin smile radiantly at the sister she didn‟t
always get along with.

But there were many names, with many different connotations… from misfit children of
his he had probably cared about more than the ones with vast powers, mostly because – like
Mercy – they had been forced to start so much lower… to finally climb so much higher than so
many others. He heard more names and felt more memoires than he thought he could handle…
and yet he did so, and he knew that part of the reason was because Anathema had unlocked so
much in his mind for him… although she was doing her best to pretend she didn‟t care, as she
played absently with Sammy as the pseudodragon skeleton bounced around, obviously trying to
keep Zerrex distracted from his pain.
Finally, Sin sat in silence with him… and then the Drakkaren quietly said, as he looked
across at her: “I can only be glad that I didn‟t lose more friends and family than these people…
Gods know that it hurts, and yet… like Anathema says, it‟s all part of the Cycle.”
Anathema sat up as Sammy jumped off her shoulder to land on Zerrex‟s, and the
Drakkaren smiled a bit as the undead Naganatine snorted. “There you go. Next you‟ll be moping
over the Gods that died, though, knowing you.”
“Sister, please! Lord Zerrex must feel terrible right now… can‟t you show him some
compassion?” Sin said sharply, and Anathema looked hurt for a moment before she grumbled
and crossed her arms, her sibling softening. “I‟m sorry, Anathema… but I admit, it renews old
pains in my heart, too. Happy as I am that Lord Zerrex is back… I‟m saddened by the fact that he
comes back to discover he‟s lost so many.”
“Poor Chuck… he was always so damned enthusiastic.” the reptile murmured, then he
stopped and smiled a bit as he climbed to his feet, walking over to gently stroke over
Blackheart‟s pommel… and the sword glowed for a moment before the Drakkaren glanced at the
others as a tenseness seemed to come over the shrine, saying quietly: “And Anathema, Sin, you
two need to learn to get along better. I can‟t always be there to force you two to talk civil to each
other, after all.”
Sin smiled a bit as Anathema rolled her eyes, leaning forwards… and then the Drakkaren
pulled Blackheart free of the shrine, holding the blade above his head to inspect its gleam, the
edge faultless and the sword seeming to murmur wordlessly before he put it on his back… and
the blade locked into place there automatically, energy of his body binding to the energy in the
sword seamlessly. “But you know what? Chuck, Break, Sapphire… they might have all been
misfits… but I‟m sure that they were all happy before they died, proving… just how strong they
were. I know no one‟s happy to die, but… I think they were proud they could stand alongside
even their strongest siblings to face down the horrors they did.”
“I agree.” Desire murmured softly, and then she laughed a bit as she rubbed slowly at her
arm. “I know I was never one of the strongest… but I am proud myself, Daddy. But maybe we
should escort you out of here now? There are still many living faces left who are anxious to
spend time with you, and we should tell him about how Elysium‟s getting on, Sin.”
Sin nodded after a moment, then she created a portal, and the Drakkaren walked towards
this before he grunted as Anathema ran up beside him and wrapped an arm around his waist,
smiling as Sammy chirped at her suspiciously. “Admittedly, I‟m curious, too… I only got to hear
Sin‟s moping most of the time, after all.”
Sin blushed at this, and Zerrex rolled his eyes as he sighed and stepped into the portal…
and a moment later, they stepped out onto a tall rise, the wind blowing and rushing through
Zerrex‟s hair as the Drakkaren smiled a bit, tilting his head back before he looked with surprise
at the shape of the Central Spire in the distance: the tallest tower in all of Hell, which had been
the nexus point in many ways when it had been a dimension instead of a planet. For the longest

time, the lizard looked at this as he was joined by the others… and then he glanced over his
shoulder, at a long, sprawling field behind them, filled with crops, before turning his eyes
forwards again as Desire said softly: “It still stands, Lord Zerrex… weather, chaos, magic,
nothing budges it… and council meetings and daily life still go on inside of it, too, even if the
rings, as you can see, are still being reconstructed…”
Zerrex looked down and nodded slowly: during the merge of Hell into the physical plane,
the legendary Nine Circles of Hell had collapsed… as had many other superstructures, cities, and
other areas around the now-planet. Furthermore, other Hells had been merged with their own, as
had the terrible desert that had surrounded their own Hell and blocked it off from other places
when it had been its own plane of existence.
It was all ridiculously complex, but the reptile felt like he was starting to get a handle on
it again, as he gazed over the Spire with a bit of a smile… and then he looked over the cliffs
again, watching as figures in the great distance worked on landscaping, shoring up walls, and
rebuilding old structures. Then he looked up at the sky above, which was dark and full of
sparkling stars, black clouds slowly passing over it here and there before the reptile looked past
the Spire to see where the ground touched the sky. “I don‟t think I appreciated how nice it is to
see a horizon in Hell before… I think I was always too preoccupied with the Old Gods to
notice.”
Anathema laughed a bit at this, looking over at Zerrex with a slight smile as she crossed
her arms. “Well, I don‟t see how you could have not noticed… this is the first time I‟m seeing it,
and this… this is so different from the Hell I knew.” She looked up quietly at the stars above,
murmuring softly as she pointed at the sky. “Look, constellations from the mortal world… how
strange and beautiful…”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit over at her as Sin nodded with a soft laugh, and then Desire
sat down on the grass, and Zerrex did the same, adjusting his sword behind him as Sammy leapt
down from his shoulder to paw through the grasses, running curiously around them as Sin joined
them carefully after a moment. Anathema continued to stand, still staring at the sky… and then
Zerrex snapped his fingers, and she blinked before looking down and dropping heavily on her
rear with a grunt. “I see no familiar faces here, though.”
“Well, I thought first we could fill Lord Zerrex in on the changes Hell has seen.” Sin said
softly, and Anathema nodded before she sprawled on her back, looking up at the stars above. The
reptile looked over her, at her bony body and softly-pulsing, visible heart, and then at the
softness her sensed more than saw in her eyes… and she had a strange, beautiful magnificence
about her, as her sister Naganatine started: “For one thing, as you obviously already know,
Firenze is now the High King… and Mercy a High Princess, although we have already discussed
the possibility of her returning to being an Ambassador and myself resuming my responsibilities
as a High Throne. She enjoys the work… but she prefers a role that lets her actively interact with
other cultures, particularly mortal ones. I think… she looks in a way, to carry on Annabelle‟s
work as a cultural expert.”
Zerrex nodded, gazing over at Sin as she looked at him softly for a moment, the reptile
thinking of how his lost daughter Blueberry had always been so fascinated by mortal cultures…
and then he motioned for her to continue, and Sin nodded back. “Over the last few years, there
have been mild skirmishes for territory between Elysium and Eslovius… but due to the fact that
the beings of Eslovius are primarily amphibious aquatic creatures, they pose no real threat. They
are extremely aggressive and territorial… but Firenze has been patient with them so far, and they
have learned to respect our borders in most territories.

“The Deserted Realms are the opposite… we have good trade relations established with
them, and after the Lost Lord‟s generous aid, Firenze offered him several unused tracts of
territory, to develop colonies and farms on in a less-hostile environment than the deserts. But the
Lost Lord refused… he said he didn‟t wish to impose upon us at all.” Sin smiled a bit. “He has a
deep sense of honor, and his tribes are used to suffering and hardship. I think you would get
along well with them.”
Zerrex nodded, rubbing at his face slowly before he sat back, as Sin continued softly:
“Hell itself has not changed to as great an extreme as was first feared… we‟ve been working on
developing technology and aiding the mortal realm in rebuilding itself, but we‟re also continuing
our own daily traditions and doing what all of us still view as our primary job, which is still to
provide an afterlife. After much debate, High King Firenze also decided against allowing a
constant flow of transports on and off Hell… even if it is only symbolic, people must still be
taught to recognize that this is the afterlife, and that they have moved on from the mortal realm.
“Of course, there haven‟t been many deaths since the last battle with Athéos… but souls
did continue to flow from the space stations to here as well as Heaven, although a fair portion
were also drawn directly to the Unworld.” Sin halted, then she said quietly: “A motion was put
forwards recently that we should help expedite the work of the mortals in returning to their
world, even if it‟s a bit hypocritical with High King Firenze‟s current stance of disallowing a
constant immigration-emigration from the space colonies and the few places on the mortal world
still livable.”
The Drakkaren nodded, and when everyone just looked at him, he finally made a face,
rubbing at his head slowly before he asked dumbly: “What, do you want me to make a decision
on this? Sin, despite Anathema‟s help, I still feel like I‟m missing plenty of memories… and
plenty of knowledge about Hell and… everything else. I mean, I know the mortal realm was
horribly wounded, but…”
“Seventy-two percent of the mortal world has died.” Sin said softly, and Zerrex looked up
sharply, the Naganatine smiling faintly at him. “Plants will not grow in the arid soil, weather
patterns are sporadic – if they exist at all – and over little more than a decade, the decay of the
world almost doubled. The Old God‟s calculations were correct… they only needed to destroy so
much of the planet‟s viable land, and now the rest is quickly on its way to destruction as we
speak.”
Zerrex sighed, rubbing at his face slowly before he mumbled: “Then it isn‟t really
hypocrisy to save the planet… after all, without the mortal world, Hell and Heaven will both be
destroyed… don‟t tell me that Heaven is still trying to remain aloof from everything, though.”
Sin looked away awkwardly, and Desire muttered: “One could almost go so far to say
that they were suicidal, Daddy… they‟re of little help when it comes to matters like this, and you
know that as well as I do. Everything‟s just one big goddamn mess up there.”
The Drakkaren made a face, and then he said dryly: “Well, in that case, I guess it‟s up to
us demons to once again save the mortal world and let Heaven take all the goddamn credit. How
the hell do you save a dying world, though? Plant some trees? No, you said plants won‟t take…”
“The planting process can only take place after we renew the viability of the water supply
and heal the poisoned soil.” Sin said softly, nodding with a blush. Zerrex looked at her for a few
moments, and then she glanced down, rubbing at her head slowly. “I‟ll be honest, Lord Zerrex…
Firenze wanted me to talk to you about this, and find out your thoughts on the matter. He says
often that he feels like he‟s not half the High King you were… and also that he‟s beginning to
understand why you would run away from your responsibilities so often.”

The lizard cleared his throat, grinning a bit as Anathema laughed and even Desire smiled
faintly, and then he shook his head before saying finally: “Well… I hear there are still transports
now and then from and to Hell, though… are those just supplies?”
“Well, mainly. There are special circumstance cases, too, where people can move back
and forth… science personnel, and ambassadors, mainly. Of course, the atmospheres of both
Heaven and Hell are toxic to mortals… short term exposure just causes discomfort, but long term
exposure means coma and death.” Sin answered, lacing her fingers together in her lap. “We‟ve
also been sending… Scavenger ships, are they called? We send them to the mortal world to
collect supplies and help out with settlements when our aid is requested, or with destroying a
Mechanized Primordial.”
Zerrex nodded, rubbing at his face slowly as he murmured: “Then I‟m glad to hear that…
but here in Hell, do the Scholars and Scribes still exist?”
“As well as the Historians, and their powers are functioning normally now that the
corruption has returned.” Sin replied with a smile, and Zerrex felt both relieved and concerned at
the same time. The Scholars, after all, were beings of immense age and power, capable of
bending the laws of Hell and who kept records of all those who lived and died… while the
Scribes were mages of great power who aided in enforcing the Scholar‟s laws and will, able to
distort reality to an extent. “Firenze has instructed them to keep to Elysium, to avoid upsetting
the other two nations… but we‟re unsure of how great or powerful their reach is. And the
Historians have resumed their predictions and recording… although none of them predicted your
return, Lord Zerrex. But as their abilities all seem to be functioning normally, it means the
Inquisitors are able to do their jobs without worry and the High Thrones are under a degree of
Divine Protection once more.”
“Well, you know me. I‟m full of surprises.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he looked up at
the sky as Sammy jumped into his lap and curled up, stroking a hand over the pet‟s back. He was
honestly surprised at how fast he‟d gotten used to the little pseudodragon again – especially
considering the fact he was literally just a skeleton – but at the same time, he thought that it was
only natural. Once upon a time, after all, they had made a pact to save Sammy‟s life… and ever
since then, the two had shared a powerful bond. Not that we didn’t get along before then, too.
“And what about-”
“Oh enough!” Anathema said suddenly, jumping to her feet, and Zerrex winced before
she grabbed his arm and jerked him up to his feet, Desire glowering as Sin got to her own with a
frown and Sammy squeaked, rolling around on his back before he vanished into thin air and
reappeared on the reptile‟s shoulder; teleportation had been one of the creature‟s favorite tricks
while alive. “Come on, there are other things to do, other people to see. The last thing we need is
for him to be bogged down in bureaucracy when we should be trying to regain some of your
memories. The only memories to be gained here are boring ones.”
Anathema created a portal, and Sin held up a hand, forcing it closed as she said in a halfconcerned, half-aggravated voice: “Sister, we aren‟t done yet, though…”
“Sister, sister, sister.” Anathema mocked, and Sin glared at her before the Naganatine
leaned forwards, putting her hands on her hips as Zerrex stepped back with a wince. “What, am I
getting on your nerves?”
And then Sin‟s face twitched, becoming furious for a moment before she rose a hand and
snapped her fingers, and Anathema blinked stupidly before the upper half of her body simply
exploded, Desire shrieking and Zerrex gaping as he fell heavily on his rear, chunks of bone and a
bloody rain falling before Sin paled and covered her own mouth, looking ill. There was silence

as the last few chunks of gore struck the ground… and then the bones along the ground shivered
before piecing themselves quickly back together, and Anathema reformed with a grunt, grasping
at her skull and looking dizzy as she murmured: “Well, that was a little bit overboard.”
“I am so sorry, Anathema, I… I don‟t know what came over me…” Sin murmured,
stepping forwards and grasping her sister‟s shoulder, and then she looked over her with concern
as she rubbed slowly at the metallic side of her face… but by her flush, Zerrex thought that Sin
did have some idea, and his eyes drew over her quietly before he stood up. “Are you okay?”
“I… just need a short nap.” Anathema said finally, and then she glanced over at Zerrex.
He nodded, and she became skeletal before she broke apart, quickly attaching herself to the
Drakkaren as she murmured in his mind: Don’t ask, just drop the subject for now. Let’s just say
that the damage to her head has brought a bit of the old Sin back to the surface…
That’s the old Sin? Zerrex asked dumbly in his mind, but there was no response as the
reptile glanced at the skull on his shoulder before he looked at Sin, who was still rubbing at the
metal side of her head. Then she smiled awkwardly at Zerrex, half-bowing to him as she
murmured: “Perhaps I should retire for a short rest at the Tower, then… Desire, you don‟t mind
taking Lord Zerrex to the Ravenlight Estate…”
“Not at all.” Desire opened a portal, smiling hesitantly to her father, and Zerrex smiled
faintly in return before he glanced over at Sin… and she looked at him quietly for a moment
before stepping forwards impulsively and hugging him, and Zerrex hugged her back tightly,
before her mouth found his, and they kissed slowly… and then she drew back, a gleam in her eye
as she created a portal of her own and vanished quickly through it. Then Zerrex stepped through
the portal Desire opened, and she followed him, saying softly: “Thanks for not pressing the issue,
Father… Sin‟s had… a rough time this last little while. She‟s been a little… different after
everything she went through.”
Zerrex nodded slowly as they emerged into the main hall of the Estate, the reptile looking
back and forth before he glanced at the ceiling, and Desire smiled a bit, saying quietly: “Things
are almost exactly as you left it… we even… left your room alone.” She stopped, then patted
him quietly on the arm. “Firenze also kept the rooms reserved for those in need of shelter open,
and my sisters Alexia, Xei, and Lillian have all been helping out Mercy and a few of your other
children in maintaining them and helping guests. He‟s… he‟s been doing a good job. When he
first started, people were scared and even cruel, saying he was too young, too inexperienced…
but he‟s as wise as you always told us he was, Daddy.”
The Drakkaren laughed quietly, nodding as they walked over to the stairs… but then
Zerrex simply sat down on them as Sammy scuttled around the hall, inspecting things here and
there with cheery chirps every now and then. “I‟m glad to hear it, in that case… so what about
everyone, have they been holding up okay? There are so many people I want to see…”
Desire nodded with a bit of a smile, and then she paused before squatting in front of him,
asking softly: “Daddy, do you remember your ten millionth birthday party in the Cuddle Room?”
Zerrex made a face at this, leaning back as he rubbed at his head slowly before saying
dryly: “I‟d forgotten how old I was. Now that‟s something I wouldn‟t mind forgetting again…
but yeah, now that you mention it, I kind of do. Why?”
“Well, I was thinking… maybe I could get some people together. There wouldn‟t be
nearly as big a crowd there now, now that… well… you know.” Desire said quietly, and Zerrex
nodded slowly as he understood what she was getting at. Then she leaned forwards, putting her
hands on his legs as she said softly: “I don‟t think you‟d hurt any of us, Zerrex… and I think that
the only thing you‟d feel would be the affection we all share for you. If you prefer, though…”

“No, I think… I dunno. I‟d feel… a lot more comfortable if I had some way to control
these powers.” Zerrex said quietly, looking down at his hands… and then he looked up as Desire
smiled faintly at him. “What?”
“Well, for all your talk about those powers going out of control, I haven‟t seen you even
use them once.” Desire said gently, and Zerrex looked surprised before the female reached out
and stroked his face quietly. “You aren‟t someone who just… uses things willy-nilly, Father.
You never have been. That‟s part of the reason why you‟re such a good Master for an Iuratus
like myself… you don‟t make us do everything for you, which shows both control as well as a
confidence in your own abilities you rarely display anywhere else.”
Zerrex grunted, opening his mouth to argue, but Desire immediately pushed her finger
against his muzzle, before she said softly: “But don‟t forget… we were bonded by the ceremony,
so I can feel your emotions almost as well as I know you can feel mine, especially in these close
quarters. And I‟m also your daughter… so I want what will be best for you in a lot of ways.
Parents don‟t just take care of their children, after all… a child‟s duty is also to take care of its
parents… especially when her father has been as loving and considerate as you.”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit at this, visibly touched… and then Anathema murmured from
somewhere inside of him: Love… family… I suppose when we were children, we were too stupid
to recognize Naganis as our father…
Zerrex didn‟t know if he was supposed to hear that or not, so he let it pass as Anathema
lapsed back into silence, instead focusing his attention on Desire as he said softly: “Well…
maybe. But first I guess I should try and find Cherry… not that it‟ll be hard to find her or the
others, I‟m sure.”
“They‟re probably catching up with Priest and Mercy… Hell really doesn‟t need four
Thrones these days, since things are slow and mostly just internal relations. You laid a lot of the
groundwork for the merge yourself, you know, Father… and all the rest of Hell‟s rules, laws, and
regulations did most of the rest of the work, which Firenze is very grateful for.” Desire replied
with a bit of a smile, then she glanced to the side before adding hesitantly: “I‟d really like it if
you‟d let me call up Serenity, though… a few members of your unofficial Iuratus and harem
have also been pining for you, but Serenity is… well…”
“Yes, I understand what you mean. Go ahead.” Zerrex said softly, and then he smiled
dryly at her as she gave him a look, before he closed his eyes and concentrated… and a moment
later, a portal opened as Serenity heard his silent command, the connection between them
apparently still more than viable even after all these years as she half-ran through the portal
before catching herself and dropping to a kneel.
She tried to speak, and her voice broke, so she cleared her throat before finally looking up
at her Father and Master, whispering: “Serenity Narrius, here at your request… and I would like
to apologize for my failure in saving my sister and sisters-in-arms… and most of all, for failing
to protect my father…”
He gazed at her softly, taking in her shape and size: a Drakkaren who was athletic and
strong, with small breasts currently protected by a large golden plate that was half-wrapped
around her body and held on by silver chains, leaf-shaped plates made of the same metal and
connected by silver chains as well hanging over her groin and legs. Her scales were vibrant
green, turning to gold over her chest and with patches the same color over her body here and
there, and a network of battle scars lined her face and now her forearms, these latter much newer.
Like him, her eyes were gemstone green… and like him, she could be overly-serious at times,
and tended to feel far too much guilt for her own good about things out of her control.

Zerrex rose a hand to her, and she immediately stood up, snapping to attention… and the
male lizard stood himself, walking over to her and reaching out to grasp her shoulders gently as
he said with quiet amusement: “Now is that any way to say hello to your father after eleven
years, Serenity?”
Serenity trembled… then she hugged him tightly and pushed her head against his chest,
murmuring as she clutched him tightly: “Fuck, why do you always have to go against every
goddamn protocol imaginable… Zerrex, I was… I was so scared you‟d disown me as both
Iuratus and daughter and I didn‟t know what would hurt more, after I… after I failed to protect
some of your best friends and Cypress and so many members of your family…”
“But you saved who you could, and you protected yourself… Serenity, one of the most
painful lessons I‟ve learned in life is you can‟t save everyone…” Zerrex stopped, then he smiled
faintly as he held a hand out, and Sammy appeared in it after a moment, the skeleton hopping up
with a cheerful chirp and startling Serenity as she staggered backwards, reaching a hand back
automatically to grasp the hilt of the silver longsword on her back made from one single, long
piece of metal. “But sometimes death is only just the beginning.”
“Little Knight Dove…” Serenity whispered after a moment of shock, and Sammy chirped
proudly, raising his head before the demoness gazed up at Zerrex reverently, reaching a hand out
to stroke down the pseudodragon‟s neck hesitantly at the same time, making it growl in quiet
delight at the contact. “My Gods, but how? Did you…”
“No, no, it was… a friend.” Zerrex said finally, with a bit of a smile at the skull on his
shoulder. Anathema was silent, however, so he decided to let this go for the moment as he gazed
at Serenity again as she carefully picked Sammy up, the skeleton allowing himself to be curled
against her front as she stared at him with wonderment before he asked quietly: “So tell me, how
long have you been wearing that Iuratus armor of yours, waiting to see me again?”
“Since we had word that you were alive, and Thor and Gilgamesh were dispatched to
ensure no accidents occurred.” Serenity murmured, smiling a bit up at him before she rubbed a
hand over her stomach slowly, and Zerrex noted another new scar there, as she added quietly: “I
haven‟t had much use for it since the old days… it‟s not exactly good for protecting me from
pain, after all.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, reaching up to knock gently on the plate that covered her chest. “But
it could be worse, too. Not like armor‟s ever done me much good.”
Serenity laughed dryly, then she rubbed a hand slowly over her face, fingers tracing
through the scars on her cheek as she murmured: “I can barely believe you‟re here, Zerrex… and
with so much energy, so much power…” She stopped, then frowned a bit as she looked at the
skull on his shoulder, but a moment later she shook her head, disregarding whatever presence she
felt as she glanced up at him embarrassedly. “I fear I haven‟t set much of a good example since
you‟ve been gone, though. Getting into lots of fights, not doing a very good job protecting
Firenze or instructing Desire.”
“You always did a fine job, Serenity.” Desire piped up, and then she winced when
Serenity leaned around Zerrex to glare at her, the female covering her mouth as she mumbled.
“Sorry, protocol, right.”
“Oh, let it go. I say to hell with protocol for now.” Zerrex said mildly, and Serenity made
a face as if this visibly pained her, glancing up at him awkwardly, before Sammy chirped in her
hands and she smiled faintly, looking down at him again. He gazed down as well, and he
scratched quietly between the horns that jutted from the skeleton‟s naked skull: Serenity had
been there the day Sammy had died, had been one of the reasons that Zerrex and Sin had been

able to destroy the dark god they had battled on the road that day… and so he wasn‟t surprised
the two were showing such affection for each other, if only because of old memories. “The past
isn‟t important… speaking of which, I was kind of surprised to see an Old God and… whatever
Thor is… helping me out.”
“Thor‟s the brother of Loki… half-brother, I should say.” Serenity said mildly, shaking
her head and making a face. “He‟s almost more annoying than Loki, but he‟s got a good heart, I
suppose is the expression. Of course, I could also say that I was surprised at seeing you let a
monster like Borok live… but at the same time, I‟m not.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and before he could ask, Serenity continued dryly: “We already
sent a shuttle to Heosphoros, and now it‟s coming back with Borok… Ashcroft Ixin is very eager
to poke and prod at him to see if he can better understand his condition, but Firenze motioned for
psychological counseling first after Cindy explained what happened. She volunteered to help
with the counseling and helping him understand both his condition and how they can treat him,
mentally as well as physically.”
The Drakkaren smiled at her, and then he patted her on the cheek as he said softly:
“Never gotten out of old habits, have you? But I‟m glad to hear that… and I appreciate you
helping to keep me informed with things. I don‟t think Borok will prove a threat… a handful
maybe, but definitely not a threat.”
“Just like you then, in other words.” Serenity said mildly, and Sammy chirped loudly as
Zerrex shook his head, smiling a bit despite himself before she continued in a series voice: “But
Borok is invulnerable, or very close to it nonetheless… and he‟s done massive amounts of
damage in the past, all over the mortal world and throughout their space colonies. If he goes out
of control, I‟m not entirely sure he can be stopped.”
The male rubbed at his head, looking at her for a few moments, and Serenity looked back
steadfastly before finally grumbling, crossing her arms and leaning back as she said sourly: “I‟m
just saying. Furthermore, if you listened to me for a change, you‟d end up in a lot fewer
dangerous situations… and a lot less hurt now and then, too.”
Zerrex shrugged at this, and Serenity rubbed at her head before she blushed a bit when he
hugged her with one arm against his chest, poking her forehead with his other hand. “But then
what would be the use of you, Serenity? You‟re my Iuratus, after all… it‟s your job to protect me
from the horrible dangers I throw myself into.”
“That, I fear, is almost impossible.” Serenity muttered, and Zerrex laughed a bit before he
opened his other arm to Desire, and she ran over and gladly snuggled up against his other side.
For a moment, the three stood like that as Sammy hopped down to dance around their legs,
chirping and bouncing, and then they finally parted before Serenity looked up at the reptile,
saying quietly: “In any event, I‟ve also been informed about your new powers, and how you
react based upon emotions and reflex. I was thinking we could consult with Priest on the
matter… he‟s the one who designed Firenze‟s new control collar, after all, so he‟s become more
familiar with the technology in the days since… you‟ve been gone.”
Zerrex nodded, smiling at her before he looked at Desire, saying mildly: “Works for us,
huh? We were going to find Cherry anyway, and gods know she torments that kid as much as she
can… and if Priest is familiar with this level of tech, maybe after he builds me some… device to
help regulate myself, then I‟d feel more comfortable being with all the family in one place at one
time.”
“I‟m going to have to say no to that until Priest is able to rig you up a control device…
not for fear of you hurting us, but instead of you hurting yourself, trying to hold all those

emotions in at bay.” Serenity said mildly, and Desire blushed a bit as the female looked across at
her, the senior Iuratus tapping her own temple. “Remember to take everything into account, not
just the obvious… and whenever Zerrex talks about accidentally hurting someone, that‟s usually
code for accidentally hurting himself.”
“You… go to hell.” Zerrex said flatly, and Serenity looked at him blankly for a moment
as Desire giggled behind a hand, before the reptile squeezed them both, then asked her mildly:
“Fine, Serenity, then where‟s Priest?”
“They‟re in the fields behind the Estate…” Serenity said mildly, and Zerrex tilted his
head upwards, making her frown before she opened her mouth… and a moment later, she and
Desire both staggered against him as they vanished from thin air to reappear in a small courtyard
surrounded by tall hedges, the ground here layered with white stone tile between which tall
grasses grew.
Cherry leapt backwards with a squawk, flailing her arms as Priest gaped, but Marina and
Cindy only continued their conversation from where they sat in plain wooden chairs around a
weathered wooden table. Mahihko and Vampire, on the other hand, both clapped as Thor
shouted some inarticulate praise, raising an enormous metal flagon full of some substance that
sloshed over the top as he smacked a figure beside him hard on the shoulder. “Loki, mine
brother, we have company most honored join us now at this hour!”
“I don‟t know about honored.” Loki said sourly, as he sipped slowly at the curly straw
going into whatever neon blue drink he in his glass, a slice of lime and a few miniature umbrellas
sticking out of the cup. Then the black-furred otter stood up, rolling his shoulders to make his
leather trenchcoat crinkle as his dark eyes sized Zerrex up carefully, before he reached his free
hand up and swept back his multicolored hair: mainly white, but with a streak of gold and purple
down one of the main, stylized bangs that hung over his face. “Zerrex Narrius, you just can‟t stay
dead, can you?”
Zerrex smiled a bit at this figure, sizing up his pretty-boy exterior as Loki adjusted the
layer of five belts that went up his lithe abdominals to connect into a bandolier that crossed his
chest. Jeans covered his lower body, and fingerless gloves his hands as he strode forwards,
looking up disdainfully at Zerrex from his seven feet of height… before he slowly rose the straw
to his muzzle again, sipping at it before his head was rocked forwards as Thor slapped him hard
on the back, almost making him swallow the straw as Thor said cheerfully: “Ignore my beloved
brother, acclaimed Lord Zerrex! He loves to jest… why, all the times we have played such jokes
on each other, I laugh to think of!”
Thor then threw his head back, laughing loudly as if to make his point perfectly clear…
and as Serenity and Desire stared, Cherry sidled up to grab Zerrex and pull him carefully away as
Thor eyed the two females, before he bowed deeply and took Serenity‟s hand with surprise
delicacy. “And fair maiden, what is your name?”
Serenity blushed a bit, looking surprised as Thor looked up at her with disarming naivety,
and a horrible look passed over Loki‟s face before he grumbled and swept past Desire to stand
with Zerrex and Cherry, moodily sipping at his drink again as Cherry looked over at him and
said mildly: “Dude, your bro be smooth.”
“Half-brother.” Loki snapped irritably, and then he glowered at Zerrex before turning an
even more sour look on Thor as Serenity giggled, blushing deep red as Thor exclaimed
something: Zerrex had to admit, he felt somewhat surprised himself at Thor‟s charm. “That son
of a bitch has always been able to steal the ladies from me… he‟s huge, he‟s got that stupid
charm of his, he‟s… stupid…”

Loki fell into a fit of brooding, before he looked darkly over at Zerrex, asking him
sharply: “And what the hell are you doing alive, seriously? Weren‟t you the same guy who
nearly got creamed by me in a fight, how the hell did you beat Athéos?”
“I didn‟t.” Zerrex rubbed the back of his head awkwardly, and Loki looked at him
moodily. For a moment, he looked as if he wanted to continue the conversation… and then Thor
came over and wrapped an arm around his neck in what was obviously supposed to be a
brotherly half-hug, but instead Loki choked loudly as he was throttled, Thor apparently not
noticing as he drank from his flagon and spilled its contents down his chin and over the otter‟s
face.
“I hope that I am not interrupting a conversation of mighty importance, but I was curious,
Lord Zerrex, if thou didst have any plans to once more reclaim thy rightful place as mighty High
King of Hell?” Thor asked curiously, and the Drakkaren made a face, rubbing at his head. The
god looked at him for a moment, then laughed at his reaction, smiling as he drew his arm free
and slapped Loki on the shoulder almost hard enough to knock him down. “What a creature thou
art! So visibly wise, and yet so terrified of using thy wisdom… Lord Zerrex, I pray thee listen to
me for a moment, so that I may explain to thee a story of great importance to myself and my
brother, of many years ago during Odin‟s reign in the days before I was embattled with the fifty
mighty dragons that sought to enslave all of Midgard-”
“Okay, we‟re going.” Loki said immediately, grabbing Thor by the shoulders, and the
god had enough time to blink before they both vanished in a cloud of smoke, Zerrex and Cherry
exchanging a stupefied look.
“Weird guy, that Thor.” Cherry said finally, then she shrugged and poked Zerrex a few
times, asking him curiously as Vampire and Mahihko toddled up on either side of him and
hugged his legs tightly, making the reptile wince. “So you holding up here okay? Cindy said
you‟d do better here anyway, that the corruption in the air would help stabilize you.”
“I think she was right… and oh, right. Cindy?” Zerrex looked over at her, and she looked
up from her conversation with Marina before the Drakkaren smiled a bit, knocking on the skull
on his shoulder… and Cindy‟s eyes widened before Anathema slowly peeled off his body and
formed at his side, the female yawning and stretching slowly as she smacked her lips loudly,
making Vampire and Mahihko both squeak as they went from clinging to the Drakkaren to
hiding behind him and clinging to each other. “I thought you‟d want to see this old friend.”
“Anathema…” Cindy breathed, and then she ran over and hugged her tightly, the undead
Naganatine looking shocked as she spread her arms out to either side. “I never got to thank you
for… for saving my life, and my father‟s life… you taught us all a lot of things, helped us out
and-”
“Get off me, angel, you‟re making me uncomfortable.” Anathema replied rudely, then
she grumbled when Cindy only hugged her again with a laugh, the half-skeletal being
unsuccessfully trying to wriggle free. “In the name of Naganis, why the hell do you have such a
strong grip?”
“She works out.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he stepped backwards as he looked at
Vampire and Mahihko, before he smiled a bit and held a hand out… and a moment later, Sammy
appeared in it, the skeleton standing with his back arched and head proudly high, making the two
wolves screech at roughly the same octave despite their different sizes… before they both stared
as the pseudodragon skeleton leaned its head forwards and chirped before dancing on Zerrex‟s
hand, Cherry gaping before the reptile murmured softly: “Don‟t you want to say hi to Sammy,
Mahihko?”

The wolf stared as Sammy looked down at him curiously… and then he held his arms
open with a gasp as the tiny skeleton hopped down towards him, before the wolf giggled as he
pulled Sammy tight against his chest, looking adoringly up at his father as tears shone in his
eyes. “Oh wow, oh wow, oh wow! Sammy‟s back, look, Cherry, Daddy brought Sammy back!
He feels so neat against my fur, he‟s so cute even if he is just all bony now!”
“Nah, it was Anathema.” Zerrex said softly, tilting his head towards her, and Anathema
spat a very disgusting curse at him before she yelped as Cindy squeezed her all the tighter. The
Drakkaren smiled a bit at the ensuing chaos, Vampire and Mahihko half-fighting over the
skeleton as Anathema pried Cindy off and Cherry bounced over to grin and accuse her of being
„a good bitch after all,‟ and the reptile carefully strode over to where Priest had awkwardly
joined Marina and his two Iuratus. The latter female was sketching and dead to the world now,
and Serenity was observing while Desire was relaxing with a smile, watching her father… and
Priest rubbed slowly at his head, gazing around warmly at the mix of euphoria, frustration, and
overall joy.
Zerrex pulled over a chair from another table, sitting down in it before Priest leaned over,
looking at him curiously as he absently traced a pattern on the table with one finger. “So Desire
here mentioned you wanted me to build a control device of some kind for you… you sure you
need one, Dad? You seem to be holding up spectacularly well here… and even with all this
energy in the air and shit. And besides…” Priest made a face as Anathema tore one of her own
arms off, then slapped Cherry in the face with it, Serenity‟s eyes bulging as she covered her
mouth to try and repress a laugh and Cherry standing with one finger raised, gaping stupidly. “If
you can put up with them and the special ed wolf squad without breaking shit, I think you‟re
fine.”
Zerrex looked at where Vampire was gleefully chewing on Sammy‟s tail, as Mahihko
poked his fingers through various parts of Sammy‟s body as the pseudodragon simply basked in
the attention, apparently either not feeling or not caring about what the wolves were doing… and
then, before he could speak, Marina said absently: “Cindy theorized Zerrex would do better here
in part because of the energy in the air… Zerrex‟s body type has always been high-energy in
makeup, and corruption has been known to not only permit supernatural beings to use some of
their abilities, it regulates and modulates specific powers. Therefore, it acts to maintain him
better… but it still doesn‟t mean that it completely negates what could happen if Zerrex were to
lose control…” She stopped, then looked up with a soft smile, green eyes gazing lovingly across
at her father. “Not that it matters if he does.”
Zerrex disagreed with this privately, even as he smiled awkwardly at her, not in the mood
for some big debate on what was truly important… but Marina only gazed at him fawningly
before she returned to sketching. Then the Drakkaren looked over at Priest, who was rubbing at
his head slowly as he murmured: “Well, because Firenze… does have to use his powers every
now and then, I started working on an advanced design for a power modulator with Sin. It‟s still
in the planning stages, but if I could get it to work, I could build you something that could give
you… well, a lot more control over your abilities.” He stopped, then made a face as he shook his
head. “It‟s too bad you didn‟t come back with the Nanotech Armlet, though. That would have
made an excellent medium to build off of, especially since it was already synched to you and
everything.”
“What, this?” Before Zerrex even knew what he was doing, he held his hands out… and
slowly, a semi-translucent shape formed before it filled in, first grey and flat… and then the
shape took on texture as well as clearer colors, clearly in the shape of a manacle that would fit

perfectly over the Drakkaren‟s left arm, with a large, protruding disc-like structure on the top
next to a spotless keyboard. Both Priest and the lizard looked at this dumbly, and then Zerrex
said finally, as he looked awkwardly at his son: “Now, you see why I need something to help me
control this stuff? What if one day I hold a hand out and say… I dunno… I wish for a bomb?”
As the lizard spoke, he leaned back and held his hand out… and then he stared in horror
as a large, black sphere with an oversized fuse sticking out of it appeared in his hand, before the
Drakkaren winced as he shoved his hands together and tore it apart as if he was tearing up a
sheet of paper, the explosive becoming surreal as pieces of it floated to the ground like cloth.
Priest gaped as Serenity looked sour and Desire stared in shock… but only Cherry had noticed
otherwise, shoving past Anathema to walk over to Zerrex and gently pat him on the shoulder.
“Boss, uh. Calm down.”
“Right.” Zerrex rubbed at his head, closing his eyes as he breathed slowly in and out…
and bit-by-bit, he felt himself regaining control again, before he opened his eyes and smiled
faintly across at Priest. “Sorry, I… I dunno. I still don‟t feel entirely like myself. It‟s like how I
can remember you… and that you‟re the best engineer in Hell, and my son… but I can‟t
remember… where you went to school, or how… Cherry and I raised you…”
Zerrex looked down with a quiet frown, as Cherry gently rubbed over his back, gazing at
him with a softness not usually seen on her… and then Priest cleared his throat as he took the
armlet, rubbing over it slowly and looking amazed at the fact it felt and seemed to be real metal
as he murmured: “Dad, don‟t worry about it, okay? I‟ll put this as my top priority… as it is,
Firenze can control himself except when things go really crazy, so I don‟t think he even needs
another goddamn collar. I‟ll build you the best damn modulator I can, I just need… time.” He
stopped, then looked from his mother to Zerrex as his father glanced up with a faint smile. “In
the meantime, I can give you one of Firenze‟s older-model collars or manacles, though…
something you can wear to restrain your powers at least a little.”
The Drakkaren shook his head, however, holding up his hands. “No, I think as long as I
don‟t involve myself in anything too arduous, I should be fine… and Marina can keep my
thoughts calm and Anathema can monitor me, too.”
“And I‟ll gladly do so.” Anathema said dryly, walking over to him and resting a hand on
his head as Marina glared at her… but this was missed entirely as the undead Naganatine
glowered over at Cindy, who was now holding Sammy with a bright smile on her face as
Vampire and Mahihko continued to sit and beam at the skeletal little pseudodragon. “It gets me
away from the rest of the freak-shows in this family, like that daughter of yours who was far too
interested in necromantic reconfiguration and transmogrification to display a healthy mind.”
“I don‟t understand what you just said but I‟m just going to say that Cindy‟s curious, and
probably looking for a way to help Borok.” Zerrex said lamely, even as he felt a twinge inside of
him. He thought Cindy was also still clinging to the idea that he would transform her
somehow… and the Drakkaren shook his head before he looked at Anathema as she frowned and
glanced over him curiously. “Stop that.”
Instead of embarrassing him by bringing these thoughts up, however, Anathema said
mildly: “Now that I‟m around demons again… you no longer bear the energy signature of a
demon, you know. Not that it‟s any surprise… after the energies and essences you absorbed, it
would only be ridiculous if you hadn‟t been changed physiologically by them… and with the
powers you possess, I think we all know what you are.”
There was a silence for a moment, enough that it drew even the others over to the table as
the Drakkaren looked down awkwardly, wanting to run away and hide… before Marina

murmured softly, as she turned her sketchbook around to show off the picture of Zerrex floating
in space, moving the massive colonies with his bare hands: “My father has become a god.”
Zerrex winced, then he held up his hands before looking stupidly at his right arm, making
the scales peel away from his fingers to show off the warped claws as he pointed at them and
said dumbly: “But look at this!” A pause, and then he pointed at his head, concentrating… and a
moment later, a pair of large bull horns pushed out of his skull, bending at the middle to point
forwards, before another pair of ram‟s horns joined them, the Drakkaren babbling almost
stupidly: “And this! I mean, these are the only demonic characteristics of my old body I
remember at the moment, but I know I have more and that I‟m a demon and an Incarnation and
that‟s still too much power for me to handle, but it‟s less than me as a god, and-”
Anathema smacked the back of his neck with a fist, and the Drakkaren grit his teeth as his
entire body gave one horrible ache before going limp, feeling suddenly tired as the undead
Naganatine muttered: “One of the most powerful beings in the universe and he has a panic attack
over being outright told it, even after he‟s done such monumental feats as creating objects from
thin air and bringing me back from the darkness. You idiot, get a hold of yourself. It‟s nothing
you didn‟t know or have already, it‟s just a stupid title.”
The Drakkaren wanted to argue, but his body wanted more to just rest for another
moment as he slumped a bit, feeling the others looking at him with concern… and Anathema
polished her claws against her ribs, saying calmly: “Oh, don‟t mind him, he‟s not moping. Well,
he probably is, but I also just temporarily drained his energy to stop him from exploding. He‟ll
be fine in a few minutes, and probably well on the way to another anxiety attack.”
“Then let‟s just leave Dad alone for now.” Priest said firmly, before he glared at Vampire
as the black wolf reached out and poked Zerrex‟s arm a few times, electing a grumble from the
lizard. “Do I have to put you in a headlock?”
Vampire grinned widely at this… and then Priest narrowed his eyes dangerously, and the
wolf staggered quickly backwards, pinwheeling his eyes before he snapped to attention and
declared: “As a Captain in service with the Royal Guard, I humbly offer my services to aid in the
protection of my former superior officer, and… beat up people who try to piss off the Boss.” The
wolf looked lame, but when Priest sighed, he brightened and bounced over to him. “So what do
you want me to do first? Hey, Zerrex, you need a bed-buddy?”
“Vampire, you‟re on guard duty at the door to the sleep chamber where Zerrex has been
staying. I want you to monitor people… they might have good intentions, but the last thing we
need is Dad getting annoyed by people.” Priest ordered, and Vampire grumbled but then nodded,
creating a portal and hopping through it as he waved goodbye to Zerrex and Mahihko. The little
wolf waved forlornly after him, and then Priest hesitated before he leaned forwards, asking the
small lupine gently: “I hear you have electrical powers, isn‟t that right?”
Mahihko nodded, staring up at the huge Dragokkaren-demon raptly, as Zerrex began to
stir a bit more. The reptile guessed that the little wolf – dressed in a cute black dress today that
made him look even more like a girl, with the way it clung and accented his slender frame – was
probably thinking all kinds of crazy thoughts both lustful and amazed at the size of the handsome
male… and then Priest smiled a bit, reaching out almost hesitantly to pat him on the head… and
the wolf almost purred like a kitten as he looked blissfully-happy. “How about Mom takes you to
my science lab, then, and you can help me with some of the hard work… but it‟ll be difficult, are
you okay with that?”
“Anything to help out Daddy.” Mahihko said softly, gazing over at his father now, and he
toddled up to Zerrex to pat his arm gently, the lizard raising his head and giving a bit of a smile

before he winced as Sammy hopped out of Cindy‟s arms to proudly jump on his skull, and the
tiny wolf giggled behind a hand. “Silly Sammy! But okay. I‟m ready to do my best.”
“That‟s all I ask, kid. Anything to help Dad, I like that.” Priest said softly, then he smiled
at Zerrex, reaching out to squeeze his forearm gently. “I‟ll get to work on this now, then, and
hope that I figure out how to make it work sooner rather than later. Don‟t let Mom stress you out
too much, okay Dad? Come on, little wolf, you‟re comin‟ with me.”
“Oh, fuck you.” Cherry huffed, but Priest only grinned at her before he created a portal,
glancing over his shoulder with a wave Zerrex managed to return as he felt his energy coming
back, before the Drakkaren slowly sat up as the Dragokkaren left with Mahihko following
quickly behind him, tossing a wave at the lizard himself before they both vanished. Then Cherry
glanced over at Anathema, asking her mildly: “Babe, how much energy did you sap out of him?”
“Enough to kill most demons…” Anathema made a face as Zerrex stretched with a loud
yawn, before he looked stupidly up at Sammy as the pseudodragon craned his head down and
squeaked at him. “But of course, if there‟s one thing Zerrex seems to have, it‟s endurance.”
“His stamina is pretty goddamn awesome.” Cherry grinned widely, and Anathema only
looked at her for a few moments before the demoness muttered under her breath, rubbing at her
collar as she looked over at Cindy, who was sitting quietly by her father now as Serenity stood
up, likely to do a quick patrol. Desire, however, stayed seated, watching their interactions with
interest… and Cherry looked at her after a moment, asking curiously: “So hey, you, chick.
You‟re one of his Iuratus, right? Ain‟t you connected to the Boss?”
“That‟s right. In close proximity, Serenity and I can feel his emotions.” Desire answered
with a smile, and Cherry looked thoughtful before the female glanced at her father tenderly. “But
that‟s no special talent in this group, is it? Even Anathema seems attuned to him.”
“He just has loud emotions.” Anathema muttered, before she sat down on the table and
reached a hand out, idly stroking Sammy as the pseudodragon chirped and made itself
comfortable on the lizard‟s head. “In any case, perhaps a change of topic is in order now… the
last thing we want to do is further annoy Zerrex while he tries his best to come to terms with his
newly-acquired godhood.”
“I am not a god.” Zerrex said pettishly, but he knew that just saying it didn‟t make it true.
For a moment, he wondered if he could just wish away his powers… but that brought to mind the
old philosophical question: could a god make a rock so heavy he couldn‟t budge it?
The others were looking at him now, though, and it made him want to cover his face…
before Cherry finally broke the silence with a grin as she said: “Dude, I‟m fucking a god. That‟s
fucking hot.”
“Technically we all are.” Marina said mildly, and Cindy blushed a bit as Desire coughed
and Anathema looked around at them all sourly, Cherry cackling as she slapped her leg. Zerrex
groaned as he dropped his head in his hands, but then he looked up to see Marina smile softly at
him, her eyes full of cryptic light before she returned to her sketching… and the reptile had a
moment to wonder what she was up to before he glanced over his shoulder as he sensed
something.
Desire stood as a portal opened, and then she sat back down with a relieved look on her
face as Sin emerged… although Anathema immediately looked discontent. For once, though,
Zerrex couldn‟t blame her; he knew that if someone made him explode with their mind, he might
become a little wary of them, accident or not. But that only made him wonder quietly on how
dangerous his own powers could prove to be, and that if usually so calm, so controlled, so
admirable Sin could get so upset she would make someone as beloved as her sister blow up with

one accidental twitch with her powers… what was he capable of with his, and what might he
accidentally do?
Before he could sink too low into these thoughts, however, Sin half-bowed before she
asked in an awkward, hurried voice: “Could I… see you for a moment alone, Lord Zerrex? We
don‟t have to go far, I‟d just like to speak with you… aside, if I could…”
Zerrex looked at her, and she fidgeted on the spot as Sammy jumped off his head and
chirped… and then Anathema grasped the Drakkaren‟s shoulder, asking in a falsely-sweet voice:
“Why Sin, what can‟t you say and share with all of us?”
Sin only smiled faintly, but at the same time, Zerrex saw her eye narrow as the glass one
seemed to burn with its own inner spark, and then Cherry grinned as she leaned backwards… but
her own eyes were wary as she said cheerfully: “Yeah, hey, Sin, you know that you can say
anything to us you can to the Boss… we‟re all one big damn family here, and you done so much
for him that well, I sure as hell would do anything I could for you too, you know?”
Her tone was both friendly and careful, as she looked pointedly over at Anathema,
suggesting a different tactic visibly… but then Sin bowed her head forwards, murmuring in a
voice that was soft but firm: “I‟d just… really feel more comfortable… if I could speak to him
alone for the moment. It will be but a second, Lord Zerrex… me and you.”
She looked up, and there was no arguing with her as the Drakkaren finally nodded,
grunting as he stood up and carefully pushed past the others. He wondered for a moment if they
were just being clingy and overprotective of him… but then he recalled that look in Sin‟s eye as
they walked together towards the hedges that bordered the courtyard, and they joined hands as
the reptile looked at her with quiet concern, fear tickling through him at the same moment.
“Sin… are you okay?”
“I just… need you for a moment.” Sin answered in a voice that was almost urgent, and
Zerrex allowed himself to be led a short distance through the tall, rectangular hedges before Sin
suddenly grabbed him and shoved him hard into a small stone wall covered by ivy, the reptile
gasping in shock – but a moment later his muzzle was covered by hers as she kissed him with
furious passion, grinding forwards against him and rocking her hips almost convulsively, leg
slipping up against the wall as she pinned him by the shoulders and with her surprisingly-strong
body.
Then she staggered backwards as the reptile‟s body glowed sapphire, and she blushed,
rubbing slowly at the metallic side of her muzzle before she smiled slyly at him… and Zerrex
could honestly say it was a look he had never before seen on her face, as they gazed at each other
for a few moments before Sin snarled and looked sharply to the side at the sound of slow, quiet
clapping.
“Congratulations, Sin.” Anathema intoned, walking up the narrow corridor between the
hedges with a look of distaste on her features, and Sin looked somewhere between angry and
humiliated as the Drakkaren simply looked back and forth with confusion, not understanding at
all what was going on as his head swirled and he tried to remember if this was what Sin had been
like… or if this was more change brought upon by the trauma she had been through. “You‟ve
gone full circle. Once again getting jealous and stealing your Master away from the rest of the
world…”
“He‟s my lover… and you‟re the one who‟s jealous.” Sin retorted, then she smiled as she
pushed herself against Zerrex, the reptile looking in shock as she dragged her fingers down the
front of his form, her eyes glowing unnaturally. “You‟re the one who was always in competition

for me with Mephistopheles… but then again, you were never quite up to the challenge and
never that good in bed, were you?”
Anathema snarled, but then she only smiled icily, and Zerrex admired her self control as
she spread her arms, imploring: “Sin, this is wrong. You went through countless eons of
punishment, you… turned yourself around entirely. Is this really what you want to go back to?”
“I‟m not going back, I‟m pushing forwards… once more evolving from the person I was
into someone better.” Sin replied sharply, then she gazed at Zerrex with a smile as she stroked
his face, saying tenderly: “He has the powers of Mephistopheles… of Naganis… and he freed me
from my punishment. How… how could I not want to be… the best I could… be… for him…”
Sin slowed, her voice almost slurring as she gazed at Zerrex with quiet affection for a
moment, lowering her body away from him as her hand stroked down his face again, her smile
soft and the look in her eyes one that affirmed all his memories of the old Sin… and then she
suddenly turned away, grasping at her skull before she said darkly, pointing at Anathema: “What
business of yours is it anyway? You don‟t know what love is, you were always abandoned and
discarded by every lover you‟ve ever had!”
Anathema snarled at this, her eyes glowing with white-hot fury as her hands burst into
purple flames, and at the same time Sin clenched her hands into fists as she grinned a crazed,
terrible grin, bringing her hands up and beckoning to her as she continued spitefully: “Annie,
Annie, Annie, always falling for the same lines, always going after the same people, always
getting fucked and left behind and the one who lays in bed all night, humiliated, because she was
never able to please a lover and useless because they only ever used her for the sex, anyway, and
now her body is-”
Anathema screamed as she lunged at Sin, who looked startled before she snarled and
lunged backwards as her eyes glowed, Zerrex feeling a terrible psychic static rend the air that he
knew signaled a possibly-lethal telekinetic blast… and immediately, the Drakkaren rose a hand,
and a thick wall of blue energy appeared, Anathema clawing uselessly at it before she let herself
fall to the ground, head bowed to try and hide her tears as Sin‟s psychic attack bounced uselessly
off the azure shield, telekinetic recoil making her stumble and grasp her head. Then Zerrex let
the wall fall as the two looked at him, and he said quietly: “Sin… this isn‟t you. I don‟t even
recognize you anymore… I‟m… you need to go away.”
The last two words reverberated in the air, and when Zerrex finally looked in her
direction, he saw that the Naganatine was gone… and if he had to guess, he‟d placed her in the
same time-out zone he‟d thrown Marina when she‟d grown to be too much of a handful. Then he
looked over at Anathema, who was holding in her sobs as she dug her claws into the ground, the
soil around her hands rotting before she rose them in front of her face, trembling, and the
Drakkaren asked quietly: “Are you okay?”
“Fine…” Anathema whispered, and then she looked up, getting slowly to her feet as she
murmured: “The undead don‟t have emotions…”
“The undead hold emotions as strong as demons.” Zerrex replied quietly, and Anathema
looked at him for a moment… then he stepped forwards and hugged her silently. She dropped
her head against him, and he could hear the pulsing of her heart, feel it through her quaking
ribs… before she became skeletal, twisting around and locking into him as her voice said dryly
in his mind: On to business.
Zerrex looked up, putting his hands in his pockets as he shrugged and looked at the
ground moodily, walking along the corridors of hedges and trying to get lost in the maze… but it
was less a maze than it was a series of connecting paths, and soon he found himself in a large,

open field, the reptile sighing as he looked skywards quietly. Finally, Anathema seemed to
squirm in his mind, before she said hesitantly: I… before I the events that took place in
Hez’Ranna… you promised me I could look through your mind, but only if we discussed my past
as well. Well, you know my curiosity overcame me when you slept and I… took the liberty to
glance through your memories. I was thinking I could make this up to you with… with a story.
The reptile nodded after a moment before he spotted a few large rocks in the distance,
and he sat down on one before saying quietly: “Sure, I‟ve got nothing else to do right now. Why
don‟t you come out here, though? I like… I like it when we talk face-to-face.”
Anathema seemed oddly touched by this, and then she split off his body, her skeleton
walking over to the rock opposite before it sat down and her flesh formed back into existence
over it, before she smiled awkwardly at him… and she smiled faintly back. They looked at each
other for a little while, and then she rubbed at the back of her head: she looked even more
vulnerable now than she had minutes earlier somehow, but the reptile let her gather her thoughts.
Finally, she looked up, then started quietly: “Once upon a time, there were twenty
children, the sons and daughters of a proud and benevolent father. Of these, six were girls, and
fourteen were boys.
“Now, two of the sisters were very, very close. One was adventurous and brave, and the
other… shy and quiet.” Anathema looked down, murmuring: “She would always follow in the
footsteps of her stronger sister, and would always do whatever she asked, no matter how silly it
seemed. They were both very beloved by their father, however… and they both loved him very
much, too, even if sometimes the bolder sister wished things would be more fun and exciting.
The shy sister, however, was very content… she loved her books, and her poetry, and her quiet
time spent in their big, beautiful paradise of a home.
“But soon, the two sisters were tricked by the eldest and strongest son of the father. He
was evil and manipulative and jealous, and in the adventurous sister he saw an easy victim… and
he knew that the shy sister would want anything the bold one did, with how she followed so
quickly and gladly along. So soon, he started up a game between the two, manipulating them and
playing with their affections, and always, the bold sister won, as she was ready and glad to do so
much more than the shyer sister, who feared what was happening in her heart.
“The evil son manipulated nine children to his side, while ten vowed to protect their
father, unmoved by the evil son‟s pleas, threats, or bargains… and there was a great battle,
before the vile son turned one of the father‟s children to stone. In that moment, the nine
manipulated by the evil son realized what they were doing was terrible and wrong, ceasing to
fight… and the father arrived home to find one of his sweet daughters turned to stone.
Immediately, the nine good children told him what had happened, and the evil son denied none
of it while at the same time pointing out his followers, betraying them and speaking for them
before they could confess or apologize… and in such wrath as never seen before, the father split
open reality and forced these ten lost souls into a terrible and lonely place called limbo.
“The evil son declared himself ruler, using his strength create the pecking order and
promising revenge… swearing it… and he swore also to build an army. And he took the two
sisters who had always fought over him… and into the bold sister, he poured the most powerful
of his evils and spells, making her into a lustful creature that would bear the strongest of his
children. And to the younger sister, he infused her with the weaker of the sins and living death,
twisting her mind and spirit… and making her mad with grief as he toyed with her affections and
always chose the bold sister, as she grew to treat her with disgust and contempt. And so the shy
sister broke away from the bold sister… and clung all the harder to the evil son.

“And when they were poured out of limbo, after many years of sin and incest and
violence among themselves, and into a terrible, dark abyss… the evil son showed that he was a
coward and abandoned them.” Anathema stopped, becoming silent as she grasped her knees,
before she whispered: “And his last words to the sisters bold and shy… was that their souls
would be bound to him for eternity, and never freed. A lie… and yet not, because he had warped
their minds and hearts and bodies to the point that the shy sister would become a monster… and
the bold sister quiet, until a terrible tragedy struck and ripped open the healed wound in her spirit
to start the cycle all over again.”
Zerrex looked at the ground as Anathema rubbed at her knees slowly… and then she
murmured softly: “Lo, here do I see now that the mortal egg broke free to reveal black yolk…
while the demon‟s heart in mine hand beat with sad and sorrowful warmth; and in despair, I did
then realize that god created not demon to harry the mortal… but god created the mortal to strike
fear and terror into the loving souls of demons.”
“You and your goddamn poetry.” Zerrex said softly, glancing over at her… and
Anathema smiled a bit before he looked skywards with a quiet sigh. “Tell me then, if you‟re such
a poet… how do you heal the damaged soul?”
Anathema looked over at him quietly for a few moments, and then she made a face,
looking away as she muttered: “I studied poetry, that doesn‟t make me a poet. Just like studying
all those huge books you used to doesn‟t make you wise.”
Zerrex grunted at this, the two looking at each other sourly for a few moments, and then
Anathema finally sighed, sitting back a bit as she added quietly: “Look, maybe it‟s just me, but
your presence here might have exacerbated the effects… not intentionally, but now Sin has what
part of her has always seen as her old master back…” The undead Naganatine grimaced at the
look on the Drakkaren‟s face as she held up a single finger. “Hear me out, stop looking at me
like that or I‟m going to have to come over there and sap your energies again. I‟ve already been
blown into pieces once today and I have no wish to repeat said experience.”
“How the hell did you put yourself back together from that, anyway?” Zerrex asked after
a moment, and Anathema scowled before she reached up and tore her own head off, then tossed
it at the Drakkaren. Zerrex winced as he caught it, looking down at her head awkwardly… and
then she cleared her throat as her body held up its arms and motioned at him, and he tossed it
back to her, muttering: “Right. You‟re a walking graveyard.”
“Oh stop, you‟re going to make me blush.” Anathema said drolly, as she fitted her head
carefully back onto her shoulders before rolling her neck, and she smiled dryly as Zerrex looked
across at her flatly. “Sin was always able to beat me up… no matter how often we sparred or
how close I came to victory, the next fight would always end the same way… me on the ground
and her with that stupid, smug look on her face…”
Anathema muttered as she went off on this tangent for a while, and Zerrex decided it was
probably best to let her, until finally she seemed to realize she was still grumbling – bitching,
Zerrex thought, was the exact word for it – and finally relented, saying instead mildly: “You‟ve
caught a whisper of the energy signature of Naganis in you. And, moreover, the energies of
Mephistopheles are all the more pronounced, now that you‟ve come back… but they‟ve also
mixed together into yours. It‟s like…”
Anathema looked down, searching for a metaphor… and then Zerrex said dumbly:
“Three swirl ice cream?”
Now the undead Naganatine was looking at him with disbelief, and the reptile grinned
dumbly, as he said lamely: “See, that‟s when… they take the vanilla ice cream and mix in two

other kinds of ice cream in… smaller amounts. It makes it swirled… you can tell it‟s still mostly
just vanilla, but there‟s also a streak of chocolate and usually strawberry. I… I remember
because Cindy usually ordered it when we went out for ice cream together… she was never real
picky about stuff, not like me and not at all like Cherry.”
The female continued to regard him for a little while, Zerrex looking awkwardly away…
and then she finally sighed, rolling her eyes. “More like… a sentence, since you understand
metaphor best.” Now Zerrex frowned, tilting his head as Anathema smiled a bit. “„My love waits
for me,‟ say. That sentence is you. But now I add in two words… „my lost love waits for me
there.‟ Still the same sentence, only filled out further, made a little more descriptive.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, saying quietly: “Alright, I think I understand. I am who I am, it‟s
just… clearer that those energies are part of mine, now?”
“Yes, but only if you know what to look for. Never think they are any less a part of you
than any other part of your body.” Anathema replied gently, and then she glanced up and made a
face as a portal opened. “Oh, now what?”
A brawny demoness stepped through a moment later, stretching and flanked on either
side by a pair of Amazon guards. The Amazons were middle-class, draconic demonesses, with
flat chests, huge muscles, and tall, round horns, their thick bodies clad in armor and each
carrying a heavy spear. They looked with distrust at Anathema from beneath their helms, but
then turned and knelt deeply as the female they were guarding instead bounced forwards and
went into a dive, the golden-scaled demoness seizing his leg in a hug as she shouted jovially:
“There the fuck you are! I knew the bastards wouldn‟t grind you down!”
“Carmen?” Zerrex said stupidly, and the female looked up with a bright grin on her face
before she nodded and stood, her ebony eyes sparkling. Her upper body was huge and powerful,
arms thickly-muscled and barrel chest wide, with chiseled abdominals as well as a voluptuous
bosom secured by a leather bikini top that fed into the collar made of segmented black metal
around her neck, studded and with a clasp made from polished platinum. Two curling ram‟s
horns pushed from her skull, with a third tall, only slightly-curved horn jutting back from her
forehead, all of these as black as the metal collar around her neck. They were far from the most
distinctive thing about her, however: beneath one eye was a blue teardrop tattoo, and down both
her arms were a double helix of twisting black snakes… while over her golden-scaled chest,
covering one breast and almost half her body, was a red spiderweb tattoo.
She reached down, putting her hands in the pockets of her plain black jeans, smiling at
him with a strange softness before she glanced at her Amazon guards, and she turned, swatting at
them both and making them stagger for the portal as she shouted: “Get the hell out of here,
Zerrex and I got some catching up to do and you guys can fight over him later to see who gets
his bone!” She threw her head back, her brazen laughter chasing the two embarrassed guards
through the portal, and then she grinned over at Zerrex brightly, walking up to him and checking
him quickly over as she muttered: “You really, really, really are back… bastard!”
She slapped him firmly across the face, and the Drakkaren gaped before she backhanded
him, shaking a fist angrily over his head as she asked sharply: “Ain‟t I the favorite concubine of
yours? Ain‟t I the great-aunt of Cherry? Ain‟t I the boss of your boss Iuratus?” A sudden stop,
and then she softened, taking his hands and kneeling in front of him as she whispered: “Zerrex, I
am so goddamn sorry about your girls, it was a real goddamn shame… but you know, they did so
damn well in the war, saving Sin‟s life and then fighting the monsters that landed on Hell…”
Zerrex nodded slowly, before he squeezed her hands gently, looking awkwardly at
Anathema… but she was sitting back, regarding this with curiosity, as if this was some kind of

interesting television show. The reptile made a face at her, but Anathema only smiled helpfully,
and the Drakkaren rolled his eyes before looking down at Carmen, whose head was still lowered
as she murmured: “I guess no one told you what happened, huh? How everything ended once
you died… but how before then, maybe out of frustration, maybe out of orders, maybe out of just
sheer assholery, the fucking bastards landed one of their transports here… and it vomited out Old
Gods and monsters the like we ain‟t never seen, and we‟ve seen some crazy shit these past years,
haven‟t we, Boss?”
She looked up at him and laughed faintly, then she stood up and hugged him impulsively,
the reptile smiling faintly as he tilted his head back, arms squeezed against his sides and unable
to return the embrace… but he knew he didn‟t have to, as Carmen said roughly: “But that don‟t
excuse you from being a shithead, shithead. You should have called for backup or… or at least
told me you were back! God damn, though… ain‟t it good to see you.”
She stepped back finally, gently setting her hands on his shoulders before she looked at
Anathema, and she tossed her an awkward grin, saying mildly: “I think we‟ve met, haven‟t we?”
“Many eons ago, when you were but a child.” Anathema said dryly, and Zerrex tilted his
head curiously before Anathema smiled in an odd way: it was both sour and gentle at the same
time. “Long before Carmen was made a monarch, Zerrex, she was one of the mages who helped
Sin banish and imprison me in that nasty mausoleum in the Forest of the Departed.” She stopped,
then asked curiously: “Does the Forest still exist? I know little about the geography of this
Hell… just enough to know it‟s merged with other Hells, and that some parts of it have…
vanished.”
She stopped as Carmen turned around, dropping on her ass in a half-kneel that was either
casual or respectful: with Carmen it could be hard to tell at times. Zerrex, however, had no idea
that Carmen was so old… he‟d known that she was an original demon, from ages past, but never
that she had participated in such a battle so many countless years ago. “Well, Lady Anathema…
in a way it does, but it‟s a little bit safer for travelers. Not the darker parts of it, but the outer
edges… and as long as you don‟t go halfway into it…”
“You don‟t come out the other side.” Anathema said mildly, and Carmen looked
confused for a moment before the undead Naganatine threw her head back and laughed. “Ignore
my sense of humor, it gets the better of me sometimes… but tell me, Carmen, are you and Sin
still such close confidantes?”
Now the demoness looked awkward, and Zerrex frowned a bit as he tilted his head
towards her, before Carmen slowly looked over at the Drakkaren and murmured: “Funny you
should bring that up. See, the whole reason I was sent out here was to get you, Lord Zerrex, and
take you to where the Sisters have been working on rebuilding their monastery. Much as I love
those four, they can be a weird-ass bunch sometimes… did you know that, due to some sacred
tradition of theirs, only them and those who reside in the monastery are allowed to actually build
it? And like… even crazier… they can‟t use magic or machinery. Every fucking thing has to be
done by hand, by hand!”
“Well, Carmen, some of us like using our muscles for more than showing off.” Zerrex
replied mildly, and Carmen grinned and flexed… before she winced as the Drakkaren added:
“And don‟t try to sidestep. What do they want?”
Carmen looked moody… and then she finally sighed, standing up and brushing herself
off as she looked skywards and rubbed at her arm slowly. “Help, I think, scary as that is. But
even the Four Sisters aren‟t powerful enough to fight Sin if she went out of whack… just as none

of us are.” She stopped, glancing over at Anathema awkwardly. “You uh… you ain‟t still pissed
about that whole thing, eons ago, where we accidentally killed you, right?”
Anathema sighed, rolling her eyes as she muttered: “Mortals and demons are such idiots,
constrained by their emotions, always holding on to the past. I don‟t have a quarrel with you,
Queen Carmen… differences aside?”
In a gesture of friendship that was surprising coming from the undead Naganatine,
Anathema stood up and held out her hand… and Carmen smiled before she took it and shook her
hand firmly. Then Anathema screamed as her hand snapped off at the wrist, and Carmen
shrieked girlishly, dropping it immediately before said hand leapt up and grabbed her ankle…
and the female took off like a shot, running down the field as Anathema gave a nasty little grin at
her back and Zerrex fell over laughing.
Less than a minute later, Anathema‟s hand scuttled back, leaping up and reattaching itself
as the undead Naganatine flexed her fingers and said mildly: “Now come, Lord Zerrex. It would
be rude to keep the Sisters waiting… and if they have worries about Sin, then you can see that
my own are justified.”
Zerrex nodded, but he was still smiling even as he climbed up to his feet, before he
looked awkwardly at the undead Naganatine… and then he rubbed at his head slowly, saying
dumbly: “I forget the incantation for portalling. Spells were never my forte, Anathema… and I
guess my brain exploding or whatever happened to it knocked most of my magic out of me.”
Anathema sighed at this, but then she looked awkwardly at Zerrex before finally rubbing
at her skull slowly, muttering: “Can you keep a secret, Lord Zerrex?”
Zerrex nodded, frowning and tilting his head… and Anathema looked up with a dry
smile, saying finally: “I don‟t use angelic or demonic magic for a lot of reasons. But the main
reason is that I… too… am no good at it. I can remember the runes and incantations fine, but…
it‟s just… never clicked for me. That‟s part of the reason why Sin has always been able to beat
me in everything… she was always the most talented of the Naganatine, other than
Mephistopheles, when it came to such things.”
The Drakkaren rubbed a hand through his hair, and then he said finally: “Alright then…
can you tell me the runes for the spell, and I‟ll see if I can cast it, how about that?”
“I could, Lord Zerrex… except I‟m rather sure that you‟ve never been to that location
before, and that stops us from using portals to get there. I may have just frightened away our only
mode of transportation.” Anathema looked embarrassed, and Zerrex sighed and grumbled before
he walked over to her and grabbed her forearm, and the female looked surprised before the two
simply vanished from reality, then reappeared a moment later in a large, open area at the foot of
a long, winding dirt path leading to a half-built wooden structure in the distance, nestled between
two cliffs.
Anathema looked back and forth with surprise as Zerrex made a face at his hands,
muttering: “Weird how I can do that. Teleporting blind is usually dangerous, after all… gods
know what could go wrong.” He stopped, then looked over at Anathema, who was massaging the
organ that was her visible stomach, the reptile leaning away slightly. “You… okay there?”
“Fine.” Anathema muttered, although she looked ill… after a few seconds, however, she
recovered herself, and then she shook her head out as she started up the road, walking past an
open, half-built iron gate as the Drakkaren ran to catch up with her, the undead Naganatine
looking curiously back and forth. “Tell me, do you have a lot of experience with the Four Sisters
of the Judgment Cross? Because it‟s difficult for me to imagine them keeping company with an
idiot like yourself.”

“They‟re friends. They mentored me when I was in Hell, but at the same time served
me… they‟ve always followed my every command, though, and we‟ve worked together for a
long, long time now.” Zerrex said after a few moments, and then he looked down at his hands
curiously. As they walked up the winding path along the hillside, he could feel his mind
becoming clearer, while at the same time a faint pressure kissed along his scales. It was like his
powers were being contained while at the same time he felt his memories being tugged at
gently… and then the Drakkaren smiled a bit as he and Anathema climbed a short staircase at the
end of the path to step out onto a long, beautiful plateau in the mountainous region, the sun rising
slowly in the distance behind treacherous cliffs and filling the area with light, the half-built
monastery casting long shadows over the courtyard in front of it, where the quadruplets that were
considered demigoddesses even by Hell‟s standards were currently working in perfect
synchronization together: one mixed mortar, the other applied it to bricks, and a third locked
them into place to form a walkway as the last carefully hammered an ironwood border into place
along either side of the path they were making. And somehow, Zerrex was unsurprised to see
Cindy sitting on a bench nearby, leaning back against a table and looking awkward as they likely
refused to let her help.
The Four Sisters of the Judgment Cross looked up as he approached, all of them smiling
benevolently: they had features that were almost the exact same, each of the tall, Drakkarenshaped demonesses covered in vibrant crimson scales, their forms slender and tall, curved horns
standing up from their heads as they stood up from their work, putting tools aside and wiping off
mortar as they each adjusted the items they were wearing, one of the few ways to tell them apart:
Fire carried a massive rectangular cleaver rusted red with blood, Water wore a beautiful amulet
around her neck, the shape of the sun, Air wore a long, black cape with golden tassels, and Earth
had a tiara made from a single, carefully-bent rose upon her skull. But as Zerrex looked at them,
he found for perhaps the first time he had no trouble telling them apart, as he said softly with a
slight bow: “Sisters, it‟s good to see you… I heard you called for me?”
“No need to be formal, Lord Zerrex…” Fire said lovingly, and she stepped forwards to
take his hand gently as Earth did the same, the two smiling up at him before all four gazed at
Anathema, and she shifted awkwardly on the spot. Then they bowed graciously to her, and she
bowed in return, looking relieved.
“Your presence is welcome here as well, Anathema. As Lord Zerrex cares for you, we
shall do our best to show you the same compassion.” Air said quietly, before she glanced at
Earth as she and her sister stepped away from the male, the lizard rubbing at his head as Cindy
stood up from the bench.
“Lady Cindy had a peculiar idea, however… and our Fifth Sister is likely inside, trying to
help with the construction.” Water added, and the Sisters looked both pained and happy as they
exchanged looks, and Zerrex could understand why as he smiled despite himself. Cherry, unlike
Cindy, wasn‟t someone they could forbid to do anything… both because she was Cherry, and
because her body was the container for the essence of the Fifth Sister and long-lost Center of the
Judgment Cross. Many years ago, she had been slain for disobedience by the cruel Goddess that
had created the Sisters, as well as the entire Drakkai species… and her spirit had flitted in and
out of the female bodies of the Blossom family, giving each firstborn female of the clan immense
psychic powers until she was passed into barren, then-mortal Cherry, and there her soul had
finally fused with that of the wild and chaotic female.
Cherry, of course, could not act for the life of her in time with the other Sisters, and
lacked their patience and aptitudes… but at the same time, she could order them around and

interact with them like the misfit she was. Furthermore, the Sisters would gladly die to protect
who they saw as their Sister… and despite whatever Cherry might act like around them, she
would lay down her own life to protect them. She saw them as true family… and better family
than most of her own had been when she was mortal.
“There‟s someone else here, too.” Anathema said after a moment, and then she frowned
at the table… before wincing as an explosion of smoke and fireworks went up, asking sharply:
“Who the hell is this?”
Zerrex already knew the answer to that, however, as bright beams of light shot into the air
before they converged… and with another blast of purple smoke, a figure appeared, silhouetted
against the smog for a moment before it cleared as the light shone back and forth across him
before Ashcroft Ixin grinned brightly, the muscular lizard posed with one hand up to touch his
skull and the other arm shoved into the air, saying cheerfully: “Well, I‟ll be fucked, so the
rumors are true! Zerrex Narrius, won‟t my grandson-thingy be so damn pleased you‟re back to
bang him!”
Ixin hopped off the table, putting his hands on his hips as he looked cheerfully up and
down the Drakkaren, and Zerrex looked sourly back at the reptile, wondering how long Ixin
would survive in the vacuum of space for. The nine-foot tall Drakkaren was jovial and
powerfully-built, but his exterior was a cunning deception: for a mortal, Ixin was exceptionally
well built, but he wasn‟t very strong at all physically… instead, his power came from the fact
that he was a mage of immense renown, who had apparently been one of the first mortals to learn
to properly harness magic in all its forms and concepts.
He had green scales that lightened over his chest, and bright blue eyes and cheery
features that always did their best to hide whatever darkness was going on in the weird workings
of his mind. A leather strap crossed over his burly chest to hold a single gold pauldron onto his
shoulder, and three heavy belts rested above his waist, holding a variety of side-packs and
potions on to him, as well as a long, thin rawhide holster. His pants were made of some kind of
light cloth, puffed-out at the bottom where they fed into neatly-laced moccasins, and then the
reptile winced as Ixin hopped off the table and pulled his flute neatly out of the long holster at
the same time, twirling the plain-looking, hand-carved instrument around his fingers before he
played a short tune on it… and immediately, a large chair appeared behind Zerrex before sliding
forwards, forcing him to sit in it as he grunted and blinked stupidly as the male waggled his flute
at him with a serious look on his face. “Dude, you better rest your poor sore feet! Coming back
from the dead, now, I can just imagine how much that must have hurt! Especially since it seems
dead things are still hanging around you…”
Ixin paused to peer at Anathema, but the undead Naganatine only looked at him darkly
before the mage sighed, sitting backwards as a stool appeared beneath him and kicking his feet
lightly before he looked at Cindy as she cleared her throat, and he mumbled something as the
female stepped forwards, saying quietly: “Daddy, I know it‟s awkward… but if you don‟t mind,
Ixin and I would like to run some tests. I was thinking about what we talked about… and I‟m
really interested in seeing if your genetic code and physiology has changed, and Ixin said he
knew how to measure energy levels and soul essence…”
“Well, you know. Somewhat.” Ixin looked up, losing his playfulness as he said mildly:
“They ain‟t exactly quantifiable things, after all. I can‟t go to the store and say: „hey, I‟ll take
five three pound souls to go, and a gallon of extract of energy to drink‟ or anything like that. But
I can give you a rough estimation of energy levels and how much of a soul a person possesses…
although you‟d be surprised how little of a soul some people in this universe got.”

Ixin stopped, then he smiled across at Zerrex as the Four Sisters looked at the male softly,
the Drakkaren quietly rubbing at an arm of the chair before the mage leaned forwards and added
cheerfully: “Besides, what have you got to lose? The Sisters here have also asked me to help
teach you about what it means now that you‟re kind of a step up from a demon, too. I mean, I
might not be anything more than a mortal who‟s been stuck alive way too many years now, but if
there‟s one thing I know, it‟s supernatural entities. I taught a class on it.”
Ixin looked pleased with himself at this, and then Cindy slapped his shoulder firmly, and
the mage winced and grabbed at the injured part of his body, leaning away as the angel gave him
a pointed look. “Well, it‟s true! Anyway, though, there‟s a few things you need to know. For
example, I already noticed this…”
Ixin dug in one of his sidepacks for a moment, and Zerrex looked at him before he
blinked as the male produced a black rose with a smile… and the Drakkaren started to reach out
for it, before Ixin flicked it into the air and blew a short note on his flute. The rose burst into
flames, and Zerrex felt a short pang run through his system as he leaned back in the chair with a
grunt. The mage inspected his reaction for a moment, then he smiled a bit even as the other lizard
glared at him, the Sisters murmuring between themselves as Cindy looked curiously at the mage.
“It‟s called a material connection… every being has some, but only the gods have a major
association with certain materials that can be used to their benefit… or to really fuck them over.
But that‟s enough of that for now… Cindy, whenever you get big guy here to agree to the
awkward probing, just let me know. Better yet, drop a sample off at my lab anytime… not like I
ever go to work.”
Ixin laughed, then he hopped up and blew on his flute and winked before throwing a
wave, and a moment later he vanished in a burst of fireworks before the chair Zerrex was sitting
on disappeared, and he fell backwards to land heavily on his tail with a grunt, grabbing at his rear
and hopping to his feet as he glowered back and forth. Then he sighed, slumping forwards as he
muttered: “Every time I think I get a grasp on things, something else happens or I end up turning
into some whole new… thing.”
“Don‟t worry, Lord Zerrex… we‟ll help make this transition as smooth as possible for
you.” The Sisters smiled at him as Earth hugged his arm, and the Drakkaren felt a bit comforted
by their emotions, smiling faintly in return before the gentlest of the Sisters added quietly:
“Perhaps Miss Cindy could spend the night here with the Eldest Sister… and later we can discuss
business. You are more than welcome to stay as well, Lady Anathema… and Lord Zerrex, we
would be honored if you would help us rebuild this monastery. Your favorite kind of work…
everything is done by hand, with simple tools, by those who have their place here… and we
think you well have a place here.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, then over at Cindy… and she smiled a bit, nodding to him
encouragingly before the reptile gazed at Anathema… but the undead Naganatine only stretched
before she walked forwards, saying mildly: “I could use a rest, I think. Wake me up when we get
around to more serious matters.”
She became skeletal, then broke apart and attached herself to the Drakkaren, the reptile
used to the feeling by now and strangely comforted by it as the Four Sisters gazed up at him
tenderly, and he finally nodded, saying quietly: “It would be my honor.”
“Good. Then first, would you please go and help Lady Cherry with the flooring? I fear
she may have made a mess of things.” Water said mildly, and Zerrex rolled his eyes but smiled
as he walked towards the half-finished building. Figures they give me the hardest job… keeping
Cherry in line as she tries to ‘help out.’

Zerrex sat quietly in his room, Anathema still attached to his body. Her skull was vacant,
however, and the Drakkaren figured her spirit was probably wandering… and he sighed as he
shook his head, laying back on the simple bed as he looked at the bookshelves full of ancient
literature: the only other thing in the small, almost monk-like cell. He appreciated that the Sisters
didn‟t show him special treatment, though… just as he was glad that despite the darkness, his old
demonic nightvision still seemed to work perfectly, letting him see fine even without any light
source in the room.
They had worked hard all day, and the reptile had felt… content here, as he ordered
Cherry around now and then and aided the Sisters with tasks like shoring up walls or getting
ceiling beams in place. They had done a lot of work on the monastery, even with the setbacks
Cherry had caused… but when night had come, they had stopped, the Sisters saying that tradition
meant they had to now perform other tasks.
Cleaning, preparing a small meal, and meditation… things Zerrex wasn‟t as good at, but
did nonetheless with the Sisters, memories coming back now and then about when he‟d spent
years here, training and learning under the tutelage of the demigoddesses. Cherry, of course, had
bitched and moaned and gone ahead and done whatever she wanted anyway, but it wasn‟t like
the Sisters were inclined to stop her… at least, not until they had finally started up talks about
why Zerrex had been brought here in the first place.
One of the reasons was so that he could better learn how to control his powers… and the
other, more pressing reason, was Sin. She had found her way back from… wherever Zerrex had
sent her for a time out, and been both miserable and furious, scaring people and worrying them.
She seemed to alternate between the gentle side of her, and the newly-surfaced, old and
competitive self… but so far, she hadn‟t hurt anyone. On the other hand, however, she wasn‟t
exactly being helpful either.
Zerrex was worried about her himself, and he felt that Anathema was clearly disconcerted
with her behavior, perhaps even fearful… and it wasn‟t like the Drakkaren could exactly blame
her. Yet inside of him, there was some part that he thought enjoyed seeing Sin this way,
wondered to what lengths she would go to him now… even if she was better for him this way
than she had been before. It was a sick, depraved voice… and Zerrex made a face as he rolled
over in bed, bringing his legs up to his chest and only glad that the monastery dampened even his
strange powers: otherwise, he was rather sure he would have gladly blown his own head up if
just to escape the whispering in his mind.
Then he looked up in surprise as the door opened, before Sin herself entered the room…
and she smiled at him hesitantly before she walked forwards and knelt in front of him as Zerrex
sat up quickly. She looked down, her hands behind her back, before she slowly brought them out
in front of him… and the reptile stared in shock at the sight of a perfectly-carved statuette of him
made from gemstones and some kind of strange grey rock, as Sin said softly: “Stones from the
moon and crystals from Hell‟s darkest mines. I thought you would like this.”
“Sin, I can‟t keep personal objects here, though.” Zerrex said quietly, but he was
touched… and she smiled at him softly, and her violet eye glimmered before the statuette
vanished. Zerrex wondered how much effort it took for her to overcome the anti-magic effect in
the air… and then he winced as she stood up and took his hands quietly. “Sin… I…”
“It‟s alright, Zerrex. You don‟t have to tell me.” Sin said softly, and then she turned
around and quietly bowed her head forwards, tenting her fingers in front of herself as she

murmured: “Anathema and I have always been competitive… and I know that I might seem
different from what you‟re used to, but it‟s only because of how much I love you…”
Zerrex looked at her back quietly, realizing how much she sounded like Marina… and
then the Naganatine glanced over her shoulder before she reached up and touched the metallic
side of her face, frowning a bit. “It‟s funny, you know. I feel like I‟m acting normally, but
everyone looks at me with such fear, like the old, ancient days… like I had just betrayed
Naganis, and was out terrorizing Hell, before I repented.” She stopped, then looked at her hand
strangely before she said softly: “In my eyes, however, you have replaced Naganis… and as a
god, you will need to eventually join or create your own family… but more importantly, you will
need servants, disciples, guardians.”
The Drakkaren looked at her quietly, and Sin smiled at him for a moment, before she
shook her head slowly and murmured: “It‟s okay, Lord Zerrex… I‟m not… I‟m not myself, but
I‟m not not myself, do you understand? Rather, I‟m suggesting… because I know others fear me,
because others have likely come to you, because maybe I myself am somewhat aware that I have
not been acting the sanest as of late… a method by which to rein me in and regain control of my
mind and emotions. I serve you in life and death, Zerrex… and to have lashed out twice at my
sister so savagely, to have lost control to such an extent… frightens me more than the
ceremonies ancient and strange by which-”
“Sin, no.” Anathema‟s voice said coldly, and golden fire burst to life in the sockets of the
skull on Zerrex‟s shoulder before her bones tore off the reptile and snapped together, her form
quickly coming to life as she stood in front of Sin, who looked surprised as her sister said softly:
“That is not a solution, and you know it. It‟s just another way for you to compete for affection,
for you to snap a collar around your soul instead of your neck, and Zerrex has enough problems
to deal with without having to worry about trying to control the powers he‟s attempt to come to
terms with possessing.”
Zerrex sat back, watching as the two glared at each other… and then Sin reached up and
touched the metallic side of her head before she murmured quietly: “Strange, coming from you,
with the way you so gladly attach yourself to him…”
“That‟s… different.” Anathema said after a moment, then she snorted and crossed her
arms, her voice icy as she said: “Next you‟ll want to trade bodies. Believe me, Sin, if I could be
just my old weak self again, I gladly would be.”
“You, weak?” Sin laughed suddenly and shortly at this, and Anathema looked surprised
before she grunted as her sister shoved her hard with a snort. “Telling lies again, are you, sister?
Mephistopheles did the radical experiments to you, not to me, as I remember… and even before
you died, it required an entire cadre of Hell‟s forces to bring you down!”
Anathema slapped Sin‟s hand away when she reached out to shove at her again, then her
eyes glowed as she retorted: “You put on a show, made it look harder than it was, and then you
killed me on purpose, sister, and I know the guilt of it has been haunting you all these long
fucking years! Do you think I‟m an idiot?”
“No I… no…” Sin staggered backwards now, recoiling and looking shocked, and then
she snarled as she grabbed at her head, turning towards the door… but then she cursed as
Anathema slid in front of her with an almost liquid sinuousness, and Zerrex stood up, desperate
to break them up… but not knowing if it would be more dangerous to separate them by hand or
using his powers. “Get off me!”
“You killed me and exiled my spirit… when you could have easily banished me to the
Marquee Sur Noir.” Anathema whispered in Sin‟s ear, and the female gave a low moan as the

Naganatine tried to pull away, but failed to find the strength to do so. “You knew my weaknesses
and my strengths just as well as I knew yours, and yet you never exploited them until after I had
torn apart several of the mages you assembled… you sacrificed your friends to make yourself
look strong, and then you tried to exterminate me, your own sister, as „repentance!‟ But once a
traitor, always a traitor, isn‟t that right, Sin?”
“I never wanted to hurt you!” Sin shrieked, and then she shoved her hand forwards and
Anathema gargled, vomiting blood as her rib cage exploded and Sin‟s hand tore through her
heart and out her back, the organ and blood sloshing to the ground and staining the undead
Naganatine‟s legs on the way down before Sin snarled, tears flowing down her cheeks as she
drew her other arm back and hissed: “Sister I always loved you, and hated myself every day for
not fighting you… I had learned, though, I swear it was that, not… not some show, to pretend I
had changed… and I did change, but if you won‟t let go of the past, then you‟re not the sister I
always loved… you‟re the one who hasn‟t changed, and so I‟ll do what I should have done all
those years ago and lock you away, let you go insane and rot in the Marquee, but first I‟m going
to rip out your fucking eyes, you whore!”
Sin‟s hand swung forwards, but Zerrex caught her wrist, feeling her bones grinding
together as the female looked shocked, and then Zerrex grunted as her jerked her hard
backwards, throwing her into the wall before he grabbed one of Anathema‟s broken ribs, pulling
it off completely as the undead Naganatine cursed in pain… but then Zerrex threw it hard, and
the bone tore through Sin‟s wrist, making her shriek in pain and shock as she was pinned by it to
the wall. “Sin, enough!”
The violet fury in Sin‟s eyes slowly began to fade, and Sin looked almost stupid for a
moment as she looked at Anathema… and then blinked and stared at her wrist, whispering: “Oh
by Naganis, no… what have I done, oh… sister, sister…”
She tried to pull away, but as Zerrex hoped, the slightly-curved bone refused to come out
of the ironwood, and Sin cursed quietly, reaching for it with her other hand… but a sharp look
from Zerrex halted her, and then the Drakkaren turned around and reached down to steady the
other female… but Anathema was already regenerating, breathing ragged and coughing blood,
but her heart had reformed and her bones were slowly growing back into place as she muttered:
“I‟m fine, get your stupid hands off me before you accidentally turn me mortal or something.”
Zerrex smiled faintly at her, then he looked over his shoulder at Sin, who had the metal
side of her face turned away as a tear trickled slowly down her cheek… and then she looked
imploringly at the Drakkaren, murmuring: “Please… I… I had no idea what I was doing, I
swear…”
A moment later, however, there was a loud knock at the door before Fire opened it… and
she cursed under her breath at the sight of the room, then at Sin, who flushed with humiliation
before she grabbed Zerrex‟s arm, saying quietly: “This needs to be settled. Now.”
“Then I‟ll settle it.” Zerrex shrugged her off, and Fire blushed deeply as he said softly:
“They are still sisters, and this conflict is still mainly between them… and with me,
unfortunately, involved too. And whether or not Sin is an integral member of Hell‟s higher
authorities, she‟s also still one of my wives, and I can‟t have you and everyone else continuing to
push at me to resolve this like she‟s a criminal. I get it. You‟re all scared of her. But she‟s also
still the Sin that stood up against the Princess, still the Sin that almost died protecting Firenze,
still the Sin you all knew and cared for… and it makes me wonder if I end up being dangerous, if
you‟ll turn on me like this too.”

Fire looked shocked and hurt… and then she lowered her head, whispering: “We
apologize for offending you then, Lord Zerrex… we‟ll… allow you to resolve this conflict by the
methods you deem appropriate, then.”
With that, she quickly left, Zerrex getting the feeling the other Sisters probably were
clearly receiving his message as well… and then he made a face as Anathema crawled up to her
feet, cracking her knuckles as she said darkly: “Thanks, Zerrex… I‟ve got a pretty good
goddamn idea how I‟m going to resolve this conflict, though, and it starts with me winning my
first fight against my sister…”
“Anathema…” Zerrex said quietly, but then Sin looked at him imploringly… and Zerrex
stopped, lowering his arm as Sin ceased to struggle… and Anathema stomped forwards, her
hands bursting into purple fire before she slashed viciously across Sin‟s face, and the Naganatine
grunted, blood flying as her claws left deep trenches in her features, the wound smoking faintly
before Anathema slammed her fist into Sin‟s stomach, ripping a shallow wound there as well
before she backhanded her hard, sending up a sound of metal against bone as terrible gouges
were torn over the metal side of Sin‟s features.
Anathema snarled, then she tore back and forth again across Sin‟s face before she
grabbed her and headbutted her as hard as she could, and Sin‟s skull cracked sickeningly as her
head smashed back into the wall and shattered it at the same time, and Anathema staggered
backwards before falling on her rear, trembling and glaring balefully up at Sin as the Naganatine
sat there, her corset torn to ribbons and her body smoking as blood stained her scales and her
clothes, and then the undead Naganatine leapt to her feet, snarling: “Why, why won‟t you fight
back?”
“I‟ve had enough, Anathema. I can‟t fight you anymore.” Sin murmured, looking down at
the floor silently, and then she smiled faintly as she looked up, saying quietly: “Look at us. At
each other‟s throats for the third, fourth time… and it‟s only been maybe a day. I was… honestly
so happy when you returned…
“But look around us, too. Hell… still does not accept me. After all I‟ve done and given,
and likely because of how kindly I have been treated… I do see that I began to… revert. Obsess
on Lord Zerrex, with his return…” And now Sin tore her arm out of the wall with a grunt, before
she reached down and pulled Anathema‟s rib from her wrist, looking at the hole it left before she
quietly rose the rib to her mouth, suckling on it for a moment before she sighed softly. “And yet I
feel pain for you, too, because I know… in our squabbling, they will now look at you once more
with fear… despite the fact that you died to protect Zerrex. Zerrex, whom I would be honored to
share with you, and whom I know is your… the only person you consider friend.”
Anathema looked away, muttering that she didn‟t need friends… and then Sin stepped
forwards with a faint smile, grasping her shoulders and making Anathema snarl and twitch… but
when Sin didn‟t attack her, she didn‟t pull away, as the female said softly: “Yes, sister, you do
need friends. And even as your sister, I have not been a good one… perhaps, never a good one.
And maybe it was guilt that compelled me first to bring you back, combined with necessity, but
when I first saw you again…” She looked away, murmuring: “After you died… if I thought the
sacrifice of another of my children would have brought you back to me, so be it.”
It was both chilling and beautiful, as Zerrex looked quietly at Sin, wondering how deep
her love and loyalty to her sister ran as Anathema gazed at her with surprise… and then Sin
stroked her face slowly, murmuring softly: “Look at us, hurting each other, screaming such
terrible things at each other. My mind is… rattled, confused, but that is no excuse. Sister, shy
little sister… I‟m so sorry…

“And Lord Zerrex, I am also sorry for how I‟ve treated you, what I‟ve done to you…”
She stopped, gazing at him quietly as she stepped past Anathema to hug him… and when Zerrex
hugged her silently back, she felt more like the old Sin now, rather than the confused, passiondriven beast she had been only minutes ago. “I don‟t know… if I can keep my mind steady and
balanced, but I will do my very best to try, I promise. And if I get out of hand… don‟t hesitate to
punish me, please. As it is… I feel that I need to be disciplined.” She stopped, then said quietly,
glancing to the side. “With your leave, I‟d like to visit my Tower. It‟s not as glamorous as it used
to be… but there are still instruments of pain and pleasure there, and I need to work this poison
in my mind out of me.”
Zerrex didn‟t know what to do… so finally, he only nodded, murmuring: “I‟ll… trust
your judgment, Sin. Are you sure you‟ll be… okay?”
She smiled up at him, knowing what he was asking… and then she gently grasped his
wrist, pushing it against the metallic side of her face as she closed her eye and the glow in the
glass orb faded, murmuring: “I know you can feel my mind, Lord Zerrex… and I‟m sure it is a
cacophony that is hard for you to listen to, but I think you can also tell it‟s… more ordered than
before. Still, voices I do not entirely understand scream, and other things wish to be heard, and I
feel terrible depriving, cheating my sister of the victory she desired…” Anathema twitched at
this, looking away shamefully. “But I am more myself than I have been in years. Like you… I
think it will just take me time to adjust to myself.”
Zerrex smiled a bit at this, rubbing quietly over the metal… and when he pulled his hand
away, no longer was it scratched, but instead it was polished and pristine. Sin smiled faintly at
him, and then she nodded slowly before glancing over her shoulder at her sister, saying quietly:
“Take care, Anathema.”
With that, Sin created a white portal that shimmered slowly in the air, before she stepped
carefully through it… and it closed behind her, the Drakkaren catching a glimpse of cement
stone and hanging chains through it before it was gone. Then he looked over at Anathema… but
she was only standing, facing the corner, hugging herself quietly.
The male sighed softly, grunting as he knelt to begin gathering up a few books that had
been knocked from the shelves to put them back in order… and Anathema grimaced before she
walked over to the bed, sitting on it and watching as she asked dryly: “Why did Naganis give us
all such powerful emotions?”
“I think they were just a reflection of his own feelings… and maybe, because there‟s such
great reward in happiness, it only makes… a weird kind of sense for there to be so much pain in
sorrow and stuff.” Zerrex replied quietly, as he stacked books onto shelves… and then he sighed,
bowing his head forwards and gently beating it against the wall. “I just wish I could ask him…”
Anathema smiled faintly at his back, and then the Drakkaren walked over and sat beside
her, the two looking at each other before she glanced down at her hands, then at the blood
splatters that covered the floor of the room. “So why the hell do you keep interfering, anyway?
One wrong move, and Sin or I could lash out at you instead and rip you into pieces.”
“Yeah, well, like it would kill me.” Zerrex said morbidly, and Anathema punched him in
the side of the head lightly, making him grunt as he rocked on the spot before smiling faintly
over at her. “I dunno. I feel bad for you two. Of course, I also feel bad for what I said to Fire,
too… kind of ashamed of myself, really.”
“Only you.” Anathema muttered, then she winced and grabbed at her chest, and Zerrex
looked at her curiously before she smiled a bit at him. “Do you mind if I take a rest? Sin… I
mean… my energies were sapped, and my… outburst afterwards didn‟t help matters much.”

“Of course.” Zerrex said finally, and Anathema reached out to touch his shoulder for a
moment, the two smiling faintly before she snapped apart and attached herself to his body.
Almost immediately, he felt her presence whiff out, as if she had gone wandering again… or
maybe she had simply turned herself off, and Zerrex sighed, wishing he had that power himself
as he laid back on his bed before cursing as he felt still-warm blood, hopping to his feet and
wiping at his back before he lowered his head and walked over to the door, letting himself out
into the halls beyond and figuring a late night walk would help his mind, anyway.
The reptile was somehow unsurprised to find Cherry leaning against a wall a few feet
away, whistling a bit… and she smiled awkwardly before clearing her throat, saying mildly as
she fell into step beside him: “You got a little something on your back there, Boss.”
“Fuck you.” Zerrex said tiredly, and Cherry made a face at him: she knew him well
enough to understand what cues from him meant what, and she quietly reached out to take his
hand, earning a faint smile from the reptile. “Sorry. Bad mood.”
“No shit. Don‟t feel too bad though, Boss. Bitches keep bein‟ bitches to you… ain‟t
exactly your fault you don‟t feel top notch.” Cherry replied softly, and the two exchanged faint
smiles before she looked up with a sigh, adding quietly: “And you know, it‟s probably a good
thing you told the Sisters to fuck off… I mean, sure, I feel a little protective of „em naturally,
but… maybe they needed their goddamn knuckles rapped. Sin ain‟t so bad, even crazy… little
mean, little nasty, yeah, but you ain‟t never stopped loving Marina… and she‟s ten times worse
than Sin at her worst.”
“Thanks, Cherry.” Zerrex said dryly, and Cherry grinned at him before the reptile looked
up quietly at the half-finished ceiling above, a few drops of rain falling from dark clouds high
above: the most precipitation he‟d ever seen in Hell, since there wasn‟t a lot of water to go
around. Thankfully, though, the corruption in the air wasn‟t just a source of power to demons, it
was also what gave Hell‟s plants the vibrant tenacity and life they had, meaning the ecosystem
was in much better shape than would be expected. “I remember a lot of things, though, and that I
owe them a lot…”
“Oh bullshit, you‟re making shit up now.” Cherry said loudly, and Zerrex winced as her
voice echoed through the large, open area they stepped into, the female covering her own mouth
before she mumbled: “Sorry, sorry.
“But seriously. The Sisters owe you way more than just their lives, Boss… and
furthermore, you kinda own me in all kinds of ways, and I kinda am like totally their boss.”
Cherry tilted her head upwards arrogantly, and Zerrex smiled despite himself before Cherry
paused, softening a bit. “Oh, yeah, „fore I forget. Cindy and Ixin were working on that analysis
of you they‟ve been putting together, and they should have it ready by the day after tomorrow at
the latest. And Priest has been working like a maniac on that power device for you… hopes to
have it ready within a few weeks, but it‟s hard „cause he don‟t got Sin to help with the magical
incantations and shit required to make the damn thing work properly, so he has to keep looking
shit up and getting other bigwig mages to help out.”
Zerrex nodded, opening his muzzle… and Cherry reached out and grabbed it, closing it
firmly as she said flatly: “Shut the hell up before I punch you in the nuts, „cause you got that
look in your eye that says you‟re going to be all whiny. Anyway, I still ain‟t done talking. Uh…
oh, right. Desire said something about putting a gathering together for you, and a lot of your kids
are really anxious to meet with you again. Vampire is also kinda ticked off at Priest, you being
here instead of at the Ravenlight Estate and all, but now he‟s cleaning your room up for you and
preparing your quarters and doing all the housework and shit like a good faggot should.” She

stopped, then peered back and forth as she and Zerrex stepped out into a courtyard with a halffinished fountain, surrounded mostly by dirt with a few stone tiles here and there. “Also, I am not
supposed to tell you this, but me and probably the little wolf and some soldiers are going to do a
supply run for Priest in a few days, gather up some electronics and components and shit. If you
want, we‟ll sneak you on board the shuttle and shit. I figure… it‟ll be hard, but it might do you
good in a weird-ass way nonetheless to… to see the planet, and the state it‟s in.”
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, and then he held a hand out with a faint smile…
and a moment later, Sammy popped into existence on it, squeaking at him and looking offended
as he crossed his bony arms. Zerrex rolled his eyes immediately, sighing as he said: “I did not
forget about you, honestly. I just… got preoccupied. But do you want to come with me, see the
old planet we used to live on?”
Sammy nodded immediately, chirping and jumping onto his shoulder to curl up
contently, and Zerrex smiled a bit as Cherry grinned slightly, giving him a thumbs-up. “There,
that‟s the Boss I like to see… proactive and a royal pain in everyone‟s ass! Now come on, we
need to cheer you the fuck up… you wanna spar a little, maybe?”
“Cherry, we can‟t. For one thing, I can‟t entirely control these powers and you know that.
For another, violence is prohibited on these grounds during rest hours… which you would also
know if you‟d actually pay attention to the sisters for once.” Zerrex replied dryly, and Cherry
stomped her feet in consternation, looking as if she was on the verge of throwing a tempertantrum. This only made the male Drakkaren roll his eyes, however, before he asked mildly:
“Can‟t we just like. Have a normal night of rest?”
“Hell no!” Cherry said immediately, throwing her arms wide as she stepped away from
Zerrex, and then she spun around, pointing at him and declaring: “Dance of irritation, right
freaking now. We‟re totally going to start bitching at each other unless we let off some steam,
Boss, „cause… you‟re an asshat.”
Zerrex groaned, but the female only continued to glare at him threateningly… and finally,
the reptile sighed as he gave her a sour look. “I am totally not going to do this with you, Cherry. I
don‟t even think I remember properly what it is, due to the fact that it sounds so retarded in my
mind I don‟t want to think I ever encouraged this with you.”
“Please?” Cherry tried a different tactic now, putting her hands together and leaning in
with big eyes… and then she grinned, holding a fist out and covering her eyes with her other
hand, peeking through her fingers. “Then let‟s shoot for it, Boss, come on, decide things the old
fashioned way.”
Zerrex grumbled under his breath as Sammy chirped on his shoulder curiously, watching
as the Drakkaren held out a hand and sighed. “Fine, but no using your cheap-ass precognition to
cheat. Cover your eyes up.”
Cherry brightened at this, then she covered her face with her thick forearm as the two
held their hands out. Zerrex made a face nonetheless, wondering why he was giving in to her
childishness and pretending for the moment he was more mature than this… and then he finally
cleared his throat and said: “Three… two… one… go!”
“Rock, paper, scissors!” Cherry cheerfully shouted, loudly enough that it echoed around
the courtyard, and Zerrex made a face as her closed fist hovered a few inches away from his two
fingers. Rock crushes scissors. Great. “Uh… Boss? Who won?”
The female was still standing stupidly with her forearm over her eyes, and for a moment,
Zerrex was tempted to lie… but some part of him was more upset with this idea than the reason

they had played this game to begin with, so the Drakkaren sighed, saying morbidly: “You won,
Cherry. I guess that means we‟re doing the dance of irritation.”
“Excellent!” Cherry brightened at this as she dropped her arm, and then she gave the
Drakkaren a sudden hug, squeezing him tightly and making him wince before she pranced
backwards. Zerrex looked across at her sourly, and then Cherry pointed at him, saying flatly:
“Don‟t you back out on me now, Boss. Now come on, you know what to do. If you didn‟t
remember, you wouldn‟t be so bitchy.”
Zerrex muttered under his breath, and then he took a deep breath as Cherry did the same,
unable to remember how they had come up with this ritual… and he thought it was better left
that way, as he and Cherry both set themselves before they yelled mindlessly at each other, then
they both lowered their heads and simply charged as fast and hard as they could into one another,
skulls slamming together before they both collapsed onto their backs. The male flopped around,
blinking stupidly as he stared up at the sky and saw double, and Cherry, meanwhile, groaned in
pain as she rolled back and forth, clutching at her fins as she mumbled: “Balls to fuck but does
that ever hurt… okay Boss, I admit it, not the brightest idea…”
“Yeah, well… my head hurts so much I can‟t remember what we were talking about
anymore.” Zerrex replied dumbly, and then he blinked a few times as the ache began to fade,
sitting up as Sammy peered up at him from the ground. He looked back down at him, and then
Sammy only shook his head slowly, making the Drakkaren glower. “Oh, go to hell, you little… I
mean… shut up.”
Sammy chirped cheerily at him at this, and Cherry snorted amusedly from where she still
was flopped out before she finally rolled awkwardly onto her stomach, and then she carefully
pushed herself up from the ground as Zerrex stood himself, rubbing a hand through his hair as
the two looked at each other… and then Cherry grinned dumbly. “So, sex now?”
“Cherry, go away.” Zerrex said flatly, and the female threw her head back and laughed
before she wrapped an arm around him and pushed their sides together, and the male couldn‟t
help but smile despite himself as he wrapped an arm around her in return, the two heading
towards the opposite end of the courtyard as Sammy tagged along at their feet.
Two days later, the Drakkaren sat moodily outside on the park bench with Cindy, his arm
held out as she carefully took a blood sample with a needle. Then she smiled a bit as she finally
removed it, Zerrex wincing as he took the cotton ball she offered and applied it over the small
hole in his scales, as Cindy carefully pulled the vial off the crystalline needle, murmuring:
“You‟re such a baby about this stuff…”
“Well come on. You‟ve added my genetic data to your Ark thing, you‟ve taken all kinds
of samples for medical tests, and Ixin‟s poked and prodded me with all kinds of magical
devices.” Zerrex paused, looking sour. “Or rather, what he claims are magical devices, although I
have had my doubts in a few cases.”
“Ixin‟s a good guy. You and him aren‟t so different.” Cindy said softly, as she closed her
medical kit and then took the cotton ball away from her father, tucking it into her pocket before
she smiled slightly as she pulled out a band-aid, opening it and putting it over the already-healed
hole before Zerrex could resist or protest. He glanced down at this, making a face at the dancing
kittens and puppies on it, and then Cindy squeezed his wrist gently. “Besides, we both need more
data. I can only isolate so much variation in a single blood sample… to build up an accurate
assessment of your current genome structure, I need multiple samples to run a variety of tests
on… mostly because I also want to look past genetic structure and at the antibodies and cellular

structures present in your bloodstream, too. And just like fishing, you can‟t find all the world‟s
fish in one pool.”
“You can at the zoo.” Zerrex muttered, and Cindy sighed as she smacked his arm firmly,
the reptile wincing before he stood up with her, and then he smiled awkwardly at her as picked
her medical kit up and strapped it to her back. “I… appreciate it, though, I really do… you taking
all this time for me, and seeing me all the way out here.”
“It‟s a nice place. I like visiting you here.” Cindy said softly, and then she made a face as
she glanced to the side, watching as Cherry picked up a wheelbarrow and threw it at Ixin, who
was scampering away from her with a terrified look on his face. “At least most of the time.”
The wheelbarrow narrowly missed, and Zerrex sighed as Ixin ran over and hid behind
him, the demoness charging up a moment later as she glared and looked back and forth, and the
white-haired reptile crossed his arms as he said dryly: “Gee, she really looks pissed off, Ixin. Just
what did you do to her?”
“Nothing!” Ixin squeaked, and then he yelped when Cherry simply barreled at Zerrex,
leaping out of the way. Cherry cursed as she clawed at him, but just as her fingers scratched
along his arm, she smashed into her father, and both of them were sent tumbling in a heap,
rolling a few feet before the male ended up on his back with Cherry straddling him, the female
looking down at him dumbly. Then Zerrex glared at her, and the female held her hands up,
wincing.
“It was his fault… he slapped my ass.” Cherry said sulkily, and when Zerrex looked at
her, she leapt up and then spun around, revealing a large, spade-shaped mark on her rear. “With
the shovel that was covered in mortar, these pants are ruined!”
“Babe, those pants were ruined the moment you put them on.” Ixin said mildly from
where he was now hiding behind Cindy, and Cherry glared at him as Cindy sighed and rolled her
eyes. The mage grinned as Zerrex slapped his forehead, and then he pointed at the Drakkaren,
saying mildly: “By the way, you‟re coming with me. We have some talking to do… I know
between getting in trouble and… building things…” Ixin looked disdainful at the idea of manual
labor, and it seemed to take him a moment to get back on track. “Well, anyway. The Sisters
might be teaching you a few things, but I know they haven‟t been teaching you a lot. Especially
with that wench of yours around.”
Cherry looked offended at this, crossing her arms… and then she winced and coughed,
quickly scampering out of the way so Zerrex could get up from the ground, brushing himself off
as Ixin created a portal. He looked meditatively at the mage as he walked over, and then he
paused long enough to smile at Cindy, saying quietly: “Take care at the labs today, huh? Don‟t
work too hard.”
“I‟ll do my best.” Cindy smiled back, and then she stuck her tongue out at Cherry when
she looked pouty, before she screwed up her face and wagged her tongue stupidly back at forth at
Cindy as Zerrex walked through the portal.
A moment later, the Drakkaren was standing on one of the large, dirt roads that led into
one of the still-standing cities, outside an old, massive wooden hostel. He looked up over this
curiously, and then Ixin appeared beside him as the portal closed, wrapping an arm around his
shoulders and guiding him around to the side of the building and up a short flight of wooden
stairs as he said mildly: “Now tell me what you‟ve gone over so far, so I don‟t skip anything you
don‟t know and don‟t beat anything into the ground you‟ve already learned.”
Zerrex looked down thoughtfully at this: it was a hard question to answer, since the
Sisters tended to teach him by telling him long stories about their past, when they had been under

the guidance of the Fifth Sister and the Goddess. It wasn‟t that it was a particularly-unpleasant
way to learn, but it required a lot of time and patience… and Zerrex opened his mouth to reply
before Ixin turned him towards a door and he instead made a face at the neon sign hanging on it.
“Ixin, this is a bar!”
“Yeah, I know. But just „cause you don‟t drink don‟t mean I can‟t.” Ixin said cheerfully,
and Zerrex looked at the Drakkaren sourly. However, the reptile thought the mage had something
hidden up his sleeve: Ixin could be vulgar and loved a good joke, but he wasn‟t usually rude just
for the hell of it. “Anyway, come on, what did they teach you?”
Zerrex didn‟t reply for a moment as they stepped into the smoke-filled bar, people sitting
at old, worn wooden tables scattered here and there, most of them demons who looked down on
their luck. Someone in the corner was tapping out a half-jaunty tune on a piano, clustering the
notes and getting them wrong every bar or so, and the double-doors leading into the hostel were
thrown wide open, demons walking in and out regularly, many of them accompanied by succubi
that were making their rounds through the crowded atmosphere, most of them looking a little
pale, a little thin: likely whores not protected by any of the prostitution guilds run by Elysium.
Ixin took a seat at the bar, and Zerrex made a face before he sat on the stool and joined
him, the Drakkaren looking slowly over the bottles of booze stacked high on the enormous
shelves behind it, before he winced as he looked sideways at the two large kegs sitting near the
end of the bar. He wondered after a moment if Ixin perhaps had just brought him here to torture
him… after all, in life the Drakkaren had come to rely a little too heavily on alcohol, and it had
taken him a long time to kick the habit. The smell, however, always drew him in, even all these
years later… and there was always a nagging voice in his mind telling him he should just help
himself to one drink, that it wouldn‟t hurt…
Ixin smacked his shoulder with his fist as a bartender approached, and then the mage held
a hand up, saying mildly: “Gimme some kind of ale, hell-brewed. And oh, right, water for my
friend here, I don‟t exactly have a lot of change for handouts.”
Zerrex looked at Ixin, irked by the patronizing tone of his voice, but the bartender walked
off to serve them without complaint… and then the mage turned around, nodding as he said
mildly: “Well, look who else here is cheap. Wouldn‟t suspect such a high-and-mighty loner like
him would hide out in cheap dives like this, would you?”
The Drakkaren frowned, then he looked over his shoulder before his eyes widened in
surprise at the sight of Loki, sitting at a table and playing cards, grinning as he played with a
stack of chips so high Zerrex was sure he must be cheating. On the other hand, the demons he
was playing with didn‟t look like the most intelligent kinds, even if he could tell at least one of
them was a Greed demon… and Loki currently had a Dius on one side of him and Aera Cura, a
minor deity, on his other side.
Aera Cura was a cow, yet tall and lithe, her ears large and floppy, her features pretty and
yet almost as skull-like as Anathema‟s. She had tall horns with a ladder of silver piercings that
stood up behind her ears, and red, tight skin with darker splotches on her shoulders, and a pearl
necklace dangled low over her cleavage, which Loki kept playing with – the necklace, not her
breasts, much as Zerrex was sure he wanted to. Her body was covered by a very short, very
revealing white dress that was little more than a few strips of cloth, something fancy she had
likely put on for the occasion… yet Zerrex wondered what occasion that was, with them
currently seated in this den of inequity.
“He has been trying to get into the pants of that goddess for years. Well, not pants, she
never wears pants, but you know what I mean.” Ixin said mildly, as he turned back around just in

time to catch a bottle of ale as it slid down the dusty top of the bar. He opened it and winked at
the bartender, and then Zerrex made a face as a glass of water slid in front of him, staring at this
before he raised a hand awkwardly as the bartender gave him a nasty little smile, several other
demons looking at him both curiously and contemptibly. “He never will, though. Aera Cura‟s a
grade-A bitch-slash-gold digger. Unless there‟s room for improvement, she ain‟t going
nowhere… and between you and me, Loki‟s not much more than a blue-collar worker.”
Ixin sipped at his ale, and then he winced at a particularly-jarring series of notes from the
piano player before he sighed and shook his head, muttering: “Shame, really. This place, a few
centuries back, opened as one of those ritzy resort hotels. Guy thought he‟d make a killing. But
demons don‟t travel much, don‟t have much use for hotels, and most of them just portal around
when they do have to go someplace, so the place quickly turned into a whore-den, since the other
things a lot of demons and lost souls don‟t have is modesty. So you know, it ain‟t a nice place
here. People fuck in rooms full of a dozen or more demons, others jerk off or are busy with their
own thing or just try to ignore it, all that shit. Now are you going to tell me what you‟ve learned
from the sisters or am I going to have to bash you over the head with this bottle?”
Zerrex looked sourly at Ixin, and then he finally sighed, rolling his eyes as he said mildly:
“Alright, but… it hasn‟t been a whole lot. Mostly about how gods start out… that as time passes,
they usually become stronger, or how some of them are linked to certain things, but we didn‟t get
much into that.”
“Excellent, now we‟re getting somewhere. I‟m going to expand on that today, actually,
your materials and you.” Ixin poked him a few times, and Zerrex slapped his hand away after a
moment with a look of distaste, the mage looking huffy. “Touchy, touchy. Okay, so first of all,
Gods, like demons, have certain affinities. Unlike demons, though, these affinities aren‟t just
elemental, and are rarely sinful: yes, you can have a God of say… Wrath, or Greed, but they ain‟t
common-folk. Usually, what they really are is an ascended demon that just claims he‟s a god,
you get me?
“Now, your standard godling – let‟s take Loki over there for instance – has an affinity
with an element, a „job,‟ and at least one material object. Again, taking Loki for instance… his
affinity is with the element of Air, he‟s the God of Trickery, and he‟s associated with a very,
very rare substance called a Dwarf Beard, a moss that Thor was kind enough to procure for me.”
As Ixin spoke, he produced a small, carefully-crafted doll in the shape of Loki that was wearing
a coat made of the moss he had just mentioned… and if Zerrex wasn‟t mistaken, the doll‟s hair
was a lock cut from Loki‟s own. “Loki‟s also been known for running around, trying to get
laid… although he is not as good at it as the legends tell.” Ixin paused and grinned slightly.
“Then again, he is a god of mischief, right? So what harm would there be for him in spicing up
some of the old record books?”
The mage laughed a bit, and then he produced a long string made from some kind of ivy,
muttering a spell under his breath as he tied it carefully around the doll‟s waist, and at the card
table, Loki laughed before pausing and frowning, looking back and forth but then shrugging and
going on with his game, tossing a pair of aces down on the table to the consternation of the other
players. “Loki is actually only a demigod… Odin was his Father, but only insomuch as Odin
took him into his Family. Godly families are really complicated though, so I‟ll explain that after I
finish with this frustrating material bullshit.
“Even as a demigod, though, Loki has a lot of associations, and a lot of power: just
because someone‟s only half-god, don‟t mean you should underestimate them in the slightest. I
mean, fuck, look at Aera Cura over there… full-blooded goddess who came about the way most

true gods do – by which I mean she just appeared one day, and ain‟t nobody know how or from
where – and she could be taken on by your average mortal.” Ixin snorted in amusement, then he
glanced down at the doll, waggling it back and forth. “Now see this? I used a very simple spell
here, then bound it with string made from Crawling Ivy. A more-common substance from
Asgard, which is the world where Loki, Odin, and Thor are all said to have come from. I also
carved Loki‟s name into the back of this thing, and… some other information you don‟t need to
know right now.
“But see, if someone figures out your associated materials, or worse, the things you have
an affinity with…” Ixin paused, then he carefully brought the Loki doll forwards before
slamming it face-first down into the counter, and in the middle of laughing Loki himself
suddenly slammed face-first down into the poker table, sending his chips and cards flying as
demons leaned away in shock and a few people stared… but not many showed interest, even as
Ixin relaxed his grip on the doll and brought it back up… and Loki sat up, rubbing at his head
dazedly. Zerrex gaped… then watched as Ixin slapped the doll into the countertop again, looking
like he was getting a bit too much enjoyment out of this as Loki started to stand, then sat down
and smashed his face into the table again, making it groan in protest as Aera Cura and the Dius
both jumped away from the otter, staring in horror at him.
Loki‟s head rose and hit the table several more times as Ixin grinned stupidly, and then he
gave a malicious little giggle as he grabbed Zerrex‟s glass of water and dunked the doll in it…
and across the room, Loki gargled as he grabbed at his throat, water spilling out of his mouth as
his body suddenly became sopping wet, before Ixin pulled the doll free… and Loki leaned back
in his chair with a curse, looking back and forth before his blazing eyes settled on Ixin, and the
mage winced as Zerrex made a face, leaning back… and then wincing as, before Loki could hop
to his feet, the mage began to violently beat the doll against the countertop, and the otter‟s face
slapped down into the table again and again even as he flailed his arms uselessly.
Finally, Ixin ceased, panting hard and rubbing at his tired arms, and Loki stood up from
the table, grabbing at his bruised face and groaning as he tried to step forwards… but then Ixin
swung the doll in a wide circle around his head, and Loki grabbed at his skull with a groan
before he toppled backwards to land in a sprawl. Playing cards spilled out of his sleeves, and the
demigod winced as the other players at the poker table stopped looking so amused, the otter
holding his hands up with a weak grin as Aera Cura carefully made her way towards the open
doors leading into the hostel. “Hey, guys, really now… what‟s some gold between friends?”
A burly minotaur smacked a fist into his other hand, and Loki winced before pointing at
him… but Ixin cackled as he jerked the doll in a random direction, and the otter yelped as his
arm flapped outwards even as a blast of dark energy shot from his extended finger. It struck the
piano, which exploded and hailed down chunks of wood and ivory, and immediately the piano
player got to his feet… and Zerrex winced as he realized why no one had gone and interrupted
his bad playing: the snarling demon was definitely of the Wrath persuasion, with armory plates
layering his entire body, shifting now and then to let raw, pink sinew show from beneath them
from massive muscles bulging and flexing with every movement. “Goddamn bastard!”
“Let‟s make our escape.” Ixin said mildly, and Zerrex grunted in agreement… then he
made a face and tore the Loki doll out of Ixin‟s hand as the mage rose it above his head, and
immediately the mage sulked at him, even as Zerrex removed the band of ivy from around his
waist and then tore the doll up. He waved at Loki as the otter sat up, giving both a grimace and a
sour smile to the Drakkaren, but Zerrex thought Loki would be fine… even if he did get taught a
lesson about cheating he probably would not shortly forget.

The two lizards made their way out of the bar as a brawl ensued, Ixin tossing a few gold
coins at the bartender before they pushed through the door, and then the mage yawned and
stretched out, rubbing at his back slowly before he said cheerfully: “That was fun.” A pause, and
then he sipped at his ale, before he grabbed Zerrex‟s wrist, pulled his arm out in front of him, and
then poured the alcohol over it.
The Drakkaren glared at him, and then he looked slowly down as he felt a burning before
he squawked as he realized the ale was literally burning a hole through his scales, sick-smelling
smoke rising up from the wound as the lizard flailed his arm at his side and then brushed at it
quickly, before he cursed under his breath in surprise at the damage the alcohol had done, a hole
burnt cleanly through to bleeding flesh below and the scales around this blackened and brittle…
and Ixin leaned on the banister of the stairway as he sipped at his drink, saying mildly: “And that
brings me to my next topic, which is the opposite of material affinity… material… anti-finity.”
Ixin looked serious for a moment, but as the Drakkaren gazed dourly at him, he finally
sighed and rolled his eyes, muttering under his breath. “Okay, okay, so I can‟t think of an
antonym for „affinity.‟ But other mages call it material vulnerability… I don‟t know why though,
since even the materials you have an affinity with can lead to vulnerabilities. But obviously we
just discovered one of yours…” Ixin stopped, then he grinned as Zerrex brushed at the brittle
scales, bleeding a little bit from the wound before the blackened scales peeled off and the wound
slowly began to heal. “Hey, look on the bright side, at least it means you‟ll never have to worry
about a relapse.”
“Ixin, only you would make a joke about that.” Zerrex said dryly, but when Ixin only
continued to grin awkwardly, he finally smiled a bit in return. “I guess as long as you treat
everything with the horrible lack of respect you have, though, I can‟t exactly complain.”
“Good shit.” Ixin snorted amusedly at this, then he drank the last of his ale before he
simply threw the bottle over the railing, then he turned to walk down the stairs as the Drakkaren
followed, rubbing at the slowly-healing wound absently. “Now listen, because this is important.
As you learned yourself over the course of our skirmishes with Athéos‟s minions, all gods have
weak points… but if you just keep poking holes in something, it usually eventually withers up
and dies, except in a few very-rare cases. Those invincible beings you took on, for example…
they had only the one certain way to kill them, and there‟s a few gods out there who have just
one weakness… but believe me, it ain‟t an advantage to have just one weak point. Sure, it might
seem like it at first… but once someone figures out what your weakness is, then everyone who
comes after you will be loaded to the teeth with silver stakes or hemlock or some other shit. Just
look at Baldur: a god of peace so powerful he didn‟t even know the meaning of the word „pain‟
until he got a tiny little dart of mistletoe in the neck, and then he spent about an hour gargling
and bleeding to death all over the place despite everyone‟s best efforts to save his life from what
would have basically been a mildly-annoying scratch to even a mortal.”
Ixin made a face, then he looked mildly over at Zerrex, sizing him up slowly. “You‟ve
always been able to regenerate from nearly any kind of wound… but I‟m willing to bet that if
someone beat on you savagely enough, you would die. Just as I‟m willing to be that if someone
gave you an alcohol bath, you would be in absolute agony… but it wouldn‟t kill you. Of course,
I‟m not sure what other material vulnerabilities you have, but rest assured I‟ll be glad to do my
best to find out, if you‟ll put up with a lot of awkward pokes from various objects.”
The Drakkaren made a face, but then he nodded and rubbed his head slowly, muttering:
“I guess it‟s better to find out sooner rather than later, isn‟t it…” He stopped, then looked down
at the skull sitting on his shoulder as he felt Anathema‟s presence stir: for the most part, she had

been wandering Hell in spiritual form, and the reptile was honestly surprised that she had been
gone so long for this last trip. “Can you give me a second, Ixin?”
“Yeah, sure. I need to take a moment to think about this puzzler, anyway.” Ixin replied
thoughtfully, and then he turned around, crossing his arms as he walked across the road in front
of the hostel. Zerrex watched him for a moment, and then the lizard closed his eyes, delving into
his own mind.
He visualized a library in his mind… and Anathema glanced up at him from where she
was sitting at a table, a few files open in front of her before the undead Naganatine looked
around and snorted, saying in his mind: You’re getting better at visualization. Maybe the
meditations you practice every night now are starting to help out this damaged mind of yours.
He’s getting better at fucking around, retorted another voice, and both Anathema and
Zerrex made faces at Ravenlight, who was sitting at another chair with his feet up on the table,
filing his claws. Then the armored lizard looked up disgustedly, adding darkly: And by the way?
It’s getting crowded in here. Her presence is not doing good things for your mind.
“If it‟s doing bad things to you, it‟s doing more than I could ever hope for.” Zerrex
muttered, and Ravenlight snorted in his head, but then vanished in apparent distaste. The
Drakkaren waited, and then he added quietly: “Anyway, I just wanted to check on you… usually
you take shorter trips.”
I stopped to have a short talk with Sin, that’s all. Anathema smiled a bit in his mind at the
lizard‟s surprise. Yes, I can speak to people in astral presence… and yes, Sin is… she’s doing
okay. Still in her Tower, but I’m beginning to think she’s torturing herself senselessly now. She…
she seems better, though. Maybe she does need a dose of pain now and then to remind herself
why she can’t repeat the mistakes she made with Mephistopheles, however…
There was a long silence at this… and then Anathema shook her head, saying dryly: Now
go back to Ixin. It’s important you learn about these things… and he has a way of teaching that
seems to work for you. I’m going to go back to paging through some of your memories and
entertaining myself before our big trip.
“Crap, that‟s today, right.” Zerrex opened his eyes, then he looked over at Ixin, calling:
“How much more do you want to go over today?”
“Just a little bit… come over here, I found what I was looking for!” Ixin shouted back,
and Zerrex grunted before he jogged over to the mage, looking down curiously as the fellow
Drakkaren struck a pose and waved his hands over the clump of grasses he was standing at…
and immediately, black roses sprung to life there as he grinned widely. “Ta-da! Now pick one.”
Zerrex looked at him for a moment, then he sighed, sure this was going to hurt somehow
as he reached down and carefully plucked the rose… and then he blinked as nothing happened,
before smiling slightly and grasping it a bit more firmly… and then he cursed, dropping it as the
thorns dug into his hand, seeming to cut through his scales like butter as she shook his fingers
out. Thankfully, it was his right hand, so there was no blood… but the loss of the scales still
stung, as he glared at the mage… who looked back at him with a strange seriousness. “Now
listen for a moment, okay? This is not exactly the best sign.
“See, to have an affinity with something can be bad enough… but to have a vulnerability
to it as well? That means it can be real dangerous for you.” Ixin said quietly, then he bent and
touched one of the black roses, and it blossomed slowly as the mage smiled faintly. “And of
course, it‟s the Hez‟Rannan Black Rose you have an affinity with… something used in their
culture for all kinds of rituals, and seen as sacred. I believe even the Princess had an affinity with
it, didn‟t she?”

He looked up at him, and Zerrex felt a twinge in his mind before he remembered a
terrible monster, and being locked in a desperate battle with it as tails made of beautiful black
roses snapped back and forth… and then he nodded slowly, and Ixin grunted. “Great. I‟ll ask the
Sisters to teach you more about this, then… and oh, right.” Casually, as if it was the most natural
thing in the world, Ixin pulled a bottle out of his belt and sloshed its contents onto Zerrex‟s chest,
making the lizard gape… and then Ixin pulled out a packet of salt and emptied its contents over
his breast as well. After a few moments of nothing happening, the mage clapped his hands
together… then winced and quickly cast a cleansing spell when the Drakkaren loomed towards
him menacingly, getting rid of the wet mess over the lizard‟s scales. “Sorry, sorry! But hey, look
on the bright side… holy water has no negative effects, and neither does salt. Did you feel
anything?”
“Annoyance.” Zerrex said flatly, and Ixin rolled his eyes before the reptile carefully
touched his chest… but the scales there were hard and solid as ever, and he finally nodded after a
moment. “I just felt wet… and maybe kind of a buzzing sensation, you know? But nothing
serious.”
“Good.” Ixin smiled slightly at him, then he patted the reptile on the muzzle, making
Zerrex scowl. “Oh stop that, even gods get wrinkles when they make such ugly faces for so
damn long. Not that anyone would notice with your mug… but I think that‟s about all I wanted
to go over.” He paused, then looked over the lizard thoughtfully, crossing his arms. “Wait a
minute, though. Your affinity has always been with the Earth, right? Have you tried moving it at
all, without the use of a spell?”
Zerrex looked at him blankly, and Ixin rolled his eyes before he said mildly: “Loki, for
example, doesn‟t need to cast a spell in order to use some of his abilities. You yourself shouldn‟t
need to do fancy magic or anything to use yours, and nor should you have to exert your energy
abilities or the power you‟ve developed in order to like… make the ground move. You should
just be able to will it to do what you want.”
Zerrex looked down thoughtfully, then he concentrated… and a moment later, the ground
rumbled before exploding beneath Ixin‟s feet, and the mage was launched into the air before he
collapsed heavily on his back with a groan, and the reptile looked surprised at this reaction
before he crossed his arms with a grin, saying mildly: “Well, Ixin, I think I understand what
you‟re saying. Maybe I should try again though, see what else I can do…”
“No, no, I think you got it.” Ixin said sourly, holding a hand up from the ground, and then
he grunted as he kicked up to his feet. “I‟m sick of your face now. I think I‟m going to go and do
some more tests for a little while and harass Cindy… at least she‟s cute and nice.”
The two looked at each other, and then they smiled and bumped their fists together, Ixin
saying quietly: “You watch out for yourself, you hear me? We‟ve still got a lot of enemies out
there, and a lot of people who want to corrupt things between Heaven, Hell, and that poor mortal
world out there. And furthermore, stop worrying about your goddamn powers. Between me and
the Sisters, we‟ll teach you everything we can, and we‟ll get your abilities back in control and
your memories back in your damn fool head.”
“Thanks Ixin.” Zerrex said quietly, but the mage only blew him a raspberry before he
struck a pose with both his arms out and one leg raised, and a moment later he vanished in a
burst of smoke and fireworks. The Drakkaren rolled his eyes at this, then he created his own
portal before stepping through it, emerging back at the monastery and letting out a sigh of relief:
on his first few attempts to create portals, he had accidentally sent himself to entirely different

places. It had taken a little while to get the spell down and relearn how exactly magic worked,
and he still didn‟t feel like he had the concentration required to use magic on a regular basis.
He looked back and forth as he walked up the now-finished path to the monastery, before
he smiled a bit as he saw the Sisters hard at work on the archway, sculpting the statues that
would flank it as well as hammering out a blessed alloy frame that would make it impossible for
most demons to enter by force. Zerrex paused as he almost stepped on an iron bar that had fallen
loose from somewhere, and he carefully bent down to pick it up, handling it with ease: one of the
major advantages to being a god was that he no longer needed to worry about the special
properties of the metal, as iron was something most demons were strangely vulnerable to.
He gently put the iron bar down on a pile of them, which would later be used to complete
the fencing around the monastery‟s perimeter, and he watched the slow, delicate movements of
Earth as she carefully shaped out the form of a Dius that had its arms out to one side, looking
almost embarrassed as she worked to sculpt its bosom. Her movements were much different
from Water, who was calmly and fluidly designing the other statue, also a Dius, but this one with
its arms above its head. When finished, both of these statues would hold metal spheres with cores
of demonic crystal, designed to further enforce the security of the monastery against interlopers.
The Sisters took their traditions and beliefs extremely seriously, after all: just as they hadn‟t
allowed Cindy to work on the monastery as she was not a member of their „family,‟ they
wouldn‟t allow uninvited intruders onto their sacred grounds.
Then Zerrex made a face as Cherry stomped out from inside the monastery, covered in
paint and whistling cheerfully before she grinned at the sight of Zerrex, and she walked to put
her hands on her hips, looking up and down him curiously. “You‟re back pretty goddamn quick.
And what, these stuck-up bitches not talking to you? Hey, bitches, stop that and get over here!”
“Sister, it wasn‟t rudeness… Zerrex knows our protocols and our way.” Fire said in a
pained voice, and then she blushed a bit as the Drakkaren glanced over them. They had been
behaving a little like chastened children over the last few days, and the reptile didn‟t think
Cherry rushing to try and get them to act normally around the lizard was exactly helping the
situation. He also felt strangely awkward with them when they were like this… after all, they
treated him like their superior, when he was the one learning from them. “Besides, don‟t you
have to leave?”
“Oh fuck, I guess that‟s right. Well, make sure you say hi to us when we get back, or I
swear to fuck I‟ll break those statues of yours.” Cherry threatened, and Earth paled as the other
Sisters winced. But then Cherry grabbed Zerrex‟s hand, jerking him along as the reptile
squawked and the female grumbled under her breath. “I really don‟t get you weird-ass
„disciplined‟ people, you know that? Whining about this shit and that shit and making such
buttholes of yourselves when you could all just be laughing about it. Seriously, for ancient
beings of tremendous power, they can be stupid at times.”
Zerrex had the distinct sense Cherry was irritated with the Sisters for some other reason,
as she stopped a fair distance away to cast a cleansing spell over herself to get rid of the paint
splatters on her body before she created a portal, and she muttered under her breath as she
walked quickly through it. Zerrex followed after a moment, and once through, asked mildly:
“Did they not want you working on the monastery?”
“Pricks!” Cherry bellowed, throwing her head back, and then she flailed her arms and
stomped angrily around in a circle, the guards standing by the gates they were only a few meters
away from both wincing back involuntarily, before the Nightmares looked at each other. The
Drakkaren glanced at the demonic horses apologetically, amused by how the terrifying, tall

demons with their obsidian, coarse hair and blazing red eyes looked far more like innocent
victims right now than anything else, even with the huge assault rifles the uniformed soldiers
both carried. “Fucking ass-bitches! Goddamn… potatoes!”
Zerrex let Cherry tantrum for a little while, then he motioned for the guards to open the
gates leading into the airfield before he reached out and gently caught one of Cherry‟s hands, and
she fell into a sulk as he led her quickly past the gates, feeling a vibration pass through his body
as the gates closed quickly behind them. They were inside the perimeter of the electromagnetic
fences now, which repelled both the corruption of Hell as well as the electrical frequencies in the
air that would otherwise ensure none of the space shuttles sitting at different parts of the airfield
would work.
The Drakkaren glanced towards a massive building at the other side of the field,
wondering if he dared to enter. On the one hand, they were very early and it would cheer Cherry
up… on the other hand, once inside the huge scientific building made of insulated alloys and
shielding that kept the area a clean zone, he knew Cherry would probably break something and
Priest might have a fit. Then he sighed at the look on Cherry‟s face, knowing she was probably
more upset than she was letting on, and he said finally: “How about we go and see our kid?”
She brightened immediately at this, then once more took the lead, bouncing around a
demon piloting a mechanical armor used for loading cargo and then shoving past several in
coveralls, a minotaur shouting at her irritably. Zerrex winced and waved an apology to him, and
then they slid to a stop in front of an armored security door, a camera above this clicking and
scanning slowly over them. It beeped after a few moments, then the foot-thick armored doors
opened, and they stepped into the decontamination chamber beyond.
The doors closed, and then fans roared into life as a mist sprayed over them from the
ceiling, Zerrex rubbing awkwardly at his eyes as Anathema jumped in his mind, before golden
flames burst into life on her skull as the fans sucked the last of the mist up and the shutter in
front of them rolled open. Cherry clapped her hands together cheerily, and then she bounced
ahead of the Drakkaren as Anathema asked curiously: “What exactly is this place?”
“It‟s where Priest and Cindy both work… huge scientific labs on every floor, Firenze had
the installation built next to the shuttle field so they didn‟t have to worry about trying to cart
sensitive equipment through Hell… even with ten layers of shielding, fucking stuff can screw up
electronics real fast if they‟re touchy enough.” Cherry replied over her shoulder, then she almost
bumped into a scientist in a lab coat, the goat demon grumbling as he hopped out of the way.
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then they emerged from the hallway into a large lobby area.
She paused for a moment to let Zerrex catch up to her as a few demons milled past, some
in coveralls and others in lab coats, and then they headed quickly over to the elevator, Zerrex
glad that Cherry seemed intent on taking the direct route there for once. She hit the button for the
third floor, then winced as a few demons started towards the open doors, hammering the button
to close the doors… and then she waved as the demons started to run a bit too late, and the door
to the elevator closed before it quickly ascended.
She smiled cheerfully, then winced at the male‟s sour look as he crossed his arms… but
Anathema snorted in amusement on his shoulder, saying mildly: “What strange creatures you
are… after all, Zerrex, you could simply have teleported right to Priest‟s location.”
“Fuck no.” Cherry made a face, shaking her head vehemently. “Every time the Boss does
that, I get this horrible vertigo sensation. You‟re lucky, you don‟t have… much of anything like
that, Bones.”

Anathema grumbled something about hating nicknames, and Zerrex rolled his eyes as the
elevator door opened, following Cherry out into the hall… and then blinking as they almost ran
right into Priest, who was walking towards them with the two wolves in tow. He looked up in
surprise himself from a handheld computer he was tapping away on, and then he smiled as Lone
and Mahihko – both dressed in coveralls, Mahihko fidgeting every now and then and Lone
puffing out his chest as he tried to look tough – stepped forwards to either side of him to gaze up
at their father fondly. “Just gimme a second… okay. Hey, I was about to come looking for you
two.”
Priest gazed from one to the other warmly, then he winced and held his hands above his
head as Cherry hugged the muscular male tightly, grunting before he carefully pushed her off.
She grumbled for a moment, then brightened when the Dragokkaren held the small computer out
to her, saying in a more serious voice: “Look, this is a list of components I need and where you
can find them… I‟m going to send you down in the Argo, it has the largest storage space. I‟ll
also send a vulture crew of two with you… experienced salvagers, they already know what to
look for and have their own computers so you can communicate with them with ease. Otherwise,
it‟ll be you, Lone, Mahihko…” Priest paused, then looked at Zerrex with a bit of a smile. “And a
guest, since uh… Firenze will have a fit if I tell him I‟m letting Dad go too. Seriously, you two
owe me for this one. Firenze might be my brother but the dude will rip my goddamn head off if
he finds out about this. He‟s been real worried about you, Dad… and he can be a real bitch about
enforcing the rules and making sure everyone‟s treated the same. Real goddamn pain in the ass,
if you ask me… what‟s the use of being his brother when he won‟t give me any special
treatment?”
“Fucking right!” Cherry exclaimed, and then the two exchanged high-fives as Zerrex
dropped his face in a hand with a sigh. Then he grunted as the female wrapped an arm around
him, giving him a firm squeeze as she added: “But hey, don‟t you worry about a goddamn thing,
Priest. I‟ll take care of the Boss, make sure he doesn‟t do anything too stupid.”
“I know you will, Mom.” Priest said softly, smiling a bit, and then he glanced at his
father, reaching out to squeeze a shoulder gently. “You‟ll be landing in Valise City, which I
know could bring a lot of memories back for you… both good and bad. It‟s pretty easy to find
resources around there, though… and more importantly, it should be fairly safe. There were three
Mechanauts there originally, one of them the Colossus… but two were destroyed completely,
and Colossus has moved out of the area. You should have no problems.”
“Alright.” Zerrex nodded back, and then he traded a quick hug with his son before he
smiled a bit. “How about that Armlet, then? Is it coming along okay?”
“Yeah, it seems to be so far… I just need those components and I should be able to put
some more work into it. Complicated as hell to work on but… I‟m hoping that once you get
back, I should be able to develop the upgrades a bit faster. Then once Sin is feeling better, I‟ll
talk to her some more…” He stopped, then looked at his father for a moment, asking softly: “Is
she doing okay? Sin was always like a second mother to me, Dad… me, Firenze and Driz have
all be damn worried about her.”
Zerrex hesitated, then he nodded slowly, saying quietly: “Anathema said she‟s doing
better… and I will certainly trust her judgment on that. She knows her sister well, after all.”
“Good, then.” Priest reached out and patted Anathema‟s skull, and golden fire flared in
the sockets, making the Dragokkaren wince back before he cleared his throat and pushed the two
wolves forwards. “Anyway, you take these guys and get out of here. Launch procedures should
be starting up now, and you know the pilots hate waiting. Take care, guys.”

“You too, Priest.” Cherry smiled after her son as he turned and headed back down the
hall, and then she glanced down at the handheld computer as Lone and Mahihko both walked
forwards, Lone curiously peering up at the device as Mahihko grabbed his father‟s wrist, not
speaking but only looking up at him with a blush. Zerrex paused, then he smiled a bit as he
reached down and picked him gently up, before he held his hand out as he issued a mental
command… and a moment later, Sammy appeared out of thin air, the skeletal pseudodragon
chirping and then jumping up to cuddle against the little wolf as he giggled quietly.
The group made its way back to the elevator and down to the lobby, then exited the
building, drawing few stares: by now, the people who worked in the building were used to
strange sights, and Zerrex was only glad that not a whole lot of demons had recognized him as of
yet. After all, word hadn‟t widely spread throughout Hell that he was alive yet… and the
Drakkaren was admittedly glad for this, as they crossed the airfield towards where a shuttle with
a massive, extended body sat, huge thrusters on the sides of the rectangular machine. A door was
open in the side of the machine‟s head, a ladder leading up to this as a demon waited for them,
sipping coffee out of a thermos before the Salamander called to Cherry: “Move it, she-bitch!”
“Oh, fuck you, Larson, we‟re early and you goddamn well know it.” Cherry retorted,
flipping him off, and the huge, thick-bodied reptile laughed loudly, his muscles stretching the
confines of his coveralls before he turned around, closing his thermos tightly as he ducked into
the cockpit. Cherry shook her head, then she looked over her shoulder, saying mildly: “I‟ve been
on a few missions with this dickhead before. He‟s an ass, but he‟s at least competent.”
“What a fuckin‟ compliment, comin‟ from you.” Larson‟s voice intoned as Cherry
climbed up into the cockpit, and Zerrex grunted as he lifted Mahihko up, the little wolf smiling
brightly as he was half-tossed inside to land on his large paws as Lone followed next up the
ladder with a bit of a pout. Then Zerrex came last, looking curiously back and forth as he found
the room was surprisingly spacious, standing behind the pilot and co-pilot seats as Larson and a
smiling minotaur, who reached out and easily closed the door behind the Drakkaren.
Then the reptile turned around, walking down the length of the room as he saw it
elongated into a hallway, the walls of which were lined with chairs. Mahihko and Lone were
already harnessed in, while Cherry was cursing her breasts as she fought to get her own on, and
Zerrex sighed before he walked over to her and did it for her, making her wheeze before it
snapped into place and stretched a bit, and she grinned stupidly up at him as he sat down in the
padded seat next to her, putting his own flight harness quickly on. “Thanks, Boss.”
“No problem.” Zerrex smiled a bit, glancing at her before he looked around with a bit of
a queasy feeling rolling through his stomach as he heard the boosters thrum into life, Larson and
the minotaur both putting on headsets as the sound began to build and the ship began to vibrate.
For a moment, he almost felt like panicking… but he quickly closed his eyes and centered
himself, trying to keep his mind calm and clear as the ship slowly began to lift into the air.
And then he felt something click before they shot up towards the skies, the Drakkaren
wincing in shock at the speed as the ship vibrated even worse… and then they were clear of the
atmosphere, and their flight smoothed out as Larson said cheerfully over his shoulder: “See, nice
and smooth, what‟d I tell you?”
“You ain‟t announce jack-shit to us before takeoff, you bastard!” Cherry replied
vehemently, flailing in her harness and reminding Zerrex of an angry toddler as he winced and
leaned away from her. Then she huffed and crossed her arms, asking dryly: “So how long until
we hit the planet, huh?”

“Three hours, tops… you want to play a game of cards?” Larson asked mildly, and then
he grunted as he undid whatever was holding him to the seat before he floated out of it and
pushed himself through the air, Zerrex staring as he realized there was no gravity in the shuttle.
The Salamander looked at him curiously, and then he laughed, smiling slightly. “Oh, lemme
guess, never been on a shuttle before, huh?”
“Not one without artificial gravity, anyway.” Cherry undid her own harness, then she
giggled stupidly as she flailed her arms again, floating slowly upwards. “Look at my boobs
float!”
“God do I ever get sick of working with you sometimes.” Larson shoved a boot against
her stomach, then propelled himself backwards towards a seat as Cherry grunted and bumped
lightly back against the wall, before she floated upwards with a huff. “You want me to deal you
in, too? Don‟t think I caught your name, by the way.”
“Just call him the Boss.” Cherry replied airily, and then she pointed at the minotaur as
Zerrex smiled a bit. “That guy over there is McManus, but we all just call him Mac. And you
guys know the wolves.”
Larson grunted as he pulled a pack of cards out of his pocket, and then he reached up,
grasping a panel in the ceiling… before Zerrex stared in surprise as it snapped out and lowered
down on an arm, turning into a table as the Salamander called: “Turn on the gravity, Mac!
Goddamn, how the hell are we supposed to play when our cards are floating all over the damn
place?”
Mac only grunted, then he tapped a quick few buttons and gave a thumbs-up… and there
was a hiss of steam before the Drakkaren felt himself fall back into his seat as Larson dropped a
few inches and Cherry squawked as she fell out of the air. Meanwhile, Lone pulled his harness
off as Mahihko yawned loudly, settling in against the seat and with Sammy still curled up against
him, chirping quietly as he looked perfectly content where he was.
Lone stomped a paw against the ground, and a panel clicked before a section of the floor
rose up to become a seat for the table, and the Drakkaren marveled at the engineering as Lone sat
down and Larson began dealing out cards. The three hours passed quickly as they chatted and
played idle hands of poker, until finally they began their descent towards the mortal planet,
everyone harnessing themselves in as the artificial gravity was turned off and real gravity took
back over.
They shook harder on the entry to the planet than they did on the exit from Hell, and
Zerrex cursed under his breath, feeling almost like they were going to fall apart as Larson and
Mac exchanged quick commands… and then finally, they were slowing, until they landed on a
bumpy section of road and slid to a halt with a hiss. Zerrex‟s head still shook with the vibrations,
and Mahihko and Lone both looked ill… but then Larson grinned weakly, saying mildly: “So we
need to have the stabilizers recalibrated, but we made it nonetheless. Mac‟s going to do that
while we head out and start scavenging… we going to split into teams or is it everyone for
themselves?”
“Let‟s just go it like usual, Larson. Mac can catch up with you later and Mahihko and
Lone can take the south. I‟ll take the Boss, show him the ropes.” Cherry replied, and Larson
shrugged with a grunt before he unhooked himself and got up, stretching and then tapping a short
code in to unlock the cockpit door. He let himself out as the minotaur stayed seated, tapping
buttons here and there.
The wolves got out next, Sammy chirping as he jumped off Mahihko‟s shoulder to scurry
over to Zerrex, but with a nod and smile, the pseudodragon immediately turned and bolted over

to the doorway to leap out into the world… a world that was dusty and dying, as the Drakkaren
and Cherry followed with a little less enthusiasm. The male leapt out to the street first, looking
back and forth… and then Cherry followed, landing beside him with a grunt as she murmured:
“Place is in pretty bad shape… but I expected worse…”
Zerrex nodded slowly: they had landed on the outskirts of Valise, near the wastelands
that lay between most cities, and the Drakkaren could see smoke billowing up and there from the
ruins of what had, even after the wars that had ravaged the world, been a prosperous city. On
either side of the damaged roadway they had landed on were ramshackle homes, and Lone and
Mahihko were already exploring one of these, visible through the broken windows as they blew
dust off equipment and argued with each other about what they were supposed to bring back.
Larson had opened several shutters in the back of the shuttle, and he clapped Cherry on
the arm as he walked past, smiling at her before he headed down past the rows of abandoned
homes and towards the larger buildings and the city itself… and Zerrex looked at Cherry as she
rubbed at her body slowly, before sighing and saying mildly: “Come on. Basically, our job is to
grab whatever useable hardware we can find… electronics mainly, since they can be harvested
for technology. But non-perishable goods are great, too: we can send them to the colonies and
stuff, since they can always use more food, more water, more of certain chemicals and toilet
paper and all that garbage.”
Zerrex nodded, following Cherry as they approached a house, and the female grunted as
she tore the broken door off its hinges. Then the male paused as he felt Anathema slide off his
body, the undead Naganatine forming beside him as she looked slowly back and forth, and
Cherry looked at her over her shoulder as she finally said: “This world… feels very different
from the strange mortal world I was revived in…”
“That‟s „cause it is.” Cherry said quietly, and then she jerked her head to them, and the
two followed inside, walking through layers of dust and debris to a living room filled with sand,
dirt, and discarded remnants of what had once been a family‟s possessions: some electronics, a
few broken bottles, a child‟s toy. Anathema picked the last up, looking at it, and then Cherry said
softly: “If you come across dead bodies, be respectful but don‟t hesitate to torch „em or move
„em if you need to. Supplies are more important than soul-bags. On that note, though, watch your
ass… there‟s a lot of restless dead in the world, so it ain‟t at all uncommon to come across
ghosts, poltergeists, and walking corpses. Some of them can be calmed down and will let you go
about your business, others you have to exterminate. Don‟t hesitate if it‟s the latter, „cause they
won‟t hesitate to bring the whole fuckin‟ house down on your head if they have to.”
The male nodded again as Anathema made a face, and then Cherry walked over to
inspect a shape laying under a broken board, before she moved it out of the way to reveal a game
system. She gave a strange kind of smile to the reptile, saying with faint amusement: “This shit
here? Valuable. Processors, microchips, and video readers. Movie players are a little less so, but
they go too. Televisions are only good if they‟re either flat-screen, or they got a video player
built into them. But don‟t skimp, and if you‟re on the fence with something, always bring it. I
swear sometimes, Priest could build a satellite out of a fucking cardboard box if he had to.”
Zerrex nodded with a bit of a smile, and then Cherry jerked her head at the stairs at the
side of the room. “I‟ll take downstairs… Zerrex, why don‟t you go look in the basement?
Anathema, you can take the upstairs. Whatever stuff you find, just carry it up and put it outside.
We‟ll load it into the shuttle after we get a count of the stuff you get. Oh, and one more thing: if
you find anything you want to keep, just take it.” She smiled faintly. “The dead and fled ain‟t got
no more use for it anymore. Just try not to get greedy.”

The three separated and went about their tasks, Zerrex making a face as he tore the
basement door open only to reveal a barricade of shelves and rotten wood… and he tore his way
through this to head into a soggy, dark basement, water dripping slowly from pipes and moss
covering almost everything in sight. A quick search turned up a handful of flares and a dead
body curled up in the corner, little more than a moss-covered skeleton, and the sight of it made
Zerrex feel strangely uncomfortable before he made his way quickly out of the basement, feeling
like it was a haunted place.
Cherry had found little else herself: a few old movies and games she looked embarrassed
about taking, and then a movie player and the game console. Anathema, too, turned up little in
the way of electronics… but she came downstairs holding a graying teddy bear wearing a dusty,
torn white dress and carrying two books of poetry, before she shook her head and murmured:
“Everything else was destroyed by fire… but I think it was set by whoever owned this house.
Mortals are… such strange creatures.”
Neither Cherry nor Zerrex offered any argument to this as they left the house, Cherry
carrying the electronics over to put into the back of the ship… and Zerrex was surprised to see
that the cargo room already had two large crates at the front, ironically labeled: „Vulture
Donations.‟ The female again smiled awkwardly at this gallows humor, and then she tossed the
games and movies in… and Zerrex was unsurprised to see that it had a plush interior, as he
instead tossed the flares into another large bin labeled: „Supplies; miscellaneous.‟
Anathema put her own findings into the front crate almost reverently, and Zerrex watched
her for a moment before the three headed back out of the shuttle, and this time Cherry said they
should split up. For almost an hour, they searched upwards, until they reached the first large
building, where Cherry stood waiting for them as she scratched her head slowly.
“See, big buildings like this are trickier…” she said finally, as Mahihko and Lone finally
padded over from where they had finished searching the other side of the street. Then Cherry
sighed, shaking her head and muttering: “But so far we‟ve had a miserable haul, so I don‟t think
we got much fucking choice. The problem with places like these is that there‟s about a thousand
percent bigger chance you‟re going to run into some undead… and of course, with all the
apartments and shit, it‟s a lot more ground to cover… and usually they‟re in shittier condition
than houses. So okay, how about-”
She was cut off by the sound of a scream, and immediately she looked up sharply as
Zerrex snarled and realized immediately it had to be Larson: he was the one who had gone into
the city itself, after all, and Mac was still trying to recalibrate the shuttle. And, before anyone
could react, Zerrex concentrated… and a moment later, vanished from sight before he reappeared
in a crossroads, stumbling once as he looked stupidly back and forth, ramshackle buildings on all
sides… before the Drakkaren saw a massive burst of dust come up from what looked like an
abandoned lot only a few buildings away, as Larson‟s voice howled miserably and the reptile
heard a horrible, sickening crushing sound.
The Drakkaren shot forwards, jumping a broken-down car parked at the curb before he
shot along the sidewalk and skidded to a halt in front of the abandoned lot that was surrounded
by faded picket fencing, buildings in various states of decay on either side of the huge, square
area… and near the center of this lot, on a hump made of broken concrete and rotted boards that
had never been towed away, Larson lay in a bloody mess, eyes unseeing as drool and blood
flowed from his mouth before the monster standing over him slammed its massive forearms hard
down into him again, and he was crushed into a sick pulp, gore flying in all directions as most of
the pile of concrete and boards beneath him were destroyed from the sheer force of the strike.

Zerrex stared in horror at the back of the creature, and it seemed to sense him before it
slowly turned around, the reptile feeling a terrible power emanating from the beast. It was
hunched forwards, legs bent as it rested on massive knuckles, and yet it was still at least
seventeen feet tall, and the entirety of the creature was composed of obsidian black and gunmetal
grey… except for its terrible, solid white eyes, as it regarded the Drakkaren with calm, cold
intelligence.
It rolled its broad shoulders as the lizard forced himself to analyze the monster, feeling
his heart thudding in his chest: its chest was broad and powerful, but it thinned rapidly to a
narrow waist, giving it a body shaped like a lightbulb… and while its biceps were thick and
powerful, they were nothing compared to its immense forearms, which were both incredibly
oversized, almost as thick as its upper body. It seemed to have no hands between its arms and
fingers, only huge, blunt knuckles that led into three long, rectangular digits with rounded ends
and a thumb of the same design, the only real separator between limbs and fingers the five tight,
grey bracelets it wore, perhaps a foot wide and with huge, cubical studs pushing out of it every
half foot or so. The bracelets climbed up its forearms, and Zerrex shortly got the implications of
the bracelets: a solid strike with the forearm would be crushing, but a hard hit from the front
portion of the arm protected by the bracelets would mean excruciating pain.
Its legs, on the other hand, were much narrower, and bowed beneath its own weight, with
large, clumsy feet that seemed to lack toes or boots: the only thing it wore were matching grey
metal loops around either ankle. It possessed only a short triangular stump for a tail, and the
reptile knew this last detail only from seeing its huge, smooth back earlier: its front, likewise,
was almost smooth, only the muscles of its huge breast well-defined, and only because of the
streaks of grey that went over the ridges of its body here and there.
Around its neck was another grey metal collar, and its features were terrible and
geometric, the underside of the jaw locking over the front of its mouth and ugly, thick squares of
the same black material that made up the rest of its body sticking up like teeth, no lips present,
not even any lines or distortion to show there was any difference from tooth or chest or finger. It
had no muzzle, and features that were only slightly sloped backwards, with narrow cuts in its
face for nostrils and deep, narrow slits that the terrible white of its eyes shone through.
Rectangular, perfectly-symmetrical antlers pushed out to either side of its wide skull, each
branch with three rectangular juts sticking out of the top of the almost-crown it formed, the
underside of each antler a smooth slope that connected almost with the beast‟s lower jaw. And
from staring at it, from taking in the details of the monster… the only thing Zerrex knew was that
he had never seen any creature like this before.
The monster chuckled quietly, then it slowly began to turn away, grey streams twisting
their way along the creature‟s solid-black body but vanishing so quickly they may have never
been there at all… and then the Drakkaren steadied himself before he said quietly: “Where do
you think you‟re going?”
The monster paused, then it turned slowly back around, obviously understanding speech
as it reared back a bit, tilting its head forwards almost indulgently… and Zerrex pointed at the
dead body of Larson, the fear slowly leaving his body as he said coldly: “See, he didn‟t mean
any harm to anyone. So now I‟m going to have to kick your ass, unless you can explain this little
misunderstanding.”
The creature looked at him… and then it threw its head back, laughing loudly before it
reached a massive hand up to rub along the slope of its skull, then it grinned widely at him, white

eyes flashing as it said in a voice that rasped and rumbled like a body being dragged across
gravel: “I think you‟re mistaken there… Lord Zerrex.”
“What? How the hell do you know who I am?” Zerrex asked, shocked, but the creature
only tilted its head forwards, strange features warping slightly as it smiled at him before the
Drakkaren snarled and charged towards the goliath beast. “Goddammit, who the hell are-”
One of its hands shot up with frightening speed, the massive limb catching not only
Zerrex‟s face but his entire upper body, and the reptile winced in horror before it lifted him in the
air and then smashed him down into the ground, crushing him beneath its palm before it rose its
forearm, and the Drakkaren cursed, his eyes bulging as he brought his arms up just before the
monster slammed its arm down into him, the cement cracking as wood rattled and part of the
fencing around the lot collapsed, the lizard crushed almost a foot into the ground as the creature
looked down at him with contempt. “Pathetic.”
Zerrex groaned, and now the monster looked surprised before it laughed… and Zerrex
snarled, leaping to his feet and smashing his fists hard into the creature‟s chest… but it only
continued to laugh loudly, and the Drakkaren stumbled back in shock before one of its forearms
swung out and slapped him across the lot, the reptile crashing into a wall opposite with enough
force to crack the damaged brick before he fell on all fours, grunting in pain and bleeding heavily
from several deep gouges left in his chest before they slowly healed, and the reptile staggered to
his feet as the monster looked across at him with its white eyes burning. “I am Jupiter of the
Theologians… and you, Lord Zerrex, are not at all the opponent I was told you were.”
“So I‟ve gotten rusty.” Zerrex grunted as he rubbed at his bruised chest slowly, cursing
under his breath… and then he created a sphere of blue energy in his hand before he stepped
forwards and threw it hard at the monster‟s face, and Jupiter didn‟t even move, the sphere
striking its cheek and exploding in a terrible, blue-tinged blast… but as the smoke faded, Zerrex
could only stare in horror as he saw that he hadn‟t left even a single mark on the creature.
“What… what the hell are you…”
“Enough questions!” Jupiter lunged forwards, using its huge arms as well as its legs to
propel itself before it dived at the Drakkaren… and Zerrex leapt upwards, kicking off the
creature‟s face and glad that it at least was slow as the monster‟s tackle carried it past to crash
into the wall, the entire side of the shattered building collapsing onto the beast… yet it didn‟t
seem to notice as it spun around with a roar as the lizard landed and skidded to a halt.
The Drakkaren looked down, then he kicked a broken iron pipe up to his hand, throwing
it hard like a spear at the monster… but it only bounced off Jupiter as the beast advanced slowly,
crushing rock to dust beneath its huge hands as Zerrex winced… then grit his teeth, running
forwards and ducking as it swept a hand out before he wrapped his arms around its waist, flexing
his muscles as he hauled the monster backwards, and Jupiter let out a grunt of surprise as his
huge arms left the ground before the lizard dove forwards, slamming the gigantic beast down on
its back before he leapt up onto its massive chest and dropped to a kneel to slam punch after
punch into its face.
But it was like punching the moon, the reptile‟s fists aching and not even leaving a mark
against the creature before Zerrex halted, breathing hard as Jupiter looked up at him with that
horrible smile… before the creature swung both arms up, clapping its not-hands against either
side of Zerrex‟s form and knocking him senseless for a moment before it grabbed the lizard
around the waist, and the Drakkaren felt his breath leave his body as he vomited blood from the
vise-like grip, his eyes bulging as his right arm automatically transformed into his warped claw,

and he slashed viciously outwards… but the talons of his claw snapped off as they collided with
the creature‟s head, and Jupiter snorted in disgust.
“As effective as a kitten… I hate kittens.” Jupiter said disdainfully, and then he brought
his arm back, the swinging motion making the reptile nauseated before he was thrown forwards
with what felt like roughly the same speed the space shuttle flew at, the reptile smashing straight
through the stone wall of a building across the street before he hit the floor and tore through that
as well, before smacking loudly off the concrete wall of the basement to land in a bloody sprawl.
Above, Jupiter laughed as he loped over to the building, and then he simply barreled straight
through it as he swung both huge arms out, ripping apart most of the supports for the floors of
the four-storey building, and it collapsed slowly inwards just as Zerrex began to pick himself up,
the Drakkaren howling in agony as he was buried beneath a massive pile of rubble.
Jupiter snorted in disgust… and then the earth rumbled, and the creature watched with
something like entertainment as a gigantic arm ripped out of the ground, followed by a massive
head and body as junk and debris sailed in all directions, bouncing off the creature as Zerrex
stood up, breathing hard and covered in blood and dirt, snarling in fury as rage threatened to take
over as he stood over the monster, standing almost two hundred feet tall as he roared: “I will not
be made a fool of!”
The lizard slammed one immense fist down, and Jupiter brought both his huge arms up,
blocking it even as he skidded backwards, before he seized one huge finger… and Zerrex stared
in shock before he cursed, eyes bulging in agony as the monster snapped his finger and tore
down on it, leaning forwards further and almost falling before Jupiter snagged his wrist… then,
laughing, the monster spun around and yanked the Drakkaren through the air, the lizard feeling a
moment of disbelief before he was smashed violently down on his back, feeling houses crushed
beneath his size and weight before Jupiter leapt forwards and smashed a fist hard into the back of
his skull, knocking the lizard half-forwards to smash his face into an office building before he
toppled silently to his side. His body shrank rapidly as Jupiter walked over to him, looking
scornfully at the lizard as he shook his head in slow disgust… and then he halted a few feet away
as Zerrex slowly struggled up to his feet, breathing hard, wounds ripped throughout his entire
form as the creature said softly: “You? A threat, and a hope? I think not.”
With that Jupiter slammed a forearm down onto the lizard, crushing him down into the
dusty earth before he rose his fist, smashing it again and again into the Drakkaren, the lizard
vomiting blood and black ichors, scales grinding off his body and flecks of bone and gore flying
in all directions, the reptile barely able to do more than twitch with every impact… and then, as
the monster rose a fist, a whip made from bone snapped around its bracelet-clad forearm, and the
creature looked up in surprise before a figure leapt over his shoulders, using his immense arm as
an axis as she swung around and through his legs before she grabbed the body of the whip and
jerked it tight, and Jupiter collapsed forwards before a powerful foot kicked him hard in the ass
just before he could fall on top of Zerrex.
The monster was sent flying over the Drakkaren, crashing onto its face before it rolled
over onto its back with a curse, and Cherry snapped the bone whip hard, the links coming free
from around Jupiter‟s wrist as Zerrex coughed weakly, and she cursed as Anathema ran up to her
other side, the female snarling: “Fuck, this ain‟t good! Anathema, take care of Zerrex!”
Cherry ran forwards even as Zerrex‟s eyes flickered open in horror at the sound of her
voice, and then he cursed weakly as he tried to sit up, Anathema kneeling by him with a muttered
curse before she broke into pieces and attached herself to him, her voice saying authoritatively in

his mind: Shut the hell up and lay still. I’ll speed up the healing process… goddammit, what the
fuck is that thing if it did this to you…
Jupiter roared, distracted by Cherry as he swung both huge arms at her… but she leapt
backwards, then grinned sharkishly as she created a white-hot fireball and leapt forwards, past a
hard double-swing of its arms to snap the bone whip tight around Jupiter‟s neck as she shoved
the fireball into the creature‟s face. The monster grunted, staggering backwards as it pinwheeled
its arms for balance, Cherry roaring as she mashed the intense flames into its features and
anchored herself against its chest with her feet… and then she cursed, her eyes bulging as Jupiter
grabbed her sides, lifting her above his head before he threw her hard down into the ground, the
female grunting in shock and pain before Jupiter swung his forearms down hard into her, and
now Cherry screamed, her eyes bulging as the front of her body was almost torn off by the force
of the blow.
Jupiter brought his hand back, and Cherry winced, rolling half-backwards and kicking her
legs to try and block the huge fist… but both of her lower limbs were snapped like twigs by the
hard blow before Jupiter seized her by the tail and yanked her around in a half-circle, throwing
her into the road. She crashed on her back, then rolled bonelessly, drool falling from her muzzle
as she lay prone in a pool of her own slowly spreading blood, and Jupiter snorted as he began to
walk towards her, before Zerrex rasped: “You keep your fucking hands off her…”
The creature looked up in surprise, looking over towards Zerrex as the Drakkaren stood,
his eyes glowing green as his body flexed and healed… and then the creature snorted, picking up
a chunk of rock and throwing it hard at the female. Without even glancing at her, however,
Zerrex‟s eyes flashed and the chunk of cement exploded, and the creature snarled before Zerrex
slammed both his hands into the ground.
The earth beneath Jupiter erupted in a massive pillar that propelled the creature upwards,
Jupiter‟s arms pinwheeling as it roared in shock before the top of the pillar exploded, sending it
flying higher before it began to fall… and the rest of the pillar that had formed shattered into
long, deadly razors of rock. The creature had enough time to look down in surprise as it fell
before the razors and spikes of earth became a terrible whirlwind, some violently shooting
forwards as others spun past the beast, Jupiter battered back and forth as Zerrex began to throw
sphere after sphere of sapphire energy into the maelstrom at the same time, the blue orbs twisting
up through the center of the storm to smash into the creature over and over again as it plummeted
in a helpless freefall towards the earth, before the Drakkaren swung his left arm outwards and
four tentacles tore out of the upper half of the limb, ridged with metal and fangs of bone, and
they snapped immediately around Jupiter‟s body before the reptile half-spun with a roar, the long
appendages lashing violently outwards to throw the huge creature across the road and into an
office building, the entire structure rumbling before Zerrex grinned viciously as he rose his right
arm and clenched his hand into a fist, and a crack tore through the entire office structure before it
collapsed floor-by-floor on top of the monster.
Zerrex breathed hard as the dust began to settle, his tentacles slowly retracting into his
arm as his heart throbbed in his chest, and Anathema lay silent on his shoulder… and then the
reptile looked over at where Cherry was sprawled, the female coughing as she began to pick
herself up. Immediately, the Drakkaren started towards her… and the lizard heard a terrible
smashing sound before Jupiter rose up out of the destroyed building, the creature whipping an
arm out to throw a half-broken metal door through the air.
It smashed into Zerrex‟s cheek, making him stagger to the side before he fell to his knees,
coughing out blood and fragments of teeth as the monster pulled itself out of the ruins… then it

slowly rubbed at a thin white scar on one cheek, smiling coldly at Zerrex as it said softly:
“Well… that almost hurt.”
Then it clenched a hand into a fist, snarling as it started forwards… before suddenly
halting as dark lightning crackled around it, looking up in shock. Slowly, a terrible portal opened
behind the creature, and Jupiter snarled in fury before it slammed its hands into the ground,
roaring over its shoulder: “No! There is no point in drawing this out! Allow me to destroy him
now, now!”
But the dark energy crackling from the portal wrapped slowly around the creature‟s
limbs, and Jupiter trembled with barely-repressed rage before it bowed its head, saying
venomously: “This isn‟t over… I swear, when I return, I‟ll rip you apart, Zerrex… but only after
I‟ve killed every person you‟ve ever loved…”
Then Jupiter snorted and turned, leaving through the portal before it closed in a terrible
sigh of dark energy, and Zerrex picked himself carefully up from the ground before he staggered
over to Cherry, who groaned in pain as she rubbed at her legs, then she winced as she looked up
at the Drakkaren as he flopped down beside her. A moment later, she glanced at the snapped
bone whip in her hand, and she held it out… but it only crumbled away to dust as she mumbled:
“Sorry „bout that, Bones. Looks like… whatever the fuck that thing was, it did a number on
this… holy fuck, though, what the fuck was that thing? We ain‟t never been so outclassed…”
Zerrex murmured in agreement, but he felt exhausted, as he reached quietly out to touch
her body… and Cherry smiled faintly, brushing his hand away as she muttered: “Ain‟t nothing
big. You‟re the one who looked like mashed hamburger when we got here.”
“Go to hell.” Zerrex mumbled, and then he slowly laid down on his back as he breathed
quietly, adding in a mumble: “Actually, that isn‟t something I‟d really mind… can we both go to
Hell?”
“In… hey.” Cherry grunted as she tried to get to her feet, but she almost immediately
visibly swooned, and Zerrex winced as he reached out to catch her… but she caught herself, and
instead carefully lumbered forwards, towards an object glinting in the distance. Then she tottered
forwards and fell over with a mumble, and she wheezed: “Boss, I think… that‟s yours.”
Zerrex looked up stupidly, and then he held a hand out towards it, reaching out with his
mind and gritting his teeth as whatever it was glinted again… but it refused to listen, and
Anathema sighed, grumbling: There’s more to psychic power than thinking angrily at things
and… oh will you stop it? I’ll get it.
The sockets of the skull on his shoulder lit up with golden flames, and a moment later the
object half-hidden under some rubble in the distance lifted slowly up, then floated over… and
Zerrex smiled faintly as he held a hand out. Slowly, a dusty, black-metal cane settled into his
hand, and Zerrex squeezed it quietly as the body of the cane glowed with hidden, holy runes…
but the handle was in beautiful condition as ever, shaped like the head of a dragon in mid-snarl
or roar, the eyes made of two glowing crimson stones. Zerrex looked at this for a few moments,
before he looked over and saw that Cherry had fainted… and the reptile decided after a moment
it might be a fine time to join her.
Zerrex awoke sometime later in what looked like a medical bay, nurses and priestesses
both walking hurriedly back and forth, and the reptile looked tiredly over himself: he was
dressed only in a plain blue hospital gown, a sheet pulled up over his waist and Anathema‟s skull
resting on his shoulder… and for a moment, the reptile thought he heard other voices, stranger
voices, whispering to him before he blinked tiredly and they were gone, as he rolled his head

slowly to the side to see Cherry looking moodily at the ceiling in the bed beside him, dressed in
the same clothing, and with Cindy sitting between them.
Cherry‟s eyes flicked towards him, and then she said mildly, interrupting Cindy in midrant: “So you‟re awake too now, Boss. Finally, I‟ve been here for fucking hours, listening to her
call me every name in the goddamn book. And you know what I realized? It really was really
stupid of me to bring you along. Why? Because every time I bring you somewhere, some
horrible monster attacks us and beats the crap out of us. Every. Single. Fucking. Time. This is all
your fault and I would like to submit that I hate you in the face for getting me ranted at.”
“Cherry, let‟s save those jokes until after I‟ve worked through the guilt of knowing this is
all my fault and that I got Larson killed.” Zerrex replied in a mumble, and Cindy spun around to
look at him with both tender concern… and blistering fury. Oh Gods this is not going to be
pretty.
“You idiot!” Cindy shouted after a moment, and the entire ward went quiet before Zerrex
let out a gargled cry as she slammed her fists down on his breast, the reptile‟s eyes bulging at the
shocking amount of pain it sent through his system. “Why would you do something like that?
And why would you fight something like that when… when…”
Then Cindy broke down into tears, crossing her arms over Zerrex‟s chest and sobbing
loudly as she dropped her head on them, and the Drakkaren lifted an arm that felt like lead to
drape it as best he could around her shoulders, even as he winced. He and Cherry looked at each
other, and Cherry winced a bit herself, looking apologetic and somewhat bewildered… before
they both looked up as Marina entered the room, brushing past Cindy to sit at Zerrex‟s other side
before she took his hand quietly, gazing at him silently.
Cindy cried for almost twenty minutes before she hit him again, then was led away by an
orderly… and soon after, Mahihko and Lone showed up, the little wolf carrying Sammy and the
larger one a small video player. Both Cherry and Zerrex were to be confined to beds to a fair
amount of time… and the reason why chilled both of them to the core.
Although they had both taken a severe beating, the demonic regeneration of Cherry and
the even greater regenerative powers of Zerrex meant their physical wounds would require only
minor treatment: Jupiter, however, had left traces of Unworld essence in both their bodies from
contact with them, which needed to be extracted as quickly as possible. The problem was that
both had spent hours with the terrible stuff in their bodies, so now both would need to spend an
even longer time in bed while their bodies were purged and their energies purified. The stuff of
the Unworld would eat away at both the mind and the very soul, after all… and if not taken care
of quickly, it would result in truly terrible things occurring to both lizards.
It meant that Jupiter could only be one thing: a Broken, a being that had been pulled into
the Unworld but had never been dissolved by the place because of a particularly-tenacious will.
Broken were so rare as to almost be unique, and when they did appear they were usually insane
and kept to very strict territories, often in either the Unworld or their own pocket dimensions.
Such had been the case with Celestial Narrius, after she had absorbed the energies of her
husband in the Unworld… and Zerrex had eventually been forced to kill her, once her insanity
had reached unchecked peaks.
In very rare instances, Unworld Beings had appeared over the mortal plane: perhaps once
every few millennia, always dredged up by some kind of particularly-malicious and powerful
godling… but they rarely lasted very long, as the atmosphere of the mortal plane quickly killed
them unless they could constantly absorb living energy from organic objects, rotting even the
very earth under their feet in their hungers. Yet never in all of Zerrex‟s knowledge had a Broken

ever appeared on the mortal plane… and never had he heard of one that was so in control of
itself, so powerful… and so terribly sane.
Broken did not obey orders, could not be harnessed by even the most powerful of Gods,
and were not interested in demonic passions, divine temperance, or mortal ideals. Yet Jupiter had
nonetheless seemed to be following commands… and what bothered Zerrex perhaps most of all
was that not even the atmosphere had seemed to harm Jupiter. Then again, nothing they did
seemed to harm him… and the reptile made a face as he stroked the skeletal Sammy, looking
down at the little bone pseudodragon as he mumbled: “Unless you count that stupid scratch I
gave him.”
“Shut up, the good part is on.” Cherry mumbled from where she was sitting with the
video player on her lap, the screen flipped up so she could drowsily watch the movie on it.
Zerrex made a face at her, and then he winced a bit as her muzzle slowly tipped forwards before
she started to snore loudly, and the reptile sighed a bit, shaking his head slowly. Cherry didn‟t
have to be in here nearly as long as he did… but Cherry‟s regeneration was not as powerful as
his, and nor did she have the energy stores he did… or an Anathema, who was able to help keep
Zerrex‟s mind calm but also helped his senses stay alert despite how low he felt physically,
mentally, and emotionally.
The reptile knew that Cherry probably would take quite a while to recover herself… not
physically, physically the stuff was steadily being drained out of her system, but mentally and
emotionally. She was depressed and shaken by the incident, and doing her own particular form
of lashing out with her crude humor, bad jokes… and the occasional, sharper-than-normal oneliner that stung whoever was the victim of it. As Zerrex looked at her quietly, he wondered
honestly if she was going to be okay… and then Anathema sighed inside his mind, asking
quietly: Why do you care so much for her? She lives to serve you: despite her constant
harassment, her existence is solely devoted to you… and she has even given her soul to you.
Don’t think I haven’t realized it… when someone signs over their soul, their very essence is
forever changed. Furthermore, she signed it over without hesitation, and without rules or strings
attached… a stupid, stupid thing to do… and yet I think you and her will only be all the closer
for it.
“Does your rambling have a point?” Zerrex mumbled, not caring if anyone heard him: for
the most part, the priestesses and medical staff were ignoring him and Cherry anyway, and
Marina had left a short while ago in order to let her father rest and the Unworld essence continue
to work its way out of his system. Since then, they hadn‟t had any guests… but the reptile
thought that was in part because the critical section of the ward was so busy, tending to demons
with all variety of wounds and damage to their bodies and soul.
The Drakkaren looked up, and then he sighed after a few moments before Anathema
hesitated in his mind, then said finally: Zerrex, you should get some rest. You can’t avoid sleep
forever… and the fact you’re currently hooked up not just to an IV but an energy cycler means
you should go into a deep sleep, once you do sleep. You won’t need to worry about hurting
anyone in this state.
Zerrex mumbled, but then he felt Anathema mentally retract whatever was helping keep
him alert, and the lizard fidgeted a bit on the bed before he felt his eyes beginning to close
despite his hardest efforts to keep them open. He mumbled something about unfairness… but
within a few minutes, before he could form any coherent thoughts, he was fast, deep asleep.
Everything was darkness… except after a few minutes, Zerrex thought he saw a light. He
sat slowly up, before looking down at himself curiously… and he realized after a moment he was

wearing a strange, regal white robe, metallic gloves over his hands, before he looked around and
frowned slightly. He was seated now in a throne, in a circular, small room with a huge sphere of
glass inset into a pillar in front of him, held in place by twisting branches that half-encircled it…
and Zerrex looked quietly at this before he gazed back and forth again slowly, taking in the gold,
riches, and beautiful, ornate treasures that surrounded the sides of the room before a voice
whispered in his mind: Watch.
Zerrex looked up into the sphere as it seemed to fill with a haze of smog, before slowly
pulling apart… and the reptile stared as he saw people worshipping and praying in vast, strange
temples, crying out for help and salvation and redemption as Zerrex felt hands grip into his
shoulders, and fear ran through his body before the voice whispered quietly to him: “You can‟t
escape this, no matter how hard you try.”
“No!” Zerrex flailed uselessly, but now his limbs felt heavy… and then a moment later,
the images began to break up before he opened his eyes blearily, realizing it had all just been a
dream. The lizard breathed hard in and out, but then he shook his head slowly, mumbling as he
tried to fidget… before groaning in pain at the agony a simple movement sent through his body.
“Oh hell…”
“Your own goddamn fault.” Anathema said dryly, and the reptile looked sourly at her as
he opened one eye, before both emerald irises snapped open in surprise as he realized she was
sitting on the bed, her arms crossed over her open chest… and standing at the other side, on the
other end of the bed, was Sin. She was dressed in her corset and black dress, but she looked
strangely different… and the concerned, faint smile on her face told the reptile all he needed to
know in the world about her, before he made a face as Anathema reached out and touched his
forehead with the back of her hand, like he was a child and she was taking his temperature.
Which… I guess isn’t a bad comparison right now… “He‟s still feverish. Perhaps we should
move him to a different location… at the monastery, the Sisters could easily set up a cleansing
ring.”
“I have all faith that Lord Zerrex will pull through fine here… besides, sister, you forget
what a chore it would be to move him.” Sin smiled a bit as she quietly sat down beside the
reptile, taking his hand silently in both her own as she gazed down at him compassionately.
“Made worse by the fact that with the Sisters so busy and us unable to keep constant watch on
him, he‟d surely attempt to run off somewhere sooner rather than later.”
Anathema grunted at this, neither in disagreement nor approbation, and then she finally
shook her head before she jerked it towards Cherry, who was curled up with Sammy peacefully
snoozing on her face – or rather, Zerrex thought the skeletal pseudodragon was sleeping, it was
hard to tell with it being a skeleton and all. “You were asleep for two days… Cherry here on the
other hand is still snoring away in dreamland. The process should only be another day or two for
her, though, while you‟ve still got around five days left in this goddamn bed… and don‟t you try
and get up, either. You got a lot of Unworld residue smashed deep into you, and energy takes a
long time to cycle through the body… it‟s not like blood, after all.”
“But it is often in blood.” Sin said quietly, and then she smiled embarrassedly when
Anathema glared at her. “Sorry, sister. I don‟t mean to come across like I‟m arguing with you,
though… you are indeed very right. Although don‟t feel badly, Lord Zerrex… Anathema will
stay with you as much as she can, and I‟ll be glad to come and visit as I can, too.”
She nodded, then softened as she sat down on the other side of the bed… and as Zerrex
looked at them, he was suddenly struck by the resemblance between them. On the one hand, they
looked so different… but on closer inspection, pushing past Sin‟s metal plate and Anathema‟s

undead body and skull helmet, the reptile realized that their body language was the same, and the
shape of their bodies was the same… and even something about their faces was similar. Zerrex
looked at them quietly, and then Anathema snorted, leaning towards Sin as she said dryly: “Oh
look, he‟s delirious.”
“Are you twins?” he asked dumbly, and Anathema gave him a perplexed look as Sin
smiled behind a hand, before the Drakkaren frowned at them sourly. “What?”
“Technically-speaking, since all twenty Naganatine were „born‟ or created at once, we‟re
all… well, there is no real mortal word for it. Dodecalets would be the appropriate term, should
the term actually exist… but all the same, we are also not similar in many respects… each with a
different personality, each with a different genetic composition, each with different abilities.” Sin
answered quietly, and then she winced when Anathema punched her arm, rubbing at it slowly.
“You‟re so long-winded.” Anathema said dryly, and then she looked over at Cherry as
the female snorted and stirred, Sammy looking up before he chirped at the sight of Zerrex, and
the skeletal pseudodragon leapt across the bed to curl up on Zerrex‟s chest, leaning forwards and
nipping the end of his muzzle quietly. “Don‟t you have to go help Priest out with that… toy he‟s
making?”
“Power modulator.” Sin nodded, and then she glanced at Zerrex, squeezing his hand
quietly between hers as she smiled softly, her own hands glowing a faint green and the reptile
smiling a bit in return as he felt energy wash through his body for a moment. “If I may, Lord
Zerrex… I‟ll take my leave now. But I‟ll return when I can… and oh, I took the liberty of
bringing this up for you, too. I thought it would help pass the time.”
Sin turned around and ducked down, and then she straightened and held out a battered
laptop to Zerrex, who smiled despite himself as he took it and brushed slowly over the top of it.
Then Sin stood and bowed to him before she turned and left, Zerrex watching her go before he
opened the computer… and made a face as Anathema slithered unnaturally down to lay beside
him, looking curiously at the laptop as Zerrex wondered for the thousandth time how she could
seem to disjoint every bone in her body and then reattach them with such ease despite knowing
how obvious the answer to that question was. “Cindy had one of these… are they common on the
mortal plane?”
“They were, anyway… not as much anymore. And it‟s mortal planet, get that through
your head.” Zerrex said dryly, as he started up the computer. It didn‟t take long to activate as
Anathema blew a raspberry at him, the Drakkaren leaning away with a mutter before he tried to
shove at her… but the most he could manage right now was to drag his hand awkwardly along
her rib bones, and he felt embarrassed at the sympathy he saw in her eyes as he quickly turned to
tap his password into the computer, mumbling: “I could do better, I… I just don‟t want to hurt
you.”
“Of course, Zerrex. Anything you say.” Anathema said mildly, and then she tilted her
head around to look at the screen curiously before she sat up and snatched the laptop out of his
hands. The Drakkaren scowled at her, but even doing that made him tired… and then he winced
as she muttered to herself, carefully poking at the touchpad. “I think I remember how these
things work… what‟s this?”
She opened one of his documents, and Zerrex winced before he sat up and flailed weakly
at her… but Anathema snorted and easily held the laptop out with one hand before she pushed
the other against his chest and shoved him down onto his back, the lizard wheezing and feeling
his whole body ache as the undead Naganatine looked at him with dry amusement. “Such a

reaction… it must be important indeed. Knowing you, of course, it‟s… wait, is this poetry?
Poetry that you‟ve written?”
Anathema laughed, drawing glares from several medical staffers who nonetheless were
far too afraid of her to tell her to calm down… but the most smoldering look of all came from
Zerrex. He glared at her, concentrating on making part of her explode… but then Anathema
simply twitched, then glowered back at him, rubbing at a small crack in her skull that quickly
healed before the Drakkaren slumped in bed, exhausted. “Now don‟t be childish. Furthermore,
you have little strength left in your body, and little free energy to expend.”
“Oh, he always gets his panties in a bunch when it comes to his writing.” Cherry‟s voice
said tiredly, and Zerrex looked moodily over at her, half-glad and half-irritated she had chosen
now of all times to wake up. The muscular female yawned widely, stretching her arms out, and
then she grimaced as she sat up, rubbing at her skull slowly. “Fucking hell. How long was I out?
A day? Two?”
“Two days, yeah.” Zerrex said grouchily, making a grab at his laptop… but Anathema
didn‟t even pay attention to him as his hand missed by roughly a full foot, the reptile unable to
find the energy to sit up. Instead, she only sat on the edge of the bed, reading as she tapped a
finger slowly against her chin, and it made the reptile feel strangely nervous as he asked finally:
“What… what do you think?”
“I think it sucks ass that I spent two fucking days in bed.” Cherry said flatly, and when
Zerrex tossed her a glare, she looked at him stupidly before brightening as she carefully slipped
to the side of the bed, even as a demon in a lab coat winced and began to make his way over to
her through the shifting tide of medical workers. “Oh, you weren‟t talking to me.”
Cherry grunted as she got out of bed, standing and stretching for a moment… and then
she had just enough time to look stupid before she collapsed with a loud groan, and the goat
demon that had been trying to force his way over to her smacked his forehead with the clipboard
he was carrying as several Dius priestesses and another demon grabbed Cherry by the arms and
grunted, hauling the heavy demoness back up into bed as she groaned loudly and asked dumbly:
“Did anyone get the license number of the truck that just hit me?”
“What the hell is she talking about now?” grumbled the goat demon with the clipboard,
and then he sighed as he hit the end of her muzzle with his pencil, Cherry giving an idiotic grin
up at him. “You. Stay in bed. Same goes for you, Lord Zerrex.” The goatling made a bit of a
face, and then he sighed and slowly shook his head, marveling: “My Gods, but is it amazing that
even after you die… I‟m still the one who ends up having to treat your sorry ass.”
“Do I know you?” Zerrex asked with a frown, and when the black-furred goatling only
glared at him, the lizard leaned slowly towards Cherry, who was moodily adjusting her blankets,
before he whispered loudly from behind a hand: “Do I know him?”
“I don‟t blame you for not remembering him. I wouldn‟t either, he‟s ugly and bitchy.”
Cherry replied grumpily, and then she added mildly: “Remember the time you tried to help Driz
out working with his stupid ass power generators and blew yourself up? And oh, the time Priest
got you to test that new rocket launcher and… well… it blew up? Or the time that uh… oh, yeah.
You were training with Lily, and I may have accidentally distracted you by flashing you and
she…”
“Broke my jaw with her Smiting Rod, that I do remember.” Zerrex rubbed slowly at his
face, before he brightened as he pointed at him. “Maxwell! That‟s why you‟re uh… so happy to
see me. How‟s your wrist?”

Maxwell scowled at him, and Zerrex grinned embarrassedly as he rubbed slowly at his
head: many years ago now, when Maxwell had been treating a particularly-nasty injury on his
body – Zerrex thought it was when the rocket launcher had exploded – the lizard had broken the
goat demon‟s wrist after being poked in a particularly-painful place. He honestly hadn‟t meant
to… well… perhaps that wasn‟t entirely true. The pain, the disorientation, Maxwell‟s poking and
his own reflexes had all come together to put him into a very nasty mood, after all. “Still have a
twinge.” He paused, then looked at the machine next to the bed, as it hummed quietly, a strange,
runed box beneath it attached to one of the tubes that fed into Zerrex‟s arm. “Energy isn‟t cycling
at optimum efficiency anymore. I‟ll have them change your IV bag in an hour and check the
machinery. Cherry, you don‟t need to be hooked up to the machine anymore, but you still need
the IV while we get your body‟s minerals, chemicals, all that back into balance. The downside of
replacing a person‟s energy is that-”
“Blah-blah-blah, don‟t care!” Cherry flailed a bit, and then she pouted as she crossed her
arms, as Zerrex sighed and rolled his eyes before he wrapped his arms around Sammy,
Anathema continuing to pointedly ignore them all. “Go away, Maxwell, before I get out of this
bed and shove my foot up your ass.”
Maxwell looked at her sourly, and then he sighed and shook his head with a grumble,
storming off as Cherry muttered something under her breath. Then she grunted as she rolled back
and forth, before peering around until her eyes settled on the movie player… but then she made a
face, cursing under her breath as she hammered the power button and it refused to turn on,
looking disgusted. “Shit, someone forgot to turn this fucking thing off.”
“I think that was your fault.” Zerrex said dryly across to her, and then he kicked at
Anathema, who grunted and finally glared at him. “So is it okay?”
Cherry flailed her arms as the undead Naganatine opened her mouth, then the muscular
female retorted: “I am totally an invalid right now! I can‟t be blamed for shit like that, and like…
I‟ve been asleep the last two goddamn days. It would totally have been common courtesy to turn
the damn thing off. And answer his fucking question, Bones, or I‟ll lay a beat down on you.”
“By Naganis, do you ever shut up?” Anathema asked irritably, and Cherry went into a
sulk again, before the Naganatine rolled her eyes and then returned her gaze to the poetry,
muttering: “I haven‟t read enough to form an opinion yet. I guess what I‟ve read so far is… it‟s
okay, maybe.”
Zerrex looked at her for a few moments, and he thought he detected maybe a hint of
jealousy… and the Drakkaren shrugged after a moment, feeling a little less self-conscious as he
put his hands behind his head, mumbling: “Fine. Sammy, do me a favor and jump on my face if I
start to have a nightmare or something, okay?” He paused, then looked awkwardly down at the
pseudodragon. “We… do still have the mental connection, right?”
Sammy chirped at him, then lowered his head… and a moment later, Zerrex saw a
distinct image of the pseudodragon when he was alive scowling at him in his mind, and the
reptile smiled a bit as he nodded, the image fading and reality appearing before his eyes again.
Then he settled back, adding mildly as Cherry began to rant: “Other pet. Shut up.”
“Oh, when the hell was I delegated the other pet?” Cherry asked in a whiny voice, and
the male sighed as he opened one eye and looked at her flatly, before she glared back. “Bitch, I‟ll
knife you.”
“For one thing, I should be saying that to you. For another, since I made you the other
pet. Now shut the hell up.” Zerrex replied flatly. Cherry opened her mouth, and immediately
Zerrex rose his hand and clenched it into a fist, and the female‟s jaws snapped closed as she let

out a muffled squawk, clawing at her muzzle as Anathema looked up with a snort of amusement
and the male Drakkaren felt his own mild entertainment at how he could now exert such controls
over Cherry… although some part of his mind was curious to find out just how much power he
had over her now.
In a few minutes, however, the lizard was once more asleep, and he was glad to spend
most of the next five days in a state of either complete unconsciousness or mild semiconsciousness. Strange shapes and dreams assaulted his mind, but with his energy levels still so
low and concentration so weak, the most Zerrex unconsciously conjured up was a vibrant green
ivy that twisted its way through the bars of the bed Zerrex was snoozing in. Medical workers cut
this away, but it grew quickly back after they did, the reptile still asleep… so Zerrex was
surprised when he woke up to find that the organic material had made a nestled web beneath and
around his bed, stretching up so far as to crawl along the railing of the cot he was on.
Cherry stayed with the Drakkaren the entire time, despite being discharged after three
days: she gave up her bed – with a surprising lack of grace, considering how hard it had been to
keep her there – but then proceeded to wander around the medical lab, pissing people off and
looking for attention before hopping back over to the lizard‟s bedside every time he woke up.
Thankfully, after five days he was permitted to leave, after proving he had enough strength to put
his own clothes on… if only because now he was awake most of the time and spent most of his
energy trying to escape the medical ward.
Sin finally came to help move him out of the medical bay, the lizard mumbling as he
leaned heavily on his polished, restored cane, Sammy sitting on one shoulder and Anathema‟s
skull on the other as she rested on him. She had spent most of the last five days going through all
the writing Zerrex had done over the years, but she still refused to talk to him about what she
thought of it, and even now she was strangely quiet in his head as Cherry carried his laptop,
swinging it back and forth dangerously and looking far too cheerful for her own good.
Twenty minutes later, and Zerrex was back in his old room in the Ravenlight Estate, the
reptile looking curiously around and surprised how nothing had really changed. The same huge
bed, the same furnishings and shelves full of the same books, the same sword holder on the wall
where Blackheart now rested and the same large, empty box that would hold his Nanotech
Armlet when he wasn‟t using it, after they finished upgrading it… and then Sin held out a large
lavender gemstone to him, and the reptile took it, looking curiously over the runes on it as she
said softly: “All you have to do is squeeze it when you feel stressed, Lord Zerrex… it should
help calm you down.” She stopped, then reached up and smiled embarrassedly as she carefully
pulled the glass eye in the metallic side of her face free, and she squeezed it to make the clear
crystal flicker before purple runes glowed over it. “I… I replaced my false eye with the same
kind of crystal and disguised it myself, to… to help keep me in control. If you like, I can reshape
yours into anything you like, too, should you like…”
“This is fine Sin… thank you.” Zerrex replied softly, smiling at her as he sat down on his
bed with a grunt, and then he gave the round stone in his hand a careful squeeze, testing it. It
glowed much like the one in Sin‟s hand had, and the reptile felt a wave of strange softness run
through his body, making him feel numb… but not in a way that was entirely unpleasant. He
loosened his grip after a moment, and the sensation immediately passed… and then the reptile
looked up to watch as Sin carefully put her not-glass eye back into place.
He could sense Anathema making a bit of a face as Cherry peered at her, and then she
leaned in and poked at the sphere a few times, Sin leaning back in surprise. “So like. Do you feel
it at all when I do that?”

“Cherry, stop that.” Zerrex said flatly, and the demoness huffed but backed off as the
Naganatine rubbed at her eye embarrassedly. Carefully, the male put the gemstone aside on the
dresser, then he pointed at the laptop in Cherry‟s hand, and she sighed before tossing it to him,
the Drakkaren wincing and immediately snatching it from the air as he snapped: “That‟s fragile!”
“Come on, no one‟s played with me for like… ever!” Cherry whined, flailing her arms
around dramatically, and then she coughed and cleared her throat when the Drakkaren glared at
her. “Okay, okay, sassy-pants. Stop looking at me like that, I‟ll shut up now.”
The reptile mumbled something, and then he shook his head before he set the laptop aside
as Sin said softly: “I should go for now, Lord Zerrex… I need to help Priest finish his
measurements with the device, and I also promised Miss Cindy I‟d let her know when you were
moving around. Apparently she and Ixin have both discovered some things of interest that she
wishes to share with you. Anathema, sister… are you going to stay here? I‟m sure we could find
something for you to do or help with…”
“I‟m very content to help Zerrex for now.” Anathema replied after a moment, glancing at
the Drakkaren, and Zerrex smiled a bit before she looked back at Sin, adding quietly: “But I
appreciate it… sister.”
Sin smiled radiantly, and then she bowed before excusing herself as Zerrex rose a hand,
watching her leave through the door… and then Cherry hopped from one foot to the next,
looking pleadingly at the Drakkaren before he sighed and flapped a hand at her, and she cackled
and quickly bounced away, kicking the door open and then slamming it behind herself as
Anathema looked nonplussed, before Zerrex explained mildly: “She‟s going to work off some
energy, so to speak. You have no idea how hard it was for Cherry to stay quietly with me for all
those days she did… she‟s kind of a frenetic powderkeg of energy, after all.”
“She‟s annoying.” Anathema muttered, and then the undead Naganatine sprawled herself
over the other side of his bed, looking up at the ceiling as Sammy chirped in agreement. “So tell
me, Zerrex… how many memories have returned to you?”
“That‟s a hard question to answer, isn‟t it?” Zerrex asked mildly, and the undead
Naganatine shrugged a bit, continuing to look at him curiously. Finally, the Drakkaren reached
up and touched his head, shaking his skull slowly as he murmured: “I dunno… most of the
important ones, anyway. What‟s mostly missing is… the things in between. My memories from
when I was mortal aren‟t all very clear to me, either, when I know that as a demon, they had
been sharp as crystal. Does the death effect not apply to me anymore now that I‟ve died a second
time or something?”
Anathema grunted, and Zerrex rolled his eyes at this before the undead Naganatine asked
mildly after a moment: “Why do you even care? What‟s the value of maybe a moment‟s worth of
your life compared to the other ninety-nine percent of it?”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, and then he tilted his head towards her, saying softly: “I
could ask you the same thing then about the time you spent in Eternity with Naganis,
Anathema… because that‟s how valuable my mortal experiences are to me.”
The undead Naganatine looked stung at this, and then anger flashed in her eyes as she sat
up and opened her mouth… then frowned as her gaze met the Drakkaren‟s evenly, the two
looking at each other for a few long moments before she fell back and laughed, hugging herself.
Zerrex looked down at her with surprise, and then the Naganatine looked up at him almost
affectionately before the Drakkaren traded a stupid look with his pseudodragon, then both looked
at her again as she stroked a finger down his leg quietly. “You value your mortal life so highly,
Zerrex… and yet you don‟t realize that it doesn‟t matter that or how you did all the things you

did when you were mortal. After all… when you were mortal, all those years ago, it was long
after the mage clans became extinct and mortal magic was all but wiped out by crusades and
fearful mortals… and you, with your fearsome brute strength and healing powers inherited from
a being you didn‟t even know was a monster out of Hez‟Rannan legend, made even other beings
who had some smidgen of supernatural power look like toys in comparison.
“Then, when those devices created what you called Black Holes, you were thrown into a
battlefield of the likes you‟d never experienced… supernatural warfare multiplied to the
umpteenth level, battling monsters of all shape and size and power until you were killed.”
Anathema paused for a few moments, looking thoughtful as she rubbed along her own face with
one hand. “And in Hell, you were nothing more than an Initiate for so long, possessing a cute
pair of horns… but that was all in terms of your demonic characteristics. And yet in Hell you
prospered… even as you battled monsters the like of which you never dreamed existed, or even
saw in your worst nightmares. And even after you became an Incarnate, you were still a demon
trapped in the realm of vile gods… and for all the strength you possessed, you were still pitted
against beings who were able to toss you around like a toy.
“Even now, you are a god with immense power…” Anathema smiled, reaching out to
touch his back gently. “And yet, for all that power, you were still almost destroyed by a
monstrosity worse than any Terror of Hell could offer or any Deity vomited out by Heaven…
and yet you stood against it. And that, Zerrex, is what you should treasure and hold in your heart.
Not your lost mortality… but the fact that when you lost said mortality, you entered a realm
where even at your most powerful, you still end up seated on the lower end of the scale instead
of the higher end… and yet you still throw everything you have into fighting whatever monsters
you come across that threaten you and yours.”
Zerrex was quiet for a few moments, and then Anathema yawned as she half-turned
away, saying mildly: “Why don‟t you leave me to rest for a little while by yourself? Go to your
shrine, think at the altar, visit your dead. They‟d be happy to see you… and a cemetery is always
a good place to revisit old memories.”
The Drakkaren looked at her curiously for a few moments, but then he finally nodded
before he looked at Sammy… but the pseudodragon chirped at him before hopping down from
his shoulder and curling up on the pillow, and the reptile rolled his eyes. “Traitor. Fine, you stay
here with her, then. Thanks for the suggestion, though, Anathema… you know, you have a
surprisingly-good head on your shoulders, considering how often you pull it off them.”
Anathema grumbled at him in return, and Zerrex rolled his eyes before he held up a hand
and concentrated, a portal appearing. The reptile paused, then he picked up his cane by the neck
and walked through it, rolling his shoulders with a wince as he stepped out in front of the huge
double doors leading into his shrine. He turned around for a moment to survey the cemetery
behind him, gazing over the monuments and tombstones… and then he shook his head before
turning around, letting himself in through the doors and closing them quietly behind himself.
The Drakkaren turned around with a sigh, then looked up in surprise to see a figure
sitting at the front of the shrine on one of the long benches, his head bowed as if in deep thought.
Zerrex quietly walked forwards, both curious but also not wanting to disturb the figure, as he
looked at the red-robed lion, the male seemingly strangely distraught before he looked up at the
Drakkaren. The reptile smiled hesitantly at him as he sat on the bench opposite, feeling a strange
energy from the figure; he was neither demon nor angel, but the Drakkaren somehow didn‟t
think he was a typical godling, either. Typical god, oh that’s a good one… “I didn‟t mean to
disturb you.”

“No, not at all.” the lion sighed a bit as he sat back, brushing a hand nervously through
his neat mane before he looked upwards at the necklaces and urns hanging from the ceiling, his
golden eyes clouded as he murmured: “I just come here sometimes… to think, and to ponder. It‟s
a very beautiful shrine…”
He quieted, and then he nervously played with a silver ring around one finger, before he
brushed his flowing red robes out… and Zerrex realized after a moment they were a Cardinal‟s
ceremonial robes, complete with a neatly-tucked black ascot with an ancient symbol for the
Church of Unity sewn into it in gold. The reptile took another glance over the lion, at his
unblemished features, blonde fur and reddish-black mane, and the male smiled a bit at him
before he leaned carefully towards the Drakkaren, saying softly: “My name is Mersault. Mersault
Camus… and I take it that you are Zerrex Narrius?” He stopped, smiling hesitantly as the reptile
looked surprised. “I‟d say I have a memory for faces… but it helps that this shrine is dedicated to
you, and there‟s illustrations of you embroidered in many of the tapestries on the walls.”
Camus pointed to one, and Zerrex glanced over his shoulder to see a depiction of himself,
locked in battle with a figure he recognized as the Princess… and then the reptile turned faintly
entertained eyes back to the lion, the lizard laughing a bit as he leaned forwards to shake his
hand. “Yeah. I guess you have me there.”
The lizard glanced down, noting a blocky, silver ring on the hand he‟d just carefully
shaken: the male‟s grip had been gentle, and Zerrex didn‟t want to hurt him. Then the two sat for
a moment, before the reptile looked at him again, watching as Camus played with his ring slowly
before the Drakkaren asked quietly: “I couldn‟t help but notice your robes… those must be,
what… seven hundred mortal years old?”
“Eight hundred, actually.” Camus looked over at him with a bit of a smile as he nodded
slowly. “Yes, I was… a Cardinal, many, many years ago. Had I been born in a different time
period, perhaps I would have been an atheist… or even an activist, and found myself in Hell for
different reasons.” The lion looked quietly amused at his own joke, then he shook his head
slowly. “I suppose my beliefs were founded on the idea that whether God existed or not,
meaning could be made in each and every decision of our own: that it is not the jobs we work, or
the orders we follow, but the active decisions we make by which we live our lives that creates
our meaning for us… that even if there was no divine plan, or any divine creator, there could still
be a divine meaning. But these days… I absurdly question even the absurdist‟s belief
structure…”
Zerrex looked at him curiously, and Camus looked over at him, rubbing a hand through
his mane before he asked gently: “Although I recognize it seems perhaps… a little morbid…
what do you think of suicide? Because that, I find, may be the only true philosophical question,
and that it perhaps may be one of the only life-shattering choices we can make… you‟ll excuse
the pun, I hope. I assure you it was unintentional.”
The Drakkaren sat back, crossing his arms as he looked at the altar thoughtfully… and
then he finally said slowly: “I don‟t think… all suicide is a sin. I think sometimes people are
honestly pushed until they feel they have no options left: by stress, by emotions, by disease…
even by need.” He smiled a bit, glancing over at Camus. “I mean, killing yourself is killing
yourself, even if someone else kills you for you, I think. They don‟t call it suicide when you
stand up to someone ten times nastier than you for nothing.
“But yeah. Yet… especially now that the mortal world has come to learn about Heaven
and Hell, I can say that some suicide is sinful: not in and of itself, but because it‟s done for a
selfish purpose. Greed, envy… even love. To get somewhere else because you just don‟t want to

live anymore: not that you can‟t, that you don‟t want to, and there‟s a big difference. Or because
people think that if they go to Hell, they‟ll become some mighty, powerful demon, when things
don‟t work like that.” He stopped, then rubbed slowly at his face, murmuring quietly: “But to be
sinful and to be wrong, of course, are two different things…”
Zerrex was quiet, and Camus let him collect his thoughts before the Drakkaren said
slowly: “I do believe that giving up… is wrong. That anything you do, you should fight until the
last goddamn breath to do, that we already take so much for granted that we should at least
recognize the value in and of the things we start ourselves… and our lives are something we
have much more control over than most societies and cultures allow us to realize. But I know
that if I ever ended up in some desolate corner, surrounded by enemies who I knew would torture
me until I had given up every detail of my home and the locations of my friends, I‟d grin as I
pulled the pin on a grenade and held it up above my head. And if I was faced with impending,
painful death that would leave me fading each and every day, the moment I had lived out the last
dreams I could… the moment my body started to grow too frail, too weak, and I became too
much of a burden on everyone else… then I‟d probably kill myself then, too, so that the people
around me didn‟t have to suffer and watch me die slowly… and of course, I can‟t lie and say I
wouldn‟t want to be free of the suffering myself.” Zerrex nodded as he laughed a bit, glancing
over at Camus. “But I wouldn‟t make any of them watch or help me, either.”
Camus was looking at him thoughtfully now, before he leaned forwards intently, resting
his chin on one fist. “So I take it you‟re in favor of euthanasia, then, if you suffered from
something that debilitated you completely?”
“Well, yeah.” Zerrex said slowly, making a face as he rubbed a hand through his hair.
“I‟d never want any of my family to suffer through having to pull the plug on me, but I‟d want
them to, rather than be stuck in my body and unable to do anything for them… or with them. I
think it‟s a person‟s choice, though… if a person did want to hang around in their body on the
off-chance some cure could be found, that‟s their choice… and of course, I‟d sure look like a
jackass getting myself all killed and everything only to have someone find a cure for my problem
some days or weeks later.”
“Yes, but at least you‟d be dead, so you wouldn‟t have to feel like one.” Camus replied,
and the two shared an awkward laugh before the lion looked down, frowning a bit. “But does
suicide… take meaning away from life?”
“I don‟t think it can affect the past… only the future.” Zerrex said softly, and Camus
looked up at this, his focus intense as the lizard looked at him thoughtfully. “Life is given
meaning by our own actions, our own decisions, I agree with you there… but deciding to end
that life makes the decisions we‟ve already made no less meaningful. As the Reapers say, „death
is death, no matter how it comes about.‟ Death, too, is only the beginning… I mean, hell, it
doesn‟t matter if we have an afterlife or we just rot in the ground, it‟s all necessary, and it‟s all
part of the process. The physical body dies, rots, and feeds other living things and the earth, and
new life springs up in its place. The spirit ascends to Heaven or falls to Hell, shares its energy
with the worlds, fuels both the corruption and the purification of the worlds and keeps the tethers
to the mortal world strong. Hell, even when the soul dies and descends to the Unworld, it turns
back into the energy that is shared with all of existence and is necessary for even the atoms that
make up our bodies to exist…”
Zerrex shook his head out, then he smiled again. “Look at me, rambling away like I know
something, though. All I‟m saying is that… even when our very souls vanish, the decisions we
made still must have meaning… because if nothing had meaning, what would be the point of

existence? But I like to believe that… even after the universe is swallowed up by the Unworld,
what we did with the time we had… will all still possess meaning. Will echo through time and
space… and the cycle will start again. After all of us are dead and gone and the planets crumble
to dust and there‟s nothing left… something will have to appear, right? And like the way
powerful ideas echo throughout reality, maybe our decisions and our beliefs can echo and repeat
through time, too.”
Camus nodded slowly… and then the lion settled back against the bench, saying softly:
“Comforting thoughts, Zerrex. I appreciate you sharing all that with me.” He stopped, then
looked at the altar for a few moments before he carefully brushed himself off and stood, smiling
faintly over at the Drakkaren as the reptile looked up at him curiously. “I hope I can repay your
generosity in soothing the tired soul of this old lion one day soon. It was a pleasure to meet you,
truly… but allow me to give you some time alone with your loved ones. May you find meaning
in it, just as I hope to find meaning myself in the decisions I make.”
“I appreciate that… and the pleasure was all mine, really. Maybe I‟ll catch you around.”
Zerrex reached a hand up, and the lion shook it warmly, his grip a little less feeble than before.
“I would enjoy that. Good day, Zerrex.” Camus turned at this, walking slowly down the
corridor to push through the doors of the shrine with a grunt, and then he turned around and
closed them with a final smile at the lizard. Zerrex looked at the doors for a few long moments,
and then he turned around to sigh softly, rubbing at his legs before he picked up his cane gently
in his hands, squeezing it and making the holy runes over it glow briefly.
He looked at the altar for a few moments, then he gazed upwards at the hanging
necklaces and urns… before the Drakkaren shook his head slowly, murmuring: “Gods above. If I
had the power, I‟d fish you all out of the Unworld… if I had the power, I‟d bring back everyone
who died needlessly in the war against the Old Gods… including those who were only bowing to
the whims and will of Athéos…”
He shook his head again, then made a face as he leaned back in the bench before rubbing
along his face. For an hour, he sat there in the quiet of the shrine, undisturbed… and then,
finally, the reptile got up and created a portal, stepping through it to reenter his room and
surprised to find Anathema sitting on his bed with a frown on her face, scribbling on some
papers. She looked up at him, then back down at the pages she was writing on with a fountain
pen made of bone, muttering: “Good, you‟re back. And oh, right, Cindy stopped in here. She was
irritated you‟d already left, but I told her I sent you off, and she calmed down. Cherry also
stopped by, and gave me something she called… nachos? I think that‟s the right word. They
were good.”
“Lucky you.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he leaned forwards, but Anathema made a
face at him and leaned protectively over the paper, tilting the laptop she was apparently using as
a tabletop upwards. “Hey, I let you me see mine.”
“I‟m not finished.” Anathema said pettishly, and then she jerked her head at Sammy, who
was still lazing on the pillows. “Bring him to his daughters, Samael. Before he gets on my
nerves.”
Sammy only growled at her, though, ignoring Anathema even after she glared at him and
poked him with the fountain pen., and Zerrex rolled his eyes as he rose his hands, doing his best
to repress a grin. “Tell you what, I‟ll go find them myself. Shouldn‟t be too hard, knowing
Cherry.”
“Fine.” Anathema still looked annoyed that the skeletal pseudodragon hadn‟t obeyed her,
however, and then she added, as Zerrex opened the door: “If you‟re having trouble finding her,

just focus on reaching out to her with your mind… and you should know shortly enough where
she is. She gave you her soul, after all… there‟s a lot of things you can do with that.”
Zerrex hesitated in the doorway, and then he looked at Anathema, opening his mouth…
but she immediately waved a hand at him, saying flatly: “I‟ll answer your ridiculous questions
later. For now, get out of here. You‟re making it hard to think.”
“You‟re… hard.” Zerrex mumbled as he left, closing the door behind himself, and then
he shook his head and rolled his eyes, thinking that she was even worse than him when it came to
writing. With that, he walked down the hall, making a face as he looked back and forth and
listened for sounds that would tell him where Cherry was: things like screaming, yelling, and
loud crashes.
He already had an idea of where she was, however… and the Drakkaren was not far off,
as he found Cherry and Cindy arguing in the hall leading to the kitchens, likely about him. “-not
his babysitter, you asshat.”
“Don‟t call me names!” Cindy stomped the ground childishly as she clenched her hands
into fists, and the Drakkaren could tell she was immensely frustrated… although whether by
Cherry or something else, Zerrex couldn‟t tell. Then the angel glanced towards him as he
approached, the reptile holding up his hands with a wince in hopes that she wouldn‟t punch him,
but the female visibly calmed at the sight of him and instead gave him a tight hug, murmuring
quietly: “I was so damn worried about you, Daddy… I‟m just so glad to see that you‟re okay and
up on your feet now. Did… you have a… I mean… how are you?”
She looked at him hesitantly, obviously unsure about what to ask about the shrine… and
Zerrex nodded after a moment, saying quietly: “I‟m fine, yeah. I ran into some guy at the shrine,
intellectual named Me… Melt… Camus. His first name started with an M but I can‟t remember
it at all. Weird name.”
Cindy nodded, and Cherry snorted, poking her side a few times as she asked flatly: “Oh
sure, he shows up and you‟re all lovey-dovey instead of-”
Then Cindy spun around and punched Cherry hard in the face, and the muscular female
fell backwards, smacking her head off the wall and sliding slowly down it as she clutched at her
eye. It was already beginning to bruise, and Zerrex gaped in shock as Cherry gave a loud groan
of pain from the floor before she mumbled: “Okay. Okay, maybe I deserve that. But it still hurts.
Look, Cindy, I‟m sorry, okay?”
Slowly, Cherry began to wobble to her feet… and Cindy sighed, already looking
ashamed of herself as she gently grasped Cherry‟s arm and pulled her up. The muscular female
leaned back against the wall with a groan, and Zerrex looked dumbly from one to the other as
she gave a stupid grin, before Cindy mumbled awkwardly: “Sorry you had to see that, Daddy.
Cherry just kept… avoiding me, never let me know that she was feeling better when she
promised to come see me after she got out of medical lab, and of course I couldn‟t find her
anywhere because she was hiding in the goddamn ward the whole time… and then she wouldn‟t
tell me where you went, so I had to go pester Anathema…”
“I didn‟t know where he went, that much I was honest about!” Cherry whined, and then
she sulked, rubbing at her eye before she poked it and winced. “Ouch.”
“Don‟t do that, Cherry.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he sighed as she gave him a huffy
look, before he hugged both of them tightly around the neck, and they curled to either side of
him with mumbles. Then Cherry kicked Cindy in the shin, and the female winced before
punching Cherry in the kidney, making her flinch, and Zerrex shoved both of them away with a
groan and a roll of his eyes. “Do I need to put you both in separate corners for time-outs?”

They mumbled, glared at each other, and then finally both sighed, and Cherry grunted as
Cindy said grouchily: “We‟ll behave. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about the results of my
analysis so far, Daddy… and I‟ve got Ixin‟s results, too. Can we sit down somewhere?”
“How about the kitchen?” Zerrex asked mildly, and he stepped past them to push inside
as the two followed, the reptile heading over to the table as he said over his shoulder casually:
“You know, Anathema mentioned you made her nachos, and those sound kind of good right
now…”
“You got it, Boss!” Cherry immediately brightened, running over to a large fridge with a
grin to begin digging through it as Zerrex shook his head in amusement. Although Cherry was by
no means the most talented of them in the culinary arts, she always seemed to perk up when she
had a job to do… even when that job involved handling food, which was usually better left to
people like Cindy, who actually knew how to cook. Making junk food, however, Cherry could
handle.
Zerrex and Cindy sat down at the small table at one end of the massive kitchen, which
had industrial-size stoves, microwaves, and everything else Zerrex would never need, since
demons didn‟t require food to survive: only to restore their energies after exerting themselves to
their limits. The massive Estate was outfitted with everything possible to soothe the hopes and
desires of anyone who lived in it, however… and that also meant it always had a full pantry of
food, although the reptile wondered now where they were getting perishable items. He paused,
then, before Cindy could speak, asked her curiously: “Hamburger comes from cows, right?
Unevolved cows, I mean. And there are other… „domestic food animals‟ or whatever they‟re
called, right? Well… now that the world is… what it‟s become, how the hell do mortals get fresh
meat and stuff?”
Cindy looked at him mildly, and then she asked flatly: “I‟m about to tell you the answers
to some of the questions that have been plaguing you ever since you first came back to us, that
you‟ve been having anxiety attacks over… and now you want me to indulge your curiosities
about cows, pigs, and chickens?”
Zerrex looked at her blankly as Cherry giggled stupidly from where she was now grating
cheese in a massive pile onto the countertop, and Cindy rolled her eyes before she made a face at
Cherry, shouting: “Use a damn plate, that‟s gross!”
“Fuck you, this is how I make food!” Cherry yelled back, then she began to grate the
cheese faster, cackling as Cindy groaned and slapped her forehead. Finally, however, she tore her
eyes away from this sight to look at her father, who was still gazing at her almost imploringly.
She sighed, then answered in a dry voice: “Naturally-born-and-bred farm animals are
taken care of on the mortal plane, mostly in bio-domes. There are still tracts of usable land on the
world, and most of it goes towards agriculture… specifically, livestock, as well as a few rare and
valuable grains, fruits, and vegetables. However, in a few of the space colonies, genetic
reprogramming initiatives have begun cloning and creation of „artificial livestock,‟ which are
genetically-engineered animals that are much larger, have enhanced metabolisms and higher
amounts of vitamins and proteins concentrated in their blood and flesh. It means they can be
„harvested‟ faster. Happy now?”
“Sort of.” Zerrex made a face, tilting his head. “So like. Super-cows and stuff? Is that
really viable… moreover, is that like. Morally correct?”
Cindy shrugged, and Cherry called from where she was now emptying several bags of
plain nacho chips onto a large plate: “Hey, what the fuck do I care as long as it tastes damn good.

Sounds great to me: meat you eat full of all kinds of healthy stuff instead of just delicious,
delicious fat.”
“Meat you eat: well, what else do you do with m… shut up, Cherry.” Cindy made a face
as Cherry giggled stupidly at the counter, pouring grated cheese all over everything with her
hands. “And well… I suppose it‟s tampering with nature, but I wouldn‟t go so far to say it‟s a
crime against it: pragmatically-speaking, it‟s the best course of action for now, in order to ensure
we have enough food to go around on each space colony.” Cindy hesitated, then she said quietly:
“And who knows? What if, once the world is restored, these cows and steers were allowed to
breed freely? They might become a natural species in the environment, so to speak, just like how
certain other animal species can become naturalized over time after being brought in from a
different region, and even grow to become the dominant… of course, then they often become
pets and invaders, rather than snapping into place as part of the ecosystem.”
Zerrex nodded, and then Cindy smiled a bit, looking more relaxed as she rolled her
shoulders slowly. “I… I forgot how much I like these talks with you. With other people, it‟s…
almost annoying, but with you… I don‟t know. You‟re just so curious.” She smiled a bit,
reaching out to punch his shoulder gently. “It comes across as cute.”
“Oh, that‟s the last thing I need, to be cute.” Zerrex said dryly, and then he rolled his eyes
as she laughed, before he tossed his cane up to hold by the neck and bop her gently on the nose
with it, making her wrinkle her muzzle. “So what did you find out, then?”
Cindy became more serious now, saying softly: “A lot of things I‟ve discovered are
common in certain supernatural entities… but there are a few markers that aren‟t.” She stopped,
then rested her hands on the table, leaning forwards towards him; her body emanated sincerity
and concern for him, as she continued tactfully: “My research has mostly been on angels and
demons… but I‟ve taken around a dozen samples from a dozen different gods, and they all have
certain genetic tells as to what they are: you have some of those tells yourself, but not all.
However, when I looked back over my samples, I realized that all these gods – Gilgamesh, Thor,
Loki, etcetera – are also true „gods,‟ as in they never ascended to godhood from being a demon,
angel, or mortal. They started out as what they are now, whether they were born that way… or
just have always been.
“But your blood showed some very interesting cells, as well: an almost obscenely-high
concentration of stem cells among other things, and I don‟t have to tell you what those are. You
also have a strange bacterium in your blood I‟ve been analyzing, but it seems to work in
conjunction with your white blood cells in fighting off intruders… and of course, as Ixin already
discovered, you‟ve lost the „allergy,‟ as we geneticists phrase it, that demons have to salt.” Cindy
said softly, and Zerrex nodded slowly. Stem cells would help explain his regeneration… and then
the female paused, tapping her fingers quietly on the table as she hesitated.
Finally, she shook her head as Cherry shoved the enormous dish into the microwave,
watching the two intently as Cindy said quietly: “Your metabolism is simply astounding, but I
suppose that‟s to be expected… but what worries me is that we discovered certain as-yetunknown enzymes in your bloodstream as well, and I‟ve been running all kinds of tests on
them… but I can‟t seem to figure out what they‟re for. Exposure to energy seems to excite them,
however, so I‟m wondering if these enzymes are in part responsible for when you… lose control,
so to speak, because this part of your body is reacting violently and sending this „must-react‟
chemical signal throughout your entire nervous system.
“However, Ixin‟s news is a bit more troubling… he said he couldn‟t be sure of the
quantification, but that at least twenty percent of your energy signature is taken up by Athéos,

and at least ten by Naganis. Considering the vast powers of those two, I‟m sure that must put
immense pressure on the rest of your spirit… and even we geneticists have been forced to
recognize that while physical makeup is half ourselves, spiritual is at least the other half.” Cindy
smiled faintly, tapping her muzzle quietly. “I am an angel myself, after all.”
She stopped as Cherry walked over, putting the large plate on the table as she quietly sat
between the two, and they both nodded to her, Zerrex surprised he hadn‟t even heard the
microwave beep. He looked at the nachos as Cherry took a handful, shoving them into her
muzzle but chewing quietly as she leaned back in her seat, and Cindy said after a moment: “Ixin
told me that… eventually Athéos and Naganis – or rather, the energies you received from them –
will bond completely with you. Then you should be able to control your powers entirely… and I
think when that happens, those enzymes I detected in your bloodstream will either merge with
other cell structures or simply vanish entirely. He said that he was surprised, but it seems you‟ve
already completely merged with Mephistopheles… quite a feat, considering how powerful he
was.”
“But then again, Zerrex is mostly made of energy.” Cherry interrupted, and both of them
looked at her with surprise as she smiled a bit. “Hey, I listen from time to time. Anyway, since
the Boss is so high in energy content instead of physical matter, „specially now that he‟s back
from the terrible beyond, I ain‟t surprised to hear about that. I also think that if he keeps working
at his powers, he‟ll better learn to control the abilities of Athéos and shit… and fuck knows we
might need them.” She stopped, then snorted in amusement as she picked up another nacho,
flicking cheese off it at the Drakkaren and making him glare sourly at her. “You totally can‟t say
you‟re too strong for your own good now, asshole. Jupiter made you and me both look like cunts
on a stick.”
“Shut up, Cherry.” Cindy said mildly, but she was smiling a bit nonetheless as she looked
at her father, reaching out to quietly take one of his hands around the large plate of nachos sitting
between them. “Ixin also discovered something curious, and it‟s that he thinks that you‟re only
just starting to develop your abilities. Something about how your energy content was curious,
considering who and what you are… and he made me promise to make you agree to some tests
to check his calculations, but he said he needs at least a few months to set up the equipment,
anyway.”
Zerrex nodded, making a bit of a face before he finally murmured: “Great. Well, that
worries me… I mean, Jupiter also worries me, but now that I know just how strong the bastard
is, it means Cherry and I can figure out a way around him. There‟s more to winning a fight than
just brute strength, after all.”
“Sure as hell helps, though.” Cherry added, glowering at him, and then she paused and
asked Cindy dumbly: “Hey, did I tell you that I sold Zerrex my soul?”
Cindy sighed at this, rolling her eyes. “Yes, Cherry, you did. Several times. You were
bragging about it, remember?”
Cherry brightened at this, and then she asked curiously: “You know how you‟re always
talking about how DNA can contain memories and instincts and shit? Do you think that because
Zerrex absorbed Athéos‟s energies, that‟s where he learned to do that soul transfer stuff, because
he might have absorbed some of his memories too?”
Zerrex and Cindy both gaped at the muscular female, and for a moment Cherry winced as
if she‟d said something stupid… and then Cindy looked at Zerrex, saying quietly: “It‟s… I can‟t
believe we overlooked that. Of course you gained these abilities from Athéos… but how did you
learn to use them? It might have been written into his genetic code from constant use over the

years, because Gods have been known to self-evolve and their abilities and bodies to change…
meaning their genetic structure has to mutate and grow itself, but I never thought… Daddy, you
might not just have Athéos‟s abilities, but some of his genetic memories, and if those memories
contain his knowledge on how to harness his potential powers and you could access them…”
“Holy crap, Cherry, you‟re a genius after all. I guess Priest does get his brains from you.”
Zerrex said dumbly, and Cherry grinned stupidly as she shoved nachos into her muzzle. Zerrex
and Cindy, meanwhile, exchanged smiles, before the female quickly pulled away and stood up as
Zerrex asked: “Getting Marina?”
Before Cindy could respond, a portal opened, and Marina stepped through with a fond
smile, saying lovingly: “No need, Daddy… I heard your mind, and every word you spoke and
thought Cindy had. Of course I‟ll help you… and I promise, it will only take a moment.”
Zerrex nodded as Cindy sat down, and no one spoke: since Marina could and obviously
was listening to their thoughts anyway, there was no need to as she hugged her father quietly
from behind, standing as he remained seated… and then the Drakkaren‟s eyes widened even as
they became unseeing, the world turning into a twisting carpet of colors before it melted away
like boiling paint, and instead he was in darkness, standing side-by-side with his daughter and
holding Marina‟s hand quietly.
They looked at each other, and then Marina smiled supportively before she pointed
silently ahead, and Zerrex looked forwards to see an image appear, like a projection on a screen.
Without knowing how he knew, he knew he was gazing through the eyes of Athéos, as he leaned
over a rail … and a moment later, he realized that this great and mighty god, a god who would
one day almost annihilate his planet and kill him… was but a child, standing on a granite bridge
and watching the red sun slowly set, holding three multicolored balloons quietly in his hand as
people in a square below milled around a fountain, laughing and talking, many of them with
birdlike faces but all manner of species present here.
Then Athéos turned to smile as goat in neat clothes approached, no older than five… and
he stopped in front of his brother, as Athéos asked brightly: “Enki, can we go and play by the
river?”
And Zerrex realized a moment later this smiling child that looked so mature for his age
was Legion, the being that had killed Sammy and had been almost impossible to destroy until he
and Sin had simply erased every particle of his being literally from existence. “No, Faustus. We
should go home now… Mom and Dad must miss us.”
“Yeah…” Athéos kicked the ground sheepishly, and then he said quietly: “Thanks for the
birthday balloons, Enki. Ever since… my real mom and dad died… you guys have been so nice
to me, and it means a lot… we can be brothers.”
“We‟ll always be brothers.” Legion said firmly, and then the two children traded a high
five. Then the memories swam in Zerrex‟s mind as he could only gape stupidly, barely able to
believe that the terrible, monstrous god… had started off as this. As something so humble, so
unassuming… so innocent. How could he fall so far…
Then the images filled in again, and Legion and Athéos were paddling in a boat, the night
sky above filled with strange constellations as they rowed to the middle of a small pond, animals
making strange humming sounds all around them as strange, green trees murmured as they bent
in the wind… and then the two allowed the boat to glide to a halt, both of them dropping the oars
in the boat as Legion picked up a simple knife, wincing as he looked up at the sky: “I don‟t
know, Faustus. This is a scary place. They say the Tuonelan Joutsen comes up from the
Underworld here… I don‟t fancy meeting a creature like that on the Dark Night.”

“I don‟t believe in superstition like that…” scoffed Athéos, and then he smiled a bit,
adding quietly: “And Dark Night isn‟t so dark… the moonwort still shimmers, see?”
Athéos pointed at a strange, glowing moss that surrounded the pool, which the Drakkaren
guessed was phosphorescent… and Legion hesitantly nodded, before he finally said: “Well… if
you‟re sure…”
“I am. Hand me the knife, okay? We‟ll make our promise here.” Athéos said quietly, and
Legion nodded again before he stood up… and the boat rocked violently as he put too much
weight on one side. Athéos grunted as he fell to one side, and the boat creaked as it tilted heavily,
water splashing over the edge… and then Legion yelled as he tumbled into the pond, Athéos
crying out as he reached out and then looked back and forth in terror, the water quickly
becoming black and silent as only a few bubbles came up to the surface.
“Enki! Enki!” Athéos cried, splashing at the water as if that would help him see… but the
water was pitch-black, reflecting only starlight before Athéos began to cry, moaning through his
tears as he covered his face and blotted out the image: “I‟d do anything… anything to have Enki
back…”
“Anything?” asked a soft, sibilant voice, and Athéos uncovered his eyes, the image
fading back into focus. In the other side of the boat, a figure dressed in some kind of fancy suit,
with a strange, ribbon-like tie and a long, flowing overcoat, the creature‟s head covered in
smooth, pure-white feathers and its eyes terrible, burning gold, the being‟s beak twisted in a
wide, dangerous smile.
“Who… who are you? What are you doing here? You have to help my friend!” Athéos
cried out, and the creature held up a single finger, shaking its head slowly.
“Not important, also unimportant, and I do not have to… but, as a gesture of my goodwill
towards you, I shall.” the being replied smoothly, and then it reached down into the water, not
even causing a ripple before pulling Legion out, the goat unconscious but coughing the moment
he hit the air, breathing as he was draped across the being‟s lap. Athéos looked at him with
emotion so strong that Zerrex almost felt the same gratitude he did… and then the being leaned
forwards, saying in a scintillating voice: “And I can do more for you… I can grant any wish you
have, and make it come true. But in return… you must give something to me.”
“What?” Athéos asked with a whisper, but the child was already drawn in, Zerrex could
tell… and the being laughed, tilting its head back before it smiled at him again.
“Not important at the moment… indulge me first, will you? What would you have… if
you could have anything?” it asked curiously, leaning towards Athéos.
“I… I…” Athéos hesitated, and then he finally murmured: “I just want people to believe
in me. To have faith in me… so I could be strong. If only people listened to me, I know I could
help them… I want their faith to be in me, to give me strength.”
The creature looked at Athéos for a few moments, then he said gently: “What an
interesting idea… power through faith. I could easily warp this and cheat you child, but I must
admit that the possibilities of such an idea enthrall me… it‟s very creative. So I will not only
grant you this wish, but I will give you a hundred followers… and in return you must sign this
contract.”
The being flicked its wrist, and a contract appeared in a burst of light: Zerrex recognized
immediately what it was, as he had made Cherry sign the same kind, the reptile gritting his teeth
as he realized what was coming. But Athéos was smarter than he thought, as he said hesitantly:
“But… what does it say?”

The creature, however, seemed amused and delighted by this. “Excellent! A child with
such a stunning mind… I shall tell you, child, what it says. It says that in return for the services I
shall provide for you, you must give me your soul… and that when our deal expires in one
century, the Tuonelan Joutsen shall come for you, but it shall not bring you to Tuonela… rather,
it shall carry you to Listening Lost, my… scenic hometown.”
Athéos nodded… and then the child whispered: “But what if I were to give you… a
thousand souls?”
The creature looked perplexed, and then it frowned, saying in a voice suddenly cold:
“Don‟t play games with me, boy. The contract is your soul, for these powers. And there‟s no way
you could provide me with a thousand lost souls at this moment in time, or possibly any moment
in time.”
“But I could with those powers.” Athéos replied eagerly, and now the creature looked
thoughtful, as Athéos begged: “Please… please consider this. I could be of more use to you here,
in this world, than in Listening Lost. What would one soul be compared to a thousand?”
The creature rubbed at its beak in vexation, and then it slowly said: “I shall give you fifty
years, boy. Do you understand me? If at the end of fifty years, you fail to collect a thousand souls
for me… I shall claim not only your soul, but that of this child as well. Are we clear?”
“Yes.” Athéos said without hesitation, and the reptile felt a chill run down his spine at the
lengths this child, this mere child, was willing to go to for power.
“Then you‟ll need this.” the being held up the knife that had fallen to the floor of the
boat, smiling once more as it handed it over to Athéos, saying gently: “Cut your palm, and place
your hand upon the contract. That is all you must do, and our deal will be sealed. Tomorrow,
when you awaken, you will have a hundred followers… and fifty years to enjoy this bargain you
have made, unless you procure for me those thousand souls.”
Athéos nodded, slicing open his palm with a grimace before reaching out without
hesitation, and the creature laughed loudly, throwing its head back as he grasped the contract,
and then everything went black.
Zerrex thought for a moment the stream of memories had ended… and then suddenly, the
Drakkaren was looking at Athéos, the reptile snarling as he rose his fists… before he realized
that the being was looking in a mirror, Legion standing beside him and grumbling as he adjusted
his robes, saying finally: “This is ridiculous.”
“What the hell do you know?” Athéos asked sharply, and Legion grimaced before Athéos
reached up and touched his head, murmuring: “I‟m sorry. It‟s just… the fifty year mark is
quickly approaching now. I‟ve signed nine hundred and four souls over to that bastard. I just
need this political rally to go well… then, when the cult meets tonight, we‟ll indoctrinate as
many members as they can and get as many stupid idiots to sign their stupid souls over… fuck,
why did I ever do this? What urge consumed me?” He stopped, then looked down at his gloved
hands, whispering: “Am I evil at heart?”
“If you were evil, you wouldn‟t be so upset about this. Look at yourself… you‟re barely
alive, you‟re pale and trembling, you‟re…” Legion broke off, then hugged him silently,
whispering fiercely: “I believe in you, Faustus. You can do this. You were meant to do this…”
“Who knew one day I‟d be challenging our entire social system and putting the Divine
Monarchs on trial?” Athéos mumbled, then he shook his head slowly, saying quietly: “Come on,
let‟s do this.”
As Athéos started towards a door, static blurred the image… and then Athéos staggered
backwards, breathing hard as he slammed the door just before several arrows tore through it,

sticking half out of the frame as the being cursed. He turned towards the exit, but an armored
soldier carrying a sword kicked the door in, shouting: “Traitorous scum! Chain him up!”
“I don‟t want to hurt you!” Athéos looked desperately back and forth… but then, as
soldier stormed in from both sides, he swung a hand out and unleashed a blast of telekinetic force
that knocked most of the troops staggering backwards. They looked at him with terror… and
Zerrex knew that the belief in their eyes, in their minds, of just how powerful he must be only
further fueled Athéos‟s energies, as he picked a soldier up not with his hand, but with telekinesis,
lifting him high into the air before slamming him into a wall hard enough to crunch in his armor.
“Get out, get away from me!”
Images blurred together… and suddenly Athéos was kneeling at the feet of the strange
creature that he had signed the contract with so many years ago, the being mumbling names as it
counted souls… before it finally smiled softly, looking down at Athéos as he said quietly: “Well
done, child, well done. But you know… I lied all those years ago.” The creature smiled sadly,
shaking its head slowly as its eyes glowed and the contract vanished. “I fear that, despite the
violence and the bloodshed and the souls you‟ve given me, along with the tributes and the
corpses… I still have to kill you. A soul who makes a contract with me must always pay its
dues… even one as interesting and dedicated as yourself.”
“But an Infernal Judge such as yourself can surely overlook one lost, misguided soul,
can‟t he?” asked Athéos quietly, glancing up, and the creature smiled at him, shaking its head
slowly as it sighed softly.
“So you figured out what I am. I must say, you failed spectacularly… and we had written
such a beautiful destiny for you, Faustus, had you listened to reason and instinct instead of giving
in so monstrously to your lust for power…” the creature said in a melodramatic voice, closing its
eyes… and Zerrex felt more than noticed the image sharpen, and the Infernal Judge seemed to
sense something was wrong too, as it frowned immediately. “What?”
Then a silver stake was driven through its back, tearing out its chest as it looked down in
shock before falling to its knees with a gargle, and Legion reached quickly down to tear off its
ascot, revealing a small, black bauble hanging on a silver chain. The goat tore this off, then
cursed as it burned his hand, tossing it back and forth as the Infernal Judge reached up with a
whimper, its body beginning to smolder and rot away. “S-Stop, give me back my phylactery… I
need it, goddamn you! I‟ll rip you both to shreds!”
But Legion only snarled as he threw the bauble to the ground before stomping on it, and
the rotting creature howled in anguish before he collapsed forwards and dissolved, leaving only
his clothing and the scroll behind, and the two panted hard, looking at each other quietly… and
then Legion smiled hesitantly at him.
Images blurred… and Athéos was now sitting in a throne, looking moody as people lined
up in front of him. He tapped his fingers against the arm of the chair, then he looked over at
Legion, who was standing at the side of the hall and looking bored himself. “Why am I unhappy,
brother? I am King of this planet. I‟ve lived now for more than a century, and I still retain my
youth. And that Infernal Judge made the mistake of leaving his contract scroll behind, which I
have used to absorb the stolen souls and life energy of all those people… and yet I feel terrible.
Both because of what I‟ve done… but there‟s also no challenges any longer.
“What about Tuonela? We could explore past this mortal plane… you‟ve given us both
the power to, my brother.” Legion suggested, and Athéos looked at him curiously before Legion
said softly: “Remember the old legends? Deep in Tuonela is the Book of the Dead… and with
that in your hands…”

“Countless souls who would all see my power… put their faith in me…” Athéos said
slowly… and images blurred together before Athéos and Legion were both running, both
clutching several books as something roared angrily behind them.
“Can‟t you cast a spell or something?” Legion shouted, and Athéos yelled what Zerrex
thought was probably a curse back at him, making the goat wince. “Oh very funny! Then… wait,
that pillar there!”
As they ran past a cracked support in the wall of the hall, Athéos snapped a hand out and
fired a bolt of golden light into it, Zerrex catching only a hint of this at the edge of the image…
and then there was a terrible rumble behind them, Athéos glancing over his shoulder only for a
moment to catch sight of the ceiling beginning to collapse. Then he faced forwards, shooting
towards an open portcullis before the two stumbled out onto a grassy field, where a circular rip in
the fabric of reality lay open. “There, there‟s our portal out!”
Images blurred by: now Athéos had the books laying out on a table in a library, laughing
as he summoned spirit after spirit from the pages, making them pledge their faith and obedience
to him with binding spells and shows of force… and then Athéos was gazing over a crowd, the
image changing so fast to a balcony Zerrex almost didn‟t register what had happened as the
being called: “I am no longer King… but God! God of you all!”
He threw his head back and laughed… and images changed, to war and battle, and
Legion lay dying before Athéos whispered: “No brother, not today. Watch now… watch my
powers blossom…”
And then Legion‟s eyes bulged open as the wounds on his body healed and he rose up, as
Athéos‟s decimated castle rebuilt itself and dead soldiers rose from the ground, and the enemy
fled in terror as Athéos laughed…
Images blurred by, and now Athéos was standing on the moon, rubbing his chin
thoughtfully before he simply flicked a hand at the darkness of space… and stars appeared in the
distance, before he grumbled and then shouted angrily: “It‟s too easy now! It‟s far too simple, far
too boring!”
“What is?” asked a voice curiously, and Athéos turned around in surprise to see a strange
dog-faced creature dressed in fool‟s clothing, floating idly upside down. Athéos made a face at
this, then he made an absent gesture at it and it vanished… only to reappear on the other side of
him, laughing. “Oh, you may be powerful, but I‟m tenacious!”
It growled playfully, then squeaked when Athéos pointed a finger at it, a cubical cage
forming around the creature, the being stomping forwards over the surface of the moon as he
said angrily: “I am in no mood, spirit!”
“Wait, wait!” the spirit whimpered, then it said hesitantly, as Athéos grabbed the bars of
its cage: “You summoned me from another world originally, remember? But there are so few
worlds in existence in this universe so young… and I know the location of something that can
give you even greater power…”
“I‟m listening.” Athéos said softly… and the images blurred together until Athéos and
Legion were running side-by-side again, before Athéos spun around as a gargantuan, snakeheaded monster with a huge body roared at him… but then it was screaming as it took a fireball
to the face, staggering backwards before Athéos shouted at Legion: “Now!”
Legion nodded immediately, then he and Athéos both ran forwards, grabbing the
creature‟s huge arms and slamming it back to the ground before they shoved their hands against
it as they shouted a spell at the same time. The monster screamed… but then it slowly turned to
stone, and Athéos and Legion both laughed before the two stood up, Athéos murmuring softly:

“This… this is true power. The spirit was right… magic of the kind I had never dreamed of does
exist, and it is all to be found at the center of the universe… I… I have become not just a god,
but God. My brother, Enki, the spiritual essence from those things we found, those must have
been the beings that shaped the universe… and inside each of us, we hold three of them…”
“More power than I have ever dreamed…” Legion murmured, before the two turned,
walking up a stone stairway and exiting onto a barren, desolate field, and all around them shone
stars and spun planets, Legion saying softly: “The true center of the universe… the planet from
which it all began…”
Then both paused as four creatures appeared before them, bowing their heads, and
Athéos asked darkly: “And what, pray tell, is this?”
“Prophecy foretold of the day when the Eldest God would finally be set free and leave the
temple to reshape the universe as he saw fit… and we are here to serve him.” said one of the
creatures softly, and when it looked up, Zerrex realized it was strangely similar to the
Naganatine, although it lacked horns, mane, and tail tines. “What would you have us do?”
Images blurred together… and Athéos was now sitting in a temple on a ship floating
through space, and gods of all shape and size were assembled in his strange throne room,
seeming to stand in thin air as the Old God said softly: “I have awakened from my slumber, with
my brother… I am Athéos, and he is called Legion. Right now he is destroying a planet that went
against the laws of the Old Gods, against the law of my word… and thus, it must be eradicated. I
have thought upon this since the dawn of time, and we must never again use our powers merely
for our own benefit, or give in to our urges to build planets in our images… we must instead be
careful and thoughtful in our design, so as to build a perfect universe, that follows a perfect and
glorious order…”
And then Athéos stood up, walking slowly over to the glass wall of the temple to gaze
quietly down at what had once been his home planet, before he smiled a strange, sad smile as
even through the vacuum of space, screams echoed up to his ears… and then he looked over his
shoulder, saying quietly: “These lives are being sacrificed to protect something. To protect order.
To ensure that all gods will obey the will of the Old Gods. We shall prevent anarchy by any and
all means possible… and we shall, together, build a utopia in this universe… but never forget
your loyalty, your family, each other. And never forget whom your master is.”
Then Athéos kissed his own fist quietly as he looked down at his planet, watching as it
cracked into pieces and began to break apart, floating in all directions aimlessly through space…
before he lowered his head, and the image faded out… before reality faded slowly in around
Zerrex, and he felt his features go white as he looked down at his hands, the world shaking
violently around him.
Cherry and Cindy winced as reality literally vibrated around the Drakkaren before the
plate the nachos were on cracked into pieces, and the sound of this made Zerrex shake his head
before he looked down at the plate… and he slumped, groaning as Marina reached up and
brushed her fingers through his hair quietly, but he felt her mental fingers soothingly brushing
through his mind at the same time as she murmured: “You‟re nothing like him, Daddy… not a
thief of souls, not a coward who looks to steal power… your powers, you have earned… and
earned in blood.”
Zerrex mumbled disconsolately, then he reached out and picked up a nacho, before
blinking stupidly as he realized they were still hot. Without even waiting for him to ask, Marina
smiled a bit, saying quietly: “Three seconds. That‟s all. But you did learn something… and
perhaps more answers await you at the center of the universe.”

“I am not going there.” Zerrex said pettishly, and Marina shrugged after a moment before
he looked at Cindy and Cherry, shaking his head slowly. “There were… no answers that I was
looking for. Athéos… was not the god he claimed to be, for one thing… but it seems that he was
ancient. The visions I saw had to take place over… perhaps millions of mortal years. He spent a
long time getting his powers, studying magic and stealing souls. The quick and easy method, in
other words… but he also… he changed near the end.” Zerrex looked up, thinking of Athéos, the
look in his eyes he‟d caught reflected in the glass, the tone of his voice, and he wondered for a
moment if whatever he‟d tapped into in the strange and barren place he‟d gone to in search of
power hadn‟t taken him over. A glance down at himself, and he wondered silently if it would
take him over as well… and then he sighed miserably, tossing the nacho into his mouth before he
picked up another handful, munching disconsolately.
Cindy stared, and then Cherry made a face as she picked up her own handful. “Boss is an
emotional eater. He gets upset, he stuffs his face. And when I see him get upset, I have to stuff
my face, too.” Cherry then shoved the handful of nachos into her muzzle, making Cindy wince
as Marina sighed, but the female looked just as grouchy as Zerrex as she said through a mouthful
of food: “Dude it sounds like fucking complex shit is going on. I hate complex shit. So I say we
don‟t deal with it unless we goddamn well have to for some fucking reason.”
“For once I agree with you.” Zerrex muttered, and then he sighed as he glanced over his
shoulder at Marina, asking quietly: “Are there any more?”
“And how did you access genetic memories, anyway… those shouldn‟t be in the mind,
but the genes.” Cindy said slowly as Cherry absently cast a spell over the plate to make it fuse
back together, and Marina glared as Zerrex tilted his head towards her. “As it is, I‟m surprised
there‟s concise memories you can pull out… usually genetic memory refers to experiences of a
much simpler nature, saved in recessive genes passed down through generations… not saved
directly into the genetic structure of one being as he grows and evolves.”
“Athéos lived for countless eons, however… and as he grew, he evolved and changed, his
genetic structure modifying to incorporate new things and „saving data‟ so-to-speak… but you
already know what I‟m talking about, don‟t you, Cindy?” Marina said softly, and Zerrex had the
sense he was pulling some of these theories directly out of the female‟s own mind as she blushed
and looked away. Then Marina gazed down at her father, stroking through his hair again quietly
as she murmured: “And please. You know as well as I do how my psychic powers work… and
that it‟s no mean feat for me to find the mental images hidden in the body and not just the mind.
The body, after all, is just an extension of the mind… and the mind is my domain, darling sister,
not yours.”
There was an awkward moment of silence, and then Marina looked down at her father,
smiling as she added: “And yes, there are more memories… but the closer they grow to the
present day, the faster they become… hard to read, riddled with static and confusion. Whispers
about Naganis and Athéos, how they met and became friends, and how they parted as enemies…
more stories that are of no use to you, however interesting they are.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, knowing that it would be difficult to get Marina to spill
exactly what those stories were at this point… and then he sighed and rubbed at his head slowly
before the female gently kissed his cheek, sending waves of soothing calm through his mind as
she murmured softly: “Come now, Father. Cheer up. If anything, this has only taught you that
Athéos too started as mortal, even if he was a mortal in a time when the universe was young…
and he learned to control his powers.”

“I think his powers learned to control him.” Zerrex mumbled, then he finally sighed as he
picked up the plate, yanking it away from Cherry even as she snatched two huge handfuls of
nachos away. He made a face at how much she had eaten, and then winced when simply shoved
her muzzle into her hands, chewing with loud relish. “And I think your urges control you,
Cherry.”
Cindy made a face, leaning away as bits of cheese and chip flew everywhere, and then
she sighed and stood up as Zerrex picked up his cane and headed for the door… but Marina
slipped between her and him, the female saying in a quiet voice that was protective but lacked
her usual jealousy: “Let‟s leave Daddy alone for now, okay? This has only opened up more
questions… and we can be of more help to him right now by helping out around Hell.”
“Marina, please.” Cindy said quietly, as Zerrex exited the room, and then she frowned a
bit as Marina sighed and looked over her shoulder with sadness in her eyes, before she looked
back at the female silently. “I… what is it? You never look this upset unless something‟s wrong
with Daddy…”
“Daddy‟s scared, and I don‟t like it when Daddy‟s scared.” Marina said simply, and then
she turned and smiled a bit, a portal opening in front of her. She stared at this, refusing to look at
Cindy as she murmured: “Mom… you… don‟t have to be different for Daddy to love you. He
already loves you more than you can imagine. You‟ve never seen the tears he‟s shed for the way
he brought you up or how you came into this world, but I have… and the only reason he doesn‟t
show it all the time is because he feels you‟ve already shown him more love than he feels he
deserves, for how he raped your mother and you treated him like your father anyway…”
“But that‟s because he always treated me like a daughter, like I was… special… Marina,
why are you telling me this?” Cindy asked, trembling a bit, and Marina finally looked over at
her, smiling faintly before she walked through the portal… but her voice whispered in her mind:
Because you need to know.
Cindy looked silently over at Cherry… but Cherry was just eating the last of her nachos,
looking miserable as she muttered: “Don‟t even start, babe. I got walloped by a Broken and I
already failed to stop the Boss from getting ass-beat-down, and you ain‟t the only one I‟ve been
hiding from. When Priest gets his hands on me, he‟s gonna be a Mommy-beater.”
“Oh stop that.” Cindy muttered, and then she shook her head, looking quietly at the
ceiling as she sat down in her chair at the table and asked quietly: “So are we okay?”
“Babe, I‟m always okay with you.” Cherry laughed a bit, but it sounded forced before she
sighed and dropped herself against the table, mumbling: “I just hope Boss is okay with us. If I
was him, I probably would have left us all in the space colony and lived happily-ever-after
here… a dumb whore, a sparkling angel, and a… fucking nutjob. Not to mention the goddamn
wolf who‟s apparently got a built-in evil clone device. Fuck me.”
Cindy tried to make a joke, but she couldn‟t bring herself to even open her mouth… and
so instead she followed Cherry‟s lead, flopping against the table with a grumble even as she tried
to sort through all the new madness in her mind, wondering about her father as Cherry silently
did the same.
The Drakkaren in question was moodily walking through the halls, tossing nachos into
his mouth every so often as he made his way towards his room… then finally opened the door,
and blinked at the sight of Anathema, who had put her papers aside and was now laying on her
back and reading, legs absently kicking as they hung off the bed. Sammy was curled up almost
inside of her ribcage, which the Drakkaren found both cute and horribly creepy, and the female

glanced up from her book as the reptile stood for a moment, saying finally: “You remind me of a
high school girl waiting for her boyfriend to call. Either that or Lily.”
Anathema rolled her eyes, then she sat up, Sammy rolling out of her insides and the
undead Naganatine looking surprised before she grumbled and tossed her book at him, the
skeletal pseudodragon squeaking as he scrambled out of the way before vanishing and
reappearing on Zerrex‟s shoulder, nibbling at his hair as Anathema muttered: “Goddammit, I told
you to stay the hell out of there. Anyway, Zerrex, I uh… well…”
She looked at him awkwardly, and then finally she picked up her papers, and Zerrex was
surprised to see she was actually blushing as she held them out and said finally: “Will you…
read over these for me? They‟re some poems I… I wrote.”
She looked at him lamely, and Zerrex smiled after a moment, pushing all his thoughts
and questions aside as he handed her the nachos. She smiled at him, trading the papers for these,
and Zerrex looked at her writing, which was neat, large, and in complex runes. The reptile stared,
and Anathema looked suddenly unsure of herself before Zerrex realized stupidly he was holding
the papers upside down, and when he turned them over he was relieved to see the runes were
mostly ones he was familiar with. “Sorry, it‟s… been a while since I‟ve read anything, especially
in this script. I‟m not as literate with the runic system as I should be.”
“Oh.” Anathema said finally, looking embarrassed, and then the two exchanged awkward
smiles before Zerrex sat down beside her, and Sammy growled at the undead Naganatine as he
curled up around the lizard‟s neck, chewing at his hair. Anathema didn‟t seem to register Sammy
at all, however, instead slowly putting a nacho in her mouth and chewing as she stared intently at
the Drakkaren.
Zerrex looked at her after a moment, wincing a bit at how she was staring at him, and
then he cleared his throat and looked back pointedly. Anathema immediately blinked, seemed to
realize what she was doing, and instead turned away with a mumble, hoarding the nachos to
herself as she used her dexterous tail to snag her book in the twines and pull it over to her hand.
As she read, Zerrex did the same, discovering that most of what she had written were
love poems and sonnets: somehow, something he‟d expected after getting so used to her odd
personality. He realized awkwardly that she also made him look like an idiot: her poetry was full
of complex metaphors, and her grasp of the language was exquisite, letting her form sentences
that arose all sorts of emotions in the Drakkaren.
He finally reached the last poem, looking at it quietly, and he read it slowly. He stopped,
then read it again as Anathema put down her book, and he was aware of her eyes on him as he
blushed a bit, before reading it one last time… and then he said quietly: “I‟ve lived for a long
time, Anathema, and I‟ve never read anything like this. It‟s… it‟s incredible. It flows so
smoothly and fluidly, you build things up so well and your vocabulary… I mean…”
“I‟m already aware of that nonsense.” Anathema said dryly, but there was something
beneath her tone, and Zerrex looked at her quietly before he smiled, and she smiled back at him,
saying softly: “There. That‟s what I want to see.”
They looked at each other, and Zerrex handed the poems back to her… but she pushed at
his hand, saying softly: “Keep them.”
“Anathema…” the Drakkaren started, but the undead Naganatine smiled before she
pushed insistently at his hand again, and he finally sighed and nodded, turning around and
putting them on his desk… before he felt her arms wrap around him, and he looked up in
surprise as her head rested against his back.

“Thank you for being my friend.” she said finally, and Zerrex looked at her softly before
the undead Naganatine leaned back, then quietly reached up and pulled off the bone mask that
seem melded into her features, revealing that it was just a mask after all… and she smiled, her
features soft and beautiful, her golden eyes looking at him quietly, only two actual horns
standing up from her skull and these little more than small triangles that obviously easily meshed
into the horns of the helm she wore. They looked at each other, and she said quietly: “Zerrex,
I‟ve learned that only the people who look past the outside are worth having as friends. Few
people ever learn to do that… but you have a way of teaching people that what you see… isn‟t
always what you get.”
Zerrex smiled a bit at this, and Anathema looked up, laughing quietly as she rubbed
wonderingly over the scales of her face. “I think you woke up some part of this undead heart of
mine, you know? When I first came back, I simply wanted to kill Sin if I had the chance and
follow the orders of the heir to the powers of Mephistopheles. Yet you taught me about the
world; but more important than that, you opened my eyes to people. Showed me that despite all
the drudging masses, you never have to be alone in them… that there will, more likely than not,
be someone out there willing and ready to listen to you. To see you… for you. And most
important of all, that even when you are alone and can‟t trust anyone but yourself, you can
continue to fight, even against a hopeless cause… and sometimes hope blossoms.”
She shook her head slowly, then quietly refitted her mask over her face, the bone seeming
to melt against the scales as she murmured softly: “And you showed me that to have one true
friend in the world is better than those who have a thousand friends in times of good, but who
will turn their backs and flee in times of peril. As the poets say, „fuck the world, I‟ve got you.‟”
She threw her head back and laughed, and Zerrex couldn‟t help but join her, before they
both quieted and looked at each other, and the Drakkaren leaned forwards and hugged her
impulsively. She hugged him tightly back, and when they parted, she looked happier than he‟d
ever seen her, as he said softly: “Well, it‟s good to see that even the dead can cheer up, even if it
takes a few centuries. I‟m glad, though, Annie… you are… a friend. I don‟t turn my back on my
friends.”
He nudged her quietly, and she smiled at him before they both looked up as a portal
opened, and Sin stepped through, looking back and forth curiously before she smiled softly as
the portal closed, saying gently: “Lord Zerrex. Your presence was requested by High King
Firenze… along with mine and my sister‟s. The High Thrones await… I know it‟s sudden and
all, but, well…”
“It‟s fine, Sin.” Zerrex rolled his eyes, smiling a bit as he grabbed his cane from where
he‟d dropped it, and the two stood up as Sammy squeaked and nibbled nervously at the
Drakkaren‟s hair. Then the Naganatine opened a portal, bowing Zerrex and her sibling through,
and the two made their way forwards, Anathema quietly touching Sin‟s arm as they passed and
making her look delighted at the simple contact.
Zerrex stepped out onto a balcony, where two Amazon guards dropped to a deep kneel…
and the reptile made a face, motioning at them to get up as he walked forwards and through a
pair of massive, open double doors and into an immense, circular room at the very top of the
Central Spire. He wondered again, as he always did when stepping into here, what the hell the
towering structure was made of: outside he‟d felt a strong wind, but the building still stood silent
sentinel as it always had, not rumbling, not creaking, not swaying even an inch… and for
perhaps the umpteenth time, he was teased with the idea of making a trip of Heaven to ask Hell‟s

architect, Lucifer, what the material was… but the thought of approaching the Archangel always
made Zerrex nervous.
For now, Zerrex managed to get rid of these thoughts as he approached a massive,
circular table made of black stone, Firenze standing from his throne: larger than all the rest, with
a plush red back and made from gold, while the two thrones on either side of him were shaped
from silver. The rest of the chairs were plain ironwood, seats long worn comfortable by the many
who had sat here… and as it was, a few names of note were in attendance.
All the Thrones were present and accounted for, all of them standing in their masks…
and around the table, he could see Driz, Ixin, Carmen, and even the Four Sisters. Also standing
in attendance was a pretty little kitten in a sailor dress and matching beret, her angel wings
extended from her back as she stood on her chair, smiling benevolently at Zerrex: she only
looked five years old, but Little Arcy was a Prophetess of Heaven that had millions upon
millions of years of experience.
Zerrex, Sin and Anathema approached the table, the reptile automatically moving to sit…
but Sin elbowed him, and he sighed before he elbowed Anathema. She sat, however, caring less
about protocol than he did before Firenze said calmly from beneath his bird-shaped mask: “All
may be seated.”
Everyone sat, and Zerrex was only glad Cherry wasn‟t here… even if Carmen was
already making faces at him. Zerrex glared at her, and she looked innocently before grinned and
scratching her nose… except pointedly using her middle finger, a gesture she had likely picked
up from Cherry. The Drakkaren rolled his eyes, and then he looked at Firenze as he said quietly:
“Lord Zerrex Narrius of Hell, after your recent encounter with a Broken upon the mortal plane,
you have been summoned here in accordance with rule… uh…”
Firenze lost his demeanor for a moment, frowning as he cursed under his breath and
rubbed at his head, and then Amiglion pushed his mask up and said flatly: “Guys, this isn‟t even
a real council meeting! We‟ve got like, half the people here, just enough for this stupid
bureaucracy to move forwards, and like-”
“Shut up, Amiglion.” Selena said flatly from beneath her mask, and Zerrex mentally
counted down from three. The moment he reached zero, she flailed around as Firenze continued
to try and remember the rule he was quoting, and he had to lean away to avoid being clobbered
by one of her fists before she tore her mask off and threw it across the table, where it skidded to a
halt in front of Little Arcy as she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Okay, never mind. Ami and me are
in favor of like. Skipping the bullshit.”
“Oh, come on!” Firenze said, sounding frustrated, and Zerrex could only imagine the
trouble he was having in keeping Selena under control. “I‟m trying to be professional here, Dad
is… oh God, I am so sorry Dad, I mean…”
“Believe me, Firenze, you‟re doing a much better job than your father ever did at
following the protocols.” Lily said tiredly, but she poked her mask up to smile at Zerrex, leaning
on her muzzle as Sin gently rubbed the lizard‟s back as the Drakkaren stuck his tongue out at
her. “Very mature.”
Firenze looked moodily back and forth, and then Mercy finally took her own mask off,
looking embarrassedly at Firenze as he looked back at her, and she gave him a pointed look…
and the High King finally sighed and nodded, saying quietly: “Alright, alright. Maybe I was
going overboard anyway… but honestly, you guys have to start listening to me sooner or later.”
He pulled his mask off, then looked across at Zerrex curiously as he Drakkaren said
softly: “Well, if I can say so, High King… remember that all jobs take growing into. Despite the

fact some of your thrones may act like idiots…” Selena and Ami both looked awkwardly away.
“And a certain throne has a fetish for bureaucratic procedure…” Lily blushed and quickly pulled
her mask back on to hide her face. “They‟re all extremely competent in getting the job done. And
at the end of the day, getting the job done is what matters the most.”
“Every time you say that something goes horribly wrong.” Lily said mildly, and then she
cleared her throat, glancing embarrassedly over at Firenze. “Sorry, F-… High King, I spoke out
of turn.”
Firenze mumbled something in a defeated voice, leaning back in the chair before he
sighed and said honestly: “I never thought this job would end up being so hard, Dad… I‟m
starting to understand why you were always hiding.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, and then he nodded after a moment before Firenze leaned forwards,
saying quietly: “Anyway, we wanted to discuss the issue with the creature that called itself
Jupiter… a Broken of that power, on the mortal realm? It‟s never been recorded in all of our
history, and it has even Lord and Lucifer extremely concerned. Secondly, I wanted to discuss
something with you, about you taking on a job in Hell… we could really use your abilities, and I
promise that you wouldn‟t have to start until Priest gets your armlet functional… and on another,
similar topic that I believe deserves a bit more formality…”
Firenze looked back and forth, and immediately the Four Thrones stood before Firenze
stood himself, and everyone around the table automatically did the same, Zerrex smiling a bit:
his son might not realize it, but he had a natural power of command when he wasn‟t trying to
concern himself with rules and regulations. “Sin and Anathema, members of the First Breed and
honored Naganatine… I, and all of Hell, want to extend our gratitude to you that we have never
properly shown for everything you‟ve done, too blinded by prejudice and fear… and even hate, I
am sad to admit. You have both paid for your violations, and I personally know that no one could
have inflicted greater punishment on you than you both did yourselves, because of all of us, you
loved the Creator most… and only you and few others are truly worthy enough to speak the
name of the God that seeded our planet, who watched over us like a father until his death.
“In accordance with this, I‟m awarding you not medals, or statues, or anything like that.”
Firenze halted, and then he said quietly: “Lady Sin, it would be an honor if you would return to
your position of High Throne, and Lord Amiglion has offered to step down from his Throne so
you may take his position, Lady Anathema… but if it pleases you, I would like to at least place
you both in joint position as Chief Scholars, giving you total control over the continued sculpting
and administration of Elysium.”
Anathema and Sin both looked at each other with shock, and then Sin smiled faintly,
trembling a bit as she hugged herself… before Anathema spoke up calmly, as she sat forwards
on the table with a look of entertainment: “Well, High King Firenze, aren‟t you afraid we‟re
going to go insane or turn Hell into some carnal, diabolic playground in reverence of
Mephistopheles?”
There were awkward mumbles around the table as Zerrex slapped his forehead, but
Firenze only smiled a bit, replying candidly: “Well, even the Scholars have limits in their
powers… and I somehow think you like someone more than Mephistopheles these days.”
Now Anathema looked ruffled, glaring at him before she glanced at Sin, and she rose a
hand before the Naganatine could speak. “I have to decline your offer of a throne, Amiglion…
brother of mine or not, one of the people who helped bring me back from death or not… I‟m still
not kind enough to take away the pain and torment of being a responsible role model from you.”
Anathema smiled at him, and Amiglion looked both amused and grumpy, as he crossed his arms

and Grim floated warily behind him. Then the female glanced at Firenze, adding dryly: “The
Scholars are also too boring for me, and I‟d like to be part of Hell‟s gears, not the golden plating
around the great machine itself.
“So instead, why don‟t I act as a go-between with the Reapers? Thanatos and I used to be
allies, if not friends…” Anathema paused, tapping her chin as she added meditatively: “Sin will
gladly resume her place as High Throne though, and she certainly deserves the punishment of
keeping those old idiots down in the basement in line… although my sister and I need a little
more freedom to continue to assist Lord Zerrex as he pleases. I believe both of us have bound
ourselves to him, body and soul.”
Zerrex looked up in stupid surprise at this, but Anathema only winked over her shoulder
at him as Sin covered her muzzle, trying to hold in a strange fit of giggling… and Firenze looked
nonplussed, before he finally asked Sin slowly: “Would… this be alright?”
Sin nodded quickly, smiling brightly as she clapped her hands together and swallowed
the last of her giggles, saying firmly: “High King Firenze, you honor myself and my sister, and
we could not be happier to be of assistance to Elysium and all of Hell as we can.”
Firenze nodded back after a moment, and then he sat back in his chair, and everyone
around the table sat as well, Anathema slipping last from the table to her seat with a strange,
sinuous grace. Then Selena leaned forwards, saying quietly: “But now with that out of the way…
fuck, Zerrex, it‟s been a long time since I saw you in that bad a shape. And I used to see you in
bad shapes a lot.”
She made a face, and Zerrex cleared his throat, looking awkwardly upwards as he rubbed
at the back of his head before Firenze asked him quietly: “Can you summarize the events for all
of us, in case anyone present hasn‟t had a chance to review the files we developed on the battle?”
“Why haven‟t I gotten a copy of that file?” Zerrex asked mildly, and there were a few
awkward mumbles before the Drakkaren looked glum, putting his elbows on the table and
dropping his head on his hands. “Nevermind, I know why. Because I got my ass handed to me,
and horribly.”
Sin gently patted him on the back, and the lizard sighed before he said quietly: “To keep
it brief, I heard a scream… and used my… I dunno, Cherry calls it my ability to shoop places…
to get to the approximate location. I closed in on the sound and found that… thing… Jupiter, and
watched it kill Larson.” He stopped, then shook his head slowly. “Poor bastard…
“Anyway, the monster itself was… it was almost invulnerable. And I mean, I‟ve fought
foes before that were literally invincible to every form of attack except one thing…” Zerrex
made a disgusted face, shaking his head slowly. “But Rasputin, even he flinched when I smashed
a good fist into him. This thing… I don‟t know. My fists bounced off it, my claw snapped
against it, my energy powers struck it but didn‟t leave a mark.”
“May I interject for a moment?” Sin asked quietly, and Zerrex looked at her curiously as
she blushed a bit, but then went on steadfastly: “I‟d like to take the moment to point out that that
is an oddity, especially in a creature like a Broken. Almost all creatures from the Unworld would
have simply absorbed Zerrex‟s energy abilities, because they can function on multiple energetic
wavelengths. Simply put, it means very few kinds of energy can actually wound them… I‟m
sorry to bring this up, Lord Zerrex, but do you remember Celestial?”
Anathema made a face, and as Zerrex opened his mouth, she reached out and grabbed
Sammy, muttering an apology before smacking the top of the pseudodragon‟s skull… and
instantly, he squeaked before looking straight forwards, and the golden fire in his eyes turned to
bright light that projected a three-dimensional image. And Zerrex swallowed as he looked up,

watching as a terrible monster sent jolts of ivory energy through his body down a chain, before
he was smashed into what he knew was Sammy, but to the others was the camera… and then the
view changed as Sammy scrambled over him, before he vomited the terrible energies back into
the features of the bone-faced, freakish monster that his mother had become.
Anathema self-consciously rubbed over her own skull-covered features, before she said
dryly as the image froze: “There, that‟s what Sin‟s talking about. It takes a very specific energy
wavelength to hurt a being from then Unworld… otherwise you typically have absorption, and
atypical resistances, where the energy reacts violently upon contact but is mostly repelled, doing
little overall damage. You can only override this by actually grabbing the opponent, Zerrex,
because your energy talents let you sync-up to the proper wavelength required to harm or heal
someone as you will it.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and then the images vanished as Anathema tapped
Sammy‟s skull, and the pseudodragon squeaked loudly before he ran over to Zerrex and jumped
up on his chest, gazing over him worriedly. The Drakkaren smiled faintly, though, stroking
quietly along the skeleton‟s back and amazed by how he could show clearly display his feelings
still, despite being little more than bones… but the reptile knew their pact and his own ability to
feel emotions had something to do with it. “Thanks. But I still couldn‟t hurt Jupiter. No matter
what I did… and even Cherry, holding flames as hot as she could make them in his face, didn‟t
even blind him. For any creature, the rule is generally that the eyes are a vulnerable point… but
with Jupiter, it only seemed to piss him off for a moment before he went back to… to playing
with us.
“I think that‟s what scares me the most.” Zerrex said after a moment, glancing down at
Sammy as he stroked gently along the skeletal pseudodragon‟s body. “Jupiter wasn‟t putting
effort into his defense… but he also wasn‟t doing more than big punches and he displayed no
abilities other than incomparable physical power. Then again, I don‟t think the bastard needs
much more than that. The only weakness about him I could pinpoint was that he has an
extremely-high center of gravity, since all his weight is concentrated in his upper body… he was
heavy as hell, but not exactly hard for me to bring down.”
Firenze nodded, and then he glanced over at Selena, asking quietly: “You were put in
charge of magical analysis. What are the results?”
“Highly abnormal.” Selena shook her head, making a face as she crossed her arms, then
she smiled a bit across at Zerrex. “Sorry for… not visiting, by the way. We all are, but the fucker
here is a goddamn taskmaster. And every fucking chance I do visit, you‟re asleep.”
Firenze rolled his eyes, then he gestured for her to continue, and Selena grumbled before
saying finally: “But seriously. Absolutely nothing from Jupiter, not a hint of any abilities other
than raw physical might, like Zerrex said… except then, when that portal opens, everything goes
off the charts. Whoever‟s pulling his strings must have immense spiritual presence and power…
and it might be some kind of Broken itself, because that portal was leaking Unworld essence.”
Zerrex made a face at this: that was the last thing he wanted to hear. He shook his head
slowly, and then Lily spoke up, saying quietly: “I have to agree with Selena‟s findings. All my
own team showed the same results… and we couldn‟t find one single weakness in the creature,
either.”
Firenze nodded, then he looked at Little Arcy as she jumped up and down, raising a hand
to try and be noticed. “Go ahead. This has kind of become an informal discussion anyway, so
everyone may as well relax.”

“Thank you.” Little Arcy smiled, then she said softly: “First, Zerrex, you and Cherry
need to stop being idiots and run away every now and then. Second of all, we reviewed the battle
several times in Heaven, especially the moment where… Zerrex displays his powers.” She
looked at him quietly, as the reptile looked down shamefully. “Oh, stop that! You just need to
learn… control. Sadly, though… the only reason we think you left a mark on his cheek was
because his weight meant he was falling face-first towards the ground… so it was likely simply
sheer, continuous battering that caused the scratch, not contact with any specific material.”
“Goddamn, there goes my theory.” Ixin muttered, and then he sighed, rubbing at his head
awkwardly as he leaned back in the chair, and Zerrex looked up in surprise: he‟d almost
forgotten the mage was here, with how quiet he‟d been. “Fuck, but I am not ashamed to admit
you‟re way braver than me, Zerrex. The moment I‟d seen that thing? I would‟ve run like hell!
But then again, my magic is also completely worthless against Unworld Beings… you can‟t hurt
„em unless you‟ve got super-special abilities or weapons, only wait for them to starve to death
one way or the other. And Broken make gods like you look like pussies.”
Zerrex made a sour face at Ixin, but the mage only grinned and shrugged… but it was a
mirthless look. “Sad to say it‟s true, and fuck knows I wish it wasn‟t. But we haven‟t found trace
one of it anywhere, and we definitely do not want to go poking into the Unworld, looking for
it… our time has to be spent going about business as usual, with preparations as we can afford
them just in case this thing rears its fuck-ugly face again… but just in case. Hopefully, the
goddamn creep just got lost on his way from the Unworld to his vacation spot or whatever.”
He stopped, then said quietly, crossing his arms: “But we have other fish to fry right now.
Hell and Heaven are both in awkward orbits, and while you were out, Zerrex, a planet almost
crashed into Heaven. We‟ve been doing better than I expected, but what I expected was
catastrophic damage to both planets in a few years: a little better than catastrophic ain‟t much to
be proud of. I say that we build up our anti-Unworld defenses, but otherwise let this issue slide in
favor of making sure everything else in the universe doesn‟t kill us before the asshole even
shows up again.”
There were various mumbles around the table at this, and then Firenze smiled faintly as
he said: “Well, I suppose that brings us to our next issue, anyway… Dad, you were once the
High King of Hell, and I came to serve only because-”
“I am totally not going to be High King again, okay? Hell no. Too much power, too many
responsibilities.” Zerrex blanched, holding up his hands and shaking his head, and Firenze only
looked at him mildly before the reptile sighed, mumbling: “Fine, go on.”
The blue-scaled lizard nodded to him after a moment, and then he said softly: “As I was
saying… I only came to serve because of your death. You came to serve not only as a
Punishment, but because of a recognition from Hell itself as a leader, a warrior, and a loving
father, who puts his people and the ideal of right and wrong before himself. Who rules not with a
fist, but with an open hand… and therefore, in light of your experiences as well as your
knowledge of the mortal plane all three planets must now abide in, I‟d like to make you Director
of Operations of what we are currently calling the Redemption Project… or in other words, I‟d
like for you to help with the rebuilding of the mortal plane.”
Zerrex uncovered his head from where he had been trying to hide in his chair, looking up
in stupid surprise as his mouth worked wordlessly… and then he finally managed to splutter:
“You mean… I… I get to go back to the mortal world, to… to home, and toil stupidly around in
the dirt until I get trees to grow?”

“Not right away.” Firenze smiled a bit nonetheless, even as Selena grumbled and crossed
her arms. “Your first project will have to be to build a portal point, so we don‟t have to shuttle
back and forth, so for that you‟ll need a team of engineers, mages, and a lot of supplies… but
there‟s a while yet before we‟ll have everyone assembled and ready. But I want you to manage
all the operations… you‟ll be going back and forth every now and then, but mostly I think you‟ll
be working on establishing and securing a colony on the broken world… for mortals, so they can
start moving back to their home.” Firenze stopped, then said quietly: “Your home, Dad, is here
too, I hope you don‟t mind me saying. You‟ll always have a home in Hell.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, and then he nodded slowly before he said quietly: “I do know that. I
just… I‟m excited, I guess. That was the world where I grew up, after all, and lived… and died.
And to be able to start reversing some of the damage that-”
“The next words out of your goddamn mouth better fucking be „that Athéos did,‟ or I
swear to shit I‟m going to come over there and punch you in the face.” Selena threatened,
standing up, and Zerrex cleared his throat, nodding mutely. She grumbled at this, but then
nodded and sat down as Carmen snorted laughter. “Shut it. I‟m a higher rank than you now, I can
come over there and punch you in the face, too.”
Before things could completely break down, Firenze sighed and stood back, clapping his
hands together to get everyone‟s attention. “Enough. We‟ve covered everything I want to, so
most of you can go. Dad, why don‟t you stay a minute, though? Me and some of the others who
might have been quiet during the meeting wouldn‟t mind having a word or two more with you
about the state of things.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and then he paused to smile as Little Arcy hopped up onto
the table before running across it and jumping into his arms, trading a tight hug with her as she
buried her face against his neck, murmuring softly: “It‟s so good to see you, Lord Zerrex… I was
so scared, so worried about you, and so were so many others in Heaven… Sir Raze was
incredibly broken-up over you, you know… but your daughter always had faith you‟d come
back, and I am so very glad to see her faith was rewarded.”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit, squeezing her quietly against his chest as he murmured
softly: “And I‟m only glad to be back now… it‟s good to see you too, Little Arcy. I have so
many people to catch up with but I‟m glad when I get the chance to meet up with each of you as
time passes, and not just all at once.”
Little Arcy smiled, and then Zerrex gently set her down before she tugged at the leg of
his pants, saying quietly: “But listen to me, Lord Zerrex… if you run into that Broken again, you
have to promise me you‟ll at least consider fleeing. Jupiter is too strong for one person alone to
deal with him, or even you and Miss Cherry… you need to learn to control your powers and
build up your strength before you face such an abomination again.”
Zerrex made a face, but then he sighed and nodded after a moment, relenting with a
mumble as he rubbed the back of his head slowly. “Maybe it‟s just my pride talking, but I feel
like we‟re going to cross paths again… and when that happens, I‟ll have no choice other than to
win or die.”
“Not everything is as simple as it appears, Lord Zerrex… there may yet be greater forces
at work in this, as I know you suspected yourself.” Little Arcy replied gently, and then she
smiled a bit as she hugged his leg quietly, adding: “But don‟t worry yourself too thin either.
Things happen as they happen, and you just need to maintain your head throughout it, okay?”
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, and then he smiled a bit, saying finally: “Okay.
I‟ll do my best to then…” He stopped, then said quietly: “Thanks. I don‟t know what I‟d do

without you or… some of the other people I‟m so lucky to have in my life. So many people, who
all only want the best for me… it means a hell of a lot, to say the very least.”
“Well, you shouldn‟t worry so much about that!” Little Arcy said firmly, then she
laughed and hugged his leg tightly again, the reptile smiling despite himself. “It‟s what friends
do, especially the ones who‟ve stalked you all your lifelong days, Zerrex. Now, if you‟ll excuse
me… I need to report back to Heaven. The Council is absolutely furious that I‟m here… but I‟ll
tell you all about their new bans and ideals later, once Francis and Sir Raze get out of the
political mire they‟re currently trapped in. They, unlike me, have a tendency to remember their
duties… while all I ever end up thinking about is old friends.”
Zerrex laughed a bit at this, then he rose a hand and waved as she smiled and curtseyed,
and she turned around to leave with the others who were already milling out. Then the lizard
glanced up as Anathema walked over to him curiously, asking: “Who was the child? What kind
of connection could you have to a Prophetess, anyway?”
“How the hell is it everyone can know what everyone is just by looking at them, and I
still can‟t even guess a person‟s physical age?” Zerrex asked dryly, and Anathema only smiled
amusedly at him before the reptile said mildly: “Believe it or not, I killed her while mortal. She
apparently developed an obsession over me that got into the psychotic stage at some point, since
now she‟s my best friend ever. Not that I mind… she‟s smart as hell and utterly adorable.”
The undead Naganatine rolled her eyes, and then Zerrex asked mildly: “And by the way,
exactly when the hell did you and Sin bind your souls to mine, anyway?”
But now Sin started giggling again, and Anathema nudged her a few times with her
elbow, grumbling at her. “Oh, it‟s not that funny a joke. No, that‟s just something Sin and I used
to say all the time about each other, when we were told to do something we didn‟t want to do or
go on separate missions.” She softened despite herself, even as she mumbled: “It‟s still not as
funny as Sin is making it, though.”
“Oh sister, you‟re very funny.” Sin hugged Anathema gently, and the undead Naganatine
rolled her eyes as she made a face… but she still half-hugged Sin in return, before the two parted
and Zerrex shook his head in amusement, thinking of how much like sisters and best friends the
two really were after all the layers of sibling rivalry were peeled aside. He strode past them, and
they both quickly followed, Sin asking curiously: “Do you approve of our new jobs, Lord
Zerrex?”
“Does that… matter?” Zerrex asked dumbly over his shoulder, and at Sin‟s look, he
sighed and then smiled a bit, saying quietly: “Yeah, of course I do, Sin. I‟m glad for my own job,
but I‟m even more glad that you two have been given positions you‟ve both deserved for quite
some time now… and you always ruled with a gentle heart when you were a Throne. I have all
faith you‟ll rule with the same again.”
“Thank you, Lord Zerrex… I‟m very honored to hear that.” Sin said softly, as the three
approached where Firenze was now arguing loudly with Selena. Then Zerrex winced when
Selena reached out and slapped him, Firenze looking shocked… although, with how quickly he
recovered from it, Zerrex had the feeling Selena had done this before.
He held a hand up, pointing at where Lily was watching from an awkward distance with
Amiglion hiding behind her, and Selena finally muttered under her breath before storming off,
leaving Firenze rubbing at the mark on his cheek with the Sisters and Carmen standing behind
him, the latter looking gleeful as she put her hands in her pockets. The Sisters were clustered
together, almost hiding… and Driz was lurking behind them, apparently looking torn between
sneaking off and pushing forwards. Then, finally, Firenze sighed as he looked at his father,

asking dryly: “How the hell did you ever keep Selena under control, and why is she a High
Throne again?”
“I never really did… and well, because there‟s few other Inquisitors who were willing to
take the position.” Zerrex paused, then he smiled a bit at Firenze as his son tilted his head
towards him curiously. “Okay, let me put it this way. You have a former Reaper, a former
Inquisitor, a born-and-bred Monarch, and someone with knowledge of every kind of magic on
the Thrones…” Zerrex looked at Mercy softly from where she was standing by Firenze, and she
blushed a bit before jumping forwards to hug him tightly, and he hugged her firmly back before
smiling down at her, then glancing over at Sin and winking. “Although now you have someone
of even greater magical prowess in her place.”
Firenze stopped, frowned and looked down as he thought about this, and then he looked
back up as the answer dawned on him. “You didn‟t just put them in place because they‟re your
friends… but because each of them represents a different sector of Hell, and because of their
differences, not their similarities.”
“I‟m sorry I never got to teach you these things, Firenze, before… before I left to fight
Athéos.” Zerrex said quietly, and Firenze smiled faintly at him as the Drakkaren glanced down at
Mercy, who was still pressed tight to his body, then up at his son. “It just… never occurred to
me. I got so used to it that I forgot to point it out to others… and I know Selena is difficult to
work with, but she wants the best for Hell… and she‟s always willing and ready to shove back
aggressively, while the others have… different methods of handling things.”
“It‟s okay, Dad, they‟re things I needed to learn on my own, for the most part.” Firenze
smiled up at him, then he cleared his throat, adding without looking around: “Driz, stop it. Come
up here, so I can talk to you both at once.”
The dark-energy being winced, then he sighed and strode around the Sisters, mumbling
as Mercy stepped away from her father so the two could look at each other, before Driz finally
smiled a bit, saying quietly: “It… I mean… it‟s good to see you, Dad.”
“You too, Driz… how‟ve things been?” Zerrex looked at him for a few moments, and
then he smiled awkwardly. “If it helps at all, I remember all the good times we had together, and
that… we started finally fixing things up between us. But I can‟t at all remember why we fought
in the first place, even if I know it has something to do with me being a bastard.”
“We were both bastards.” Driz replied, but it did indeed seem to lighten the air between
them before he laughed a bit, glancing over at Firenze. “Anyway, since… new power plants in
Hell are being constructed in corruption-free zones being built by Priest, Firenze was saying he
wanted me to go with you to the mortal plane, to help you build the portal, and then a power
station. He said our first priority needs to be getting those things up and running so we can
properly defend the colony as well as help push it towards self-sufficiency.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he looked at Firenze, asking curiously: “Do you have a
predetermined site you want me to build in?”
Firenze shook his head after a moment, and then he said finally: “But we were thinking a
little about Valise City, your old hometown. I know it‟s where you ran into Jupiter… but at the
same time, it‟s also mostly free of Mechanauts, and you know the layout well enough to be able
to determine where the colony should be built. I‟ll send in demonic equipment, as well as people
to help you clear rubble and start… building the colony.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, then he said quietly: “On the other hand, it‟ll be even harder to
clear the rubble, and we‟ll likely run into a lot of undead in a city of that size. If you give me
some landscapers, I can probably build a small colony in the wastelands outside of Valise…

make it into an operations hub, so to speak. From there, I can train workers to start clearing
wreckage and bodies from the cities.”
Driz hesitated, then he said quietly: “I‟m going to side with Dad on this one, Firenze. It‟s
not a bad idea… and starting from scratch would let us build better defenses and not have to
worry about building overtop an abandoned sewer line or something.”
Firenze nodded back, saying softly: “That‟s why I want to leave it to you, Father. You
know the mortal realm: I don‟t. But like I said, there‟s a lot of time to plan… I‟m just glad
you‟ve taken to the idea with such enthusiasm.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, closing his eyes as he felt the emotions around him press against his
mind… but in a not unwelcome way, as the strongest there was a kind of calm happiness. “What
can I say? I like the idea of building for once, instead of destroying.” He stopped, then smiled a
bit as he glanced over at Anathema, who had her arms crossed as he added mildly: “And
something itching at my mind says before I do all this, I should also probably pay Thanatos a
visit with her, too.”
Firenze made a face, and this drew Zerrex‟s attention back as he cleared his throat
awkwardly, Driz looking nervous. “Do… do you remember Dust Toll at all?”
Zerrex frowned, looking down for a few moments… and then he made a face himself as
an image of a cloaked figure being crushed beneath the foot of a Mechanaut swirled through his
mind. “Oh crap. Well. Better to get it over with now, anyway. Since my soul obviously didn‟t
pass through the hands of any Reapers, I‟m sure he‟s still sitting there, waiting for me to explain
myself to him.”
“Well, since you killed Athéos, for a while he agreed to let it slide… but ever since news
of your return travelled to him, he‟s been utterly furious.” Sin answered quietly, and Zerrex
looked at her curiously as Firenze covered his face with a hand, wincing. “He‟s well-aware that
you died… but he‟s convinced your soul went into hiding. I think he took the fact you always
used to hide from your responsibilities as High King and built on that assumption.”
“I‟m not a coward, I‟m just irresponsible.” Zerrex grumbled pettishly, but then he nodded
and sighed, rubbing at his head. “We‟d better do that sooner rather than later, then. Gods know I
hate dealing with that but I hate more that this has had an effect on all of Hell, too.”
“Reapers refuse to do any work other than the most necessary soul collections still… its
part of the reason why there‟s such a host of undead throughout the world.” Sin murmured,
shaking her head slowly. “Souls that died in such anguish and torment that they refuse to leave
the mortal coil… and the Reapers will only go down and release the most tormented of souls that
are attempting to assuage their grief by feeding off the souls of others…”
“But that can be dealt with later, too.” Firenze said quietly, then he smiled a bit as he
looked back and forth, adding: “The Sisters have something they want to say.”
The four mumbled as they came forwards, and then they all knelt down before Earth
burst out: “We‟re terribly sorry, Anathema and Sin… it is not our place to involve ourselves in
your affair, nor least of all to judge you…”
“We are creations of the Goddess, after all… we know what it means to be judged and
exiled, which is part of the reason why we built our monastery in the first place.” Fire added
quietly, then she shook her head as the Sisters gazed up at the two Naganatine silently.
Anathema only grunted and crossed her arms, but Sin smiled benevolently, bowing back
as she said softly: “It is no problem at all, Sisters… you are far more than forgiven. I know that I
scared a lot of people, after all, and simply wasn‟t myself for quite some time… but I want to

assure you I will allow no such outbursts again.” She stopped, then added gently: “But I take it
there is some other bit of news, too, if I may probe?”
Water nodded as the four rose, and she looked at Zerrex, saying quietly: “We shall assist
you in the construction of the portal on the mortal plane… but we‟d also like to ask that you help
us finish building our monastery before you head to the mortal world. It would mean a lot to
us… and we near completion now. It will be perhaps a few weeks at most… and you are more
than free to work on your own plans for the mortal realm as you like there, too.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, and then Air added: “And remember, Lord Zerrex… it is
a great opportunity, but haste can be disastrous, however excited you are to pursue this idea. We
also know that physical work clears your mind… and we do consider you part of our order, not
to mention the person to whom our allegiance is sworn.”
Earth smiled a bit at this, then she said softly, gazing up at him with adoring eyes: “Your
will is our will, at the end of the day. We will forever be your loyal servants, your humble
Iuratus.”
Zerrex looked at them with surprise, and then the Four rose and laughed in harmony,
before Fire said mildly: “Our leader is the Fifth Sister, and Cherry holds that essence… and
Cherry‟s very soul is forsworn to you as your property. As we must follow the Fifth Sister… we
must follow you.”
The Drakkaren slapped his forehead with a groan, and the Sisters looked surprised before
he grumbled: “I‟m going to kick Cherry in the ass for this. Sisters, I‟ve always seen you as my
superiors, though… you taught me so much, and you mentored me in magic, combat, meditation,
and life in Hell itself…”
“And you destroyed the Princess, the Goddess who created us only so she could abuse
and torment us and force us to obey her will, and her terrible master, the Red Beast. You
defeated Crow and united Hell, and you destroyed Athéos.” Water replied, and then she bowed
her head forwards, murmuring softly: “Not working together, could all of us accomplish such a
thing. In our case, our strength comes from our numbers alone… if one of us ever fell, the
Judgment Cross would collapse and we would all lose our powers. The Fifth Sister, the Center of
the Cross, is the only one who stood apart and alone from us, and that is why she was our
leader.”
Air nodded, then she glanced over at Firenze, asking him gently: “Will you give us leave
now? And Lord Zerrex, we will await your presence at our monastery.”
Zerrex opened his mouth to reply, before something tickled at his senses… and he
frowned a bit before wincing as both Sin and Anathema grabbed his arms suddenly, and the
Sister‟s eyes flashed as they seemed to sense whatever it was too… before Zerrex felt whatever it
was literally lift him into the air, the reptile flailing for a moment before he simply vanished from
existence.
He fell through a white cyclone, not knowing which way was up or down, flailing around
at the static that surrounded him as he felt his powers wanting to lash out, but thankfully without
a target to strike… and then a moment later, he landed face-first on a wooden floor, the reptile
looking stupidly back and forth as his mind reeled with sensations, before he realized dumbly he
was laying in some kind of summoning circle, and a voice said softly: “I told you it would work,
Zanbrick, now go away.”
“But he‟s supposed to be dead! If he‟s an undead abomination, sister, he can‟t be
trusted!” A voice retorted immediately, and Zerrex groaned as he sat up before he winced as a
bulky deer with tall antlers drew a silver katana and pointed it at his muzzle, the armlet he was

wearing crackling with holy energy as the Drakkaren looked at him dumbly, taking in his neat,
black dress clothes, officer‟s hat, and the black cape secured to his body by two silver badges. He
snarled, his aged features wrinkling and making the scars on his face stand out, a vein of
irritation pulsing in his neck as his other hand swirled his cape open to reveal the belt full of
strange, differently-colored prisms as well as several vials full of strange fluids. “Stay back,
Mary! And you, monster, stop playing the part of the fool, I know the real Zerrex is dead and
gone!”
“Zane?” Zerrex asked dumbly, and then he glowered at him and poked the end of the
katana, shoving it out of his face as he stood up… and pain ripped through his skull as he
grabbed at his head, mumbling: “Holy hell, this feels like a hangover… and I haven‟t had a
hangover since I was mortal and stopped drinking. Wait… Zane? Mary? Oh hell, it‟s good to see
you two!”
Zerrex laughed, suddenly delighted and the pain fading as Mary stood up with a smile,
her features matured and beautiful, the doe‟s eyes gazing warmly back at him as she stepped past
her brother to trade a tight hug with the Drakkaren… before they both glared as Zane quickly
poked them apart with the katana. For the moment, however, Zerrex ignored the sword poking
him in the chest, instead looking wonderingly over Mary: the deer was dressed in comfortable
jeans, with motorcycle boots on and a plain white shirt held tight against her body with a
bandolier, a jeans vest hanging over this and revealing bare, toned arms. She was wearing an
armlet of her own, in the shape of a golden scarab that was held against her arm with chains of
the same color… and around her neck was a pretty silver locket, inscribed with a tiny circle of
complex demonic runes. The reptile looked at her for a few moments, and then he smiled softly,
saying quietly: “God damn… so you two survived everything. I‟m so damn happy to see that.”
Mary nodded, then she blushed a bit, murmuring: “I hope I didn‟t pull you out of
anything too important… but I only heard an hour ago that you were… that you were alive.” She
gazed at him quietly, and then she pointed at the summoning circle, Zerrex looking down at this
with a slight smile. “I used… things that felt right. Petals from black roses, a special chalk we
use laced with ironwood ashes, emerald candles and soil… I wanted to use soil from Hez‟Ranna,
but well…”
She halted, then smiled up at him quietly, reaching up to touch his face wonderingly…
then she glared when Zane shoved himself between them, thundering: “Use your senses, Mary,
this isn‟t a demon!”
Zerrex sighed, rolling his eyes and glaring at the two as more memories filtered in, filling
in the blanks in his mind as Zane‟s eyes flashed unnaturally. Zanbrick and Mary, the last
surviving members of the Silver Wind Clan, which had hunted demons since ancient times. The
clan also taught these demon hunters how to enslave supernatural entities and force them to bend
to their will, promising to serve Patrons in return for preternatural powers: Zane, for example,
served the Goddess Melody, who had gifted him with the armlet he wore and that allowed him to
capture and control demons.
Zerrex, on the other hand, was the Patron of Mary… one of the many reasons Zane had
never liked him. Finally, the Drakkaren reached up and grabbed the katana in his right hand as
the scales peeled away, the terrible, rocky substance that made up his arm grinding against the
metal of the sword as he asked mildly: “Are you going to put this away, or am I going to have to
break it? Because it would be a real damn shame to snap something so nice.”
Zane winced, then he mumbled something before Zerrex let go of the sword, and the deer
slowly put it away, looking distrustful. “I still don‟t believe this. Eleven years, and all of a

sudden you return from the void? No demon could do that, and Mary lost most of her powers
when you vanished…”
He stopped, then looked at his sister uncomfortably as she smiled, and her brown eyes
almost glowed as she held her hands up and took a deep breath… and a moment later, a small,
flickering sphere of blue energy appeared between them. Then she relaxed, and it vanished as
she gave Zane a look, the male rubbing at his head slowly as he muttered: “And yet now she has
even more powers than before… which can only be explained by her Patron returning with even
more powers itself. A rare occurrence, but with linked spirits, and her loyalty still pledged to you
after all these years…”
“And my armlet works again.” Mary held this up, the green gemstone inset into the
bottom of the scarab glowing for a moment. “I can finally use this to control that nasty little imp
Ishmael, for example… but that‟s not important, nothing is except that… you‟re back.”
The two looked at each other, and then Zanbrick cleared his throat loudly before wincing
and staggering away, drawing his sword again as a spiraling vortex of white and black opened
behind the Drakkaren… and a moment later, Sin and Anathema emerged, the undead Naganatine
looking curiously around as Sin smiled, half-bowing as the vortex closed behind them. “I‟m glad
to see that for once, you‟re not in any danger, Lord Zerrex… and of course, it‟s good to see that
you are both still alive. My apologies for not sending a messenger, Miss Mary, but it slipped my
mind entirely.”
“Well, neither myself nor my brother have had much contact with Hell for the last decade
or so, so it‟s not your fault at all. And you were more than kind in how you helped set up so
much for us…” Mary paused, then made a face at Zane, who was all but cowering on the floor as
he half-groveled, half-bowed before the two Naganatine. “You‟ll excuse my brother, he‟s a bit…
partial to the old legends.”
“Please rise, Master Zanbrick.” Sin said embarrassedly, and the deer did so after a
moment, still looking stupefied. Zerrex shook his head in entertainment, then he smiled a bit as
Anathema stepped past him to approach one of the bookshelves that surrounded them, the
Drakkaren finally taking in the interior of the place they were in.
It was a library, filled with bookshelves, and every bookshelf was full with not only old,
dusty tomes, but demonic objects and magical equipment. The floor beneath his feet was cobbled
stone, and the Drakkaren could tell that the ceiling high above was layered with iron. The reptile
suspected the walls were, too, and as he looked slowly around, he realized the shelves were
designed to create a catacombs… and he remembered his old visit here, before he looked at
Mary as she smiled at him and asked: “So do you still live in the mansion?”
Mary nodded slowly, then she sighed quietly. “The first floor, anyway… but much of it is
in ruins, from Colossus‟s unending rampages. Thankfully, none of the rogue Old Gods have ever
attacked here, but we have crossed swords with one or two… we‟ve always escaped, but it‟s
always been narrow… and we‟ve suffered casualties as well.”
She looked down, murmuring quietly: “Poor Szar. He was in love with Maria, you
know… and Maria, well. She lost not one, but two mothers, and her grandfather. She ran off on
her own, and I don‟t know what‟s become of her, only that she‟s developed a deep hatred of your
daughter Marina… and Old Gods in general. I fear for her, but every now and then I think I
sense her energies. Perhaps now that my powers have returned, I‟ll go look for her.”
“I may come with you then.” Zerrex paused, then he frowned a bit as he looked at Sin.
“But Old Gods are still rampaging, too? I thought with the fall of Athéos…”

Sin shook her head slowly, and then she motioned at Zane when he half-rose a hand, and
the deer swallowed uncomfortably before he said quietly: “Not all of them… and the
Primordials, of course, are far worse. Hez‟Ranna, I hear, has turned into nothing more than one
massive bonfire that may never cease to burn, and other godlings have found all over the planet,
seeking revenge or just indulging in chaos. Some think of this world as their playground… others
seem to think they‟re in too deep, and there‟s no turning back from what Athéos made them do,
so they‟re determined to fight until they‟re finally killed.
“Not to mention the undead problem.” He stopped, looking at Anathema with a wince,
but she only rolled her eyes and shrugged. “There‟s been sightings of atypical undead here and
there… even rumors that a lich has woken up somewhere, and those things don‟t give up their
powers very easily.”
Zerrex made a face, muttering: “Lots to keep us busy, then.” He stopped, then smiled a
bit at the two, as he said finally: “Well, all that aside… it‟s good to see you both. And we were
just discussing something up top I think you‟ll be interested in hearing, so why don‟t we sit
down, and I‟ll fill you in?”
A week later found Zerrex working in the monastery, shirtless and dirty, as he slowly
pulled a massive wooden beam into position while two of the Sisters balanced on the rafters that
had already been set in place, waiting to seal this new one into position so they could continue to
work on the roof. He was surprised at how hard the work was, even for him… but then again, he
was also spending a lot of his free time carefully planning out how he was going to set up a
colony on the mortal world, and sending out messages to old mortal friends he could manage to
find on the space colonies. He had also sent an envoy to the Northlands, sad that he couldn‟t go
himself but eager to hear of news about how things there were faring.
So far, he‟d heard back from Churchill and Albatross, who were both Admirals in the
space colonies, and both exceptionally-glad to hear from him. One of the top things on the
agenda Zerrex was constantly modifying was the issue of Hez‟Ranna and the fact that two
Primordials were still treating it like their personal playground… and the Drakkaren felt a deepseated connection to that land, which had been ravaged violently by both fireproofed Mechanauts
and the two monstrous beings. Not to mention the fact that the Primordials exploiting it so
violently went against every fiber of his own being… and the Drakkaren knew that sooner or
later, he was going to end up going down to Hez‟Ranna to not only establish reconstruction
efforts there, but to purge it of the evils that had taken root.
The reptile had also wanted to send an envoy to Travis Balthazar, former President of Ire,
and a brave soul who had stayed down on the mortal coil, directing military and rescue efforts
there to everyone he could reach… but the Drakkaren had been saddened to learn that Balthazar
had been killed. The ferret, as he remembered, had been so smart, so loyal, and so goddamn calm
all the time… and he felt that Balthazar deserved a shrine more than he ever had, with the way
he‟d always quietly but firmly pushed an agenda of peace and prosperity for everyone in even
the darkest of times. At the same time, Balthazar had been ready to fight oppression with military
force when necessary… but he used candor and tact even in such situations as that, always
deploying minimal force with maximum effect.
At least the reptile knew Balthazar was somewhere in Heaven, and that had soothed him
somewhat, even if he felt for the ferret‟s lost mortality… and the fact that without him as the
figurehead of Ire, he feared the now-not-nation would go back to the same ways. But that would

be dealt with later: for now, the space colonies seemed to function moderately-well, if only
because of how they were forced to get along because extinction was staring them in the face.
Zerrex was dragged out of his musings as one of the Sisters approached and patted him
on the arm, and the reptile looked at Earth with a smile, shaking his head out as she said gently:
“The beam is in place, you can let go now… and Water and I need your help to carry the altar
into place at the back of the worship hall of the monastery. You and Cherry should be able to
carry it, but we don‟t have the strength required… it‟s made of black lodestone.”
“The heaviest substance known in the universe, great.” Zerrex muttered, and when Earth
looked embarrassed, he patted her gently on the arm. “It‟s alright. I just hope that Cherry doesn‟t
drop the goddamn thing.”
She laughed a bit even as she blushed, and the Drakkaren followed her with a smile,
glancing at the monastery: the sleeping cells had been fully completed, along with the back
cloister, a small office, and a pair of prison cells for the rare occasion when someone had to be
punished or held until an officer came to pick them up, but they still had to complete the kitchen
area, the dining hall, and the worship hall, not to mention the entrance chamber and the entire
outbuilding, well, and outer perimeter… but as he passed through the open doors and between
the two completed statues, he couldn‟t help but feel they were progressing well, despite the
setbacks here and there.
He found Cherry standing by the Altar, gritting her teeth as she tried to lift it, huge
muscles flexing… and then she wheezed and dropped it, glaring at Water, who winced away.
“What the fuck, why the fuck can‟t you use wood?”
“The altar is supposed to symbolize the strength of our faith. Therefore, it‟s only right
that you and Zerrex carry it into the monastery, as such important members of our order. As
leaders we place our own faith into.” Water replied gently, and Cherry looked at her dumbly
before she sighed. “Because you‟re the strongest people and we thought you could manage to
move a rock.”
Cherry growled and spat to the side, rubbing her hands together as she stormed around to
one side of the rectangular altar, Zerrex looking curiously over the massive stone before she
barked: “Hurry the hell up, Boss, let‟s show these bitches who the fuck the strongest people are
here! Goddammit!”
The reptile rolled his eyes, and then he reached down and grasped the altar before pulling
upwards with a grunt… and then his eyes bulged as he felt something tear in his back and he fell
forwards, smacking his face off the altar and then falling over with a groan. Immediately, Water
and Earth ran over to him, while Cherry stared stupidly, her side half-lifted before she dropped
this and walked over to shove both Sisters aside, kicking the Drakkaren lightly as she asked:
“You uh. Okay there, Boss?”
“I think I pulled something. Just give me a minute.” the lizard mumbled, and then he
groaned as he slowly pushed himself to his feet, cracking his back loudly with a wince as he felt
his back twitch before he felt his unnatural regeneration kick in, and a moment later he breathed
slowly, saying mildly: “Okay, I am now aware I have to lift with my goddamn legs. Okay, let‟s
try this again, Cherry.”
Cherry grunted, then she shoved the Sisters aside again as she went around to the other
side of the altar. The Drakkaren took a slow breath himself as he grasped his own side, and the
two nodded at each other before both lifted, Cherry hissing through a snarl of exertion as they
managed to pull it roughly a foot above the ground before the female rasped in a strained voice:
“Fuck, can‟t keep this up for long!”

“You lead, Sisters, you go ahead and show us where this thing goes.” Zerrex grunted, his
biceps flexing almost enough to rip his scales as he cursed the weight of the thing, and then he
and Cherry slowly began to move, the female wincing as she looked over her shoulder and they
headed step-by-step through the entrance, then into the worship hall.
It was an arduous and painful process, but finally they made it to the end of the hall,
where the Sisters were standing by a rectangular base of ironwood… and Cherry and Zerrex
guided it to fit snugly into this, before they both wheezed and collapsed backwards as the Sisters
bowed deeply. “We are in your debt for that, as well as many other things… it would have taken
all four of us to move it otherwise, and we would have had to use a trolley.”
“There was a fucking trolley?” Cherry looked up in shock, and then she leapt to her feet
and began to yell curses as she chased Earth and Water through the hallway, the two looking
terrified at the slew of insults and reprimands coming from the female‟s mouth as Zerrex simply
sat back, feeling vindictive enough to let her have her way for now.
Finally, he stood up and rubbed at his arms as Fire approached and asked him to help
with raising another beam, and the Drakkaren went off to do this. As he pulled the bar into place
on the pulley system the Sisters had set up on some temporary metal bars, he saw Cherry storm
off with a shovel, sulking visibly as she headed towards the site where the well would be
completed. She passed out of sight behind a completed section of wall, and the Drakkaren
shrugged as he turned around, hoping absently she really was going to continue to help out and
wasn‟t just digging a grave for two of the Sisters.
Hand-over-hand, the heavy beam came up inch-by-inch, and the lizard let himself fall
into his musings again. He had finally decided on the site in the wastes around Valise where he
planned to build the portal and the first colony, and now he was just planning the layout… and
what defenses he‟d need to ensure were in place, due to the fact that at least one Old God was
still running around the vicinity, and the Mechanaut Colossus could return at any moment to start
ripping apart Valise again. On the bright side, however, Zane and Mary had both agreed to
help… and in the eleven years they‟d survived on the mortal plane, they‟d learned how to both
combat the toxicity in the atmosphere as well as the monsters that now inhabited the planet.
For example, their underground shelter had only traces of toxin in it, and that was only
from what they brought in on their clothing. Thanks to their status as not-entirely-mortal, they
were able to go out on short trips through the streets without any hazard to their health… but for
longer trips, they wore simple gas masks, which were more than enough to filter out the worst of
the toxins in the atmosphere. However, they had also outfitted their home with emergency
oxygen tanks, due to the fact that the atmosphere was starting to grow dangerously-thin… and
Zanbrick had also noted quietly that a lot of elevated areas and mountain ranges were now
uninhabitable to mortals, since there was now literally next-to-no air left in any area higher than
a thousand feet above sea level.
It was disturbing news, but expected: the environment had been so viciously torn apart
that calling it „raped‟ would be an understatement. Oxygen levels were decreasingly slowly but
steadily, and the world was teetering on the brink of collapse… and even now, a lot of people
had their doubts that anything could be salvaged from the planet. Zerrex had been surprised to
learn that several deep space operations had even been launched, to see if terraforming could be
done to other planets with viable atmosphere conditions… but the Drakkaren somehow doubted
they would be able to find anything. Furthermore, he felt that the mortal world was still his
world… and he wasn‟t about to leave it until he was sure that there was nothing further that
could be done.

He shook his head slowly, then glanced up as he felt the beam locking into place, holding
it steady for the Sisters to apply clamps and then begin bolting the rafters together. Zerrex waited
for a few moments, then he let go as Earth approached with an awkward smile. “Your friend
Anathema is here to see you… she requested that we allow you the time to see the Lord of
Death, Thanatos.”
“Alright.” Zerrex glanced down at himself awkwardly, and then he said dumbly: “I‟ll just
run and make myself a little more presentable, first. Can you tell her I‟ll be there in just a
moment?”
“Of course.” Earth bowed, and then she looked up and said quietly: “Please be careful,
Lord Zerrex. It‟s not that I don‟t trust Thanatos… it‟s merely that Dust Toll was a personal
apprentice of his, and with all the years the Reaper God has lived, the past decade to him is what
only a few seconds is to you.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he said quietly: “Then I‟ll watch my ass and my
emotions. Thanks for the reminder, Earth.” He reached out and patted her cheek gently, and she
leaned her face against his hand before the reptile let it slide away as he turned and jogged
quickly through the half-finished room he stood in and left through the back door to enter into
the living quarters beyond.
The reptile made his way to his room, brushing dust and dirt off his body before he
murmured a cleansing spell… and he winced, almost searing his own scales with the magic as he
flicked his hand a few times. He still hadn‟t relearned proper control… and the lizard grumbled
under his breath before he picked up his shirt and quickly put it on, feeling awkward. Black jeans
and a black shirt and scuffed boots, a real great way to go see a deity of terrible power… and the
lizard shook his head with a sigh before he left and jogged quickly back the way he‟d come
before he made his way towards the perimeter of the monastery.
He found Anathema there, waiting patiently with her arms crossed, a bikini of skulls over
her body: two large cow skulls over where her breasts would otherwise be, and a single demon‟s
skull hanging over her groin, all the skulls held on by – unsurprisingly – chains of bones. She
smiled a bit upon seeing him, and he couldn‟t help but smile back, as she rolled her shoulders
and said mildly: “Come now, Lord Zerrex. Judgment awaits.”
Zerrex snorted in amusement at this, and then he glanced around… but if Earth had been
here, she‟d already headed back to work with the others, and they seemed to be alright with him
leaving for the moment. He finally nodded to her, and Anathema held up a hand… and a moment
later, a scythe appeared above her head, spinning violently before it dropped to the ground and
bounced into the air of its own accord… and Zerrex realized stupidly a moment later it was
Grim, as it swung around indignantly, making the Drakkaren wince back.
Anathema simply looked at it mildly, however, and then she snapped her fingers… and
immediately the butt of the pole slammed against the ground as Grim stood in apparent salute,
the female looking sourly amused. “Much better. Ever since I‟ve known you, Grim War, you‟ve
been a difficult pain in the ass. All I ask is that you open us a portal to the portion of the universe
Naganis gifted Thanatos.”
Grim bobbed after a moment, and then it dragged itself around in a circle before spinning
upside down so the tip of the blade could begin writing complex runes in the dirt, as Zerrex
asked curiously: “Thanatos never operated Reapers before Naganis came along?”
“Not originally. Thanatos was a God of Death, yes, but the Reapers were partly the idea
of Naganis, to help keep things moving smoothly.” Anathema replied after a moment, nodding to
herself with a faint smile. “Thanatos, you see, had special underlings called Messengers… they

would go out to the different worlds and collect souls from certain people, then bring them to the
Reaper‟s home dimension, the World Without End. There, he would process these souls for
various purposes… and Thanatos, of course, has contacts with almost every god out there. He‟s
incredibly powerful, unknowably old, and extremely wise…”
She stopped, then shook her head slowly. “Naganis and Thanatos together constructed the
idea of the Reapers, and keying them to certain worlds. The same Reapers work the same set of
dimensions to do specific tasks, and they obey only certain entities within those worlds. They‟re
supposed to remain impartial and do their duties… but as you know, Reapers are not as cold and
emotionless as they may seem at times. They do end up taking certain sides, and infighting has
been known to occur over the stupidest of issues. They do often get punished for this, however,
especially if Thanatos catches wind of what‟s been going on. And there, finally, Grim, that took
forever.”
Grim made a violent gesture at Anathema above the runic circle he‟d drawn out, and then
he rose into the air as he began to violently spin, purple energy crackling around the scythe
before a vortex rumbled into existence, and the undead Naganatine quickly grabbed Zerrex‟s arm
and pulled him into it, saying curtly: “Come on, we have to be fast.”
Zerrex nodded as they passed into the vortex, the reptile wincing as they ran down the
hall of white-and-black, oscillating shapes… and then the two exited the other side just as the
vortex began to close, Zerrex breathing a sigh of relief as he mumbled: “I‟d forgotten what
that… was… like…”
Slowly, Zerrex looked around, and Anathema smiled slightly, tilting her head as she
asked mildly: “I take it you forgot what this was like, too, huh?‟
Zerrex only nodded stupidly: they‟d stepped out onto a chunk of golden-tiled stone with a
long golden staircase made of eternally-cycling sand leading up from this to a large plateau… all
of this floating above a massive forest countless feet below, several dead leaves floating by with
a massive chunk of free-floating rock. Zerrex looked around them, and in the distance he could
see other floating platforms, as well as the occasional chunk of floating stone and what looked
like broken chunks of metal… but as the lizard watched, one of these trembled before it merged
back together in a few moments, forming into a mechanical bird made of gears, metal sheets, and
firing pistons that flew quickly skywards.
“Come. We shouldn‟t keep Thanatos waiting.” Anathema said mildly, and she stepped
onto the flowing sand, which immediately hardened into stone beneath her feet. Zerrex followed
her dumbly, feeling his heart thudding in his chest at the sight of the ground so far below… and
then he blinked, and instead of autumn, he was looking at dead trees in winter, as Anathema
glanced irritably back at him before following his gaze to the now snow-covered ground, and she
shook her head with soft entertainment. “If you look at the sky above, you‟ll notice there‟s only
black space and starlight. The passage of days here is told by the changing between two
seasons… the last breaths of autumn and long, dead winter. All captured beautifully, I may add,
in the dusky overtones of this eternal gray pallor that looms over everything.”
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, and then he followed her up to the next plateau:
the moment his feet left the sand, it once more began to flow, and Zerrex looked at this
wonderingly before following Anathema quickly across the plateau. Multiple staircases bridged
up from here, but the undead Naganatine seemed to know where she was going, as the reptile
asked dumbly: “So Thanatos and Naganis…”
“Close friends, but no idea how or when they met. Naganis was around before he created
the Naganatine, you know, and he didn‟t tell us all the stories of his grand adventures throughout

the universe…” Anathema paused, then she shrugged slowly as they stepped off the staircase and
onto a huge bridge made of steel and bone, a Reaper floating by but paying no heed to them as it
passed above their heads. “He and I used to discuss the Reapers and death at great length. I think
he was particularly-proud of how they turned out, and that they‟re so free of corruption as
compared to the rest of the universe. Thanatos himself surrounds his heart with clockwork,
keeping himself as impartial as possible… but it sounds like you might have stuck a stick
through that armor and right into a soft spot, Zerrex. He has always been incredibly protective of
his overseers… I think most likely because he‟s outlived his own family.”
Zerrex looked at her curiously as they walked down the bridge, towards a massive, gothic
castle of black stone and gray steel floating in the distance upon a platform of earth from which
rubble fell every now and then… only for more chunks of stone to float mysteriously back up
from the ground and reattach themselves just as often. “Yes, the God of Death had a family. The
one he talks about most is his brother, Hypnos, who had been a God of Sleep… and he had a
nephew named Morpheus. Sin told me you encountered him once in your dreams, and by all
accounts, he was killed during the war with the Old Gods… please tell me you didn‟t have
something to do with that as well.”
“No…” Zerrex murmured, looking off to the side as he stopped for a moment, and then
he gazed at the clouded skies above as he rested on the railing of the bridge, Anathema looking
at him oddly as the Drakkaren recalled what had happened to him. “Athéos killed Morpheus in
front of me… to show how „compassionate‟ he was…”
The Drakkaren swallowed after a moment, then he shook his head before he looked at
Anathema as the undead Naganatine rested her hand on his back, before the lizard rubbed at his
head as he saw the images fresh in his mind, refusing to go away. Of Athéos, putting his hand so
delicately on the skull of the crying Old God who had already had both his eyes gouged out for
his failure… and of Morpheus being annihilated in front of his eyes, and his gore transformed
into glass shards and dust simply because Athéos didn‟t like the mess of flesh and blood. “I‟m
sorry, I just… Athéos. Part of him is inside of me, and after what Marina recalled from his
memories… he started off as a child, a goddamn mortal child with a greed for power… and I
watched as he went from regretting everything he‟d ever done, to transforming into that… that
heartless monster I fought in his temple. And yet… when I looked into his eyes… I only saw
myself. Yeah, he wanted everything his way, but in some sick, freakish way, he was trying to do
the right thing. He was trying to build a peaceful universe… and I get scared when I think about
that, because I always worry… what if I become him?”
“Then we‟ll put a stop to you.” Anathema said mildly, and when Zerrex looked at her for
a moment in shock, she smiled and leaned on the railing. “Oh, who the hell am I kidding? Last
time I had to pick sides, I chose fucking Mephistopheles. At least you‟d probably be more fun
and have a better chance at winning against the universe.” She stopped, then reached out and
wrapped an arm around his shoulders, squeezing him quietly before she pointed upwards, where
the grey sky in the distance met the black horizon of space. “Look, you see that in the distance?
That‟s called the Grey Between, and it‟s just always been there. Even Thanatos confessed once
that he has no idea what causes that band of gray you see everywhere in this dimension. Or
world, perhaps I should call this place, since you can see space above, even if the stars are… so
different from those in the worlds we‟re used to.
“The Grey Between never goes away. Not in the worst of storms, not in the brightest of
days… well… bright as it gets around here. It‟s just always there.” She stopped, then looked at
him quietly. “Just like you‟re always there, Zerrex. You might tilt one way or the other some

days, but you‟re always somewhere between darkness and light, good and evil… because all you
focus on is what the right thing to do is. It scares me sometimes, the lengths you‟ll go to in order
to achieve the right thing or do the right thing… but I also have come to recognize by now that
sometimes doing good is to do the faulty thing, too, and what will cost more at the end of the
day. Imagine, after all, if you had never brought me back from the dead. You would have left this
old relic of unnatural life banished forever… but the entire mortal world would have suffered.
You knew I was evil. You knew I would hurt you and Sin, and I know I did… but I also saved
the mortal world, and eventually, you were able to bring me around. At least a little.”
She smiled a bit at him, and Zerrex couldn‟t help but smile faintly in return before
Anathema stood up and stretched her arms out, saying quietly: “So learn to turn off your
goddamn brain once in a while, you selfish bastard. We‟re here to see Thanatos, and you can do
your mope thing plenty after he rails on you for a while about Dust Toll being dead. For now,
just enjoy the fact that… I have faith in you.”
She broke off lamely, looking away… and then she blushed, fidgeting as Zerrex hugged
her tightly from behind before she pulled away and grunted, brushing at her body and trying to
hide the blush in her cheeks. “Got your feel up now? Come on, let‟s go. Stupid fucking touchyfeely bullshit…”
“Yeah, yeah.” Zerrex nudged her as he walked onwards towards the castle, and
Anathema glowered as she fell in step beside him, the lizard smiling despite his best efforts not
to as he gazed ahead and focused his mind on completing the task at hand. The thought of this
task, however, made it easy for him to lose his smile as he became solemn instead, rubbing his
hands together slowly as he wondered how the hell he was going to explain this all to the god of
death himself.
The reptile‟s eyes roved over the massive, open portcullis of the castle as they stepped
onto a drawbridge made of black ironwood, and two massive magical constructs made from suits
of armor the size of Gigataurs looked at them, strange intelligence burning in the glass eyes of
their death masks and gears and pistons pumping and clanking away through the open pieces of
their armor, Zerrex feeling a distinct energy radiating from the creatures… and a curiosity he had
not expected, even though neither left their post or asked them any questions. One, however,
leaned over from the wide ledge it stood on next to the bridge, looking through the crisscrossing,
foot thick steel bars of the gigantic half-open portcullis to watch them as Zerrex glanced back
over his shoulder, before he looked quickly back ahead.
The hall they passed through was fairly narrow but immensely tall, a strange light shining
down from glowing black orbs hanging from the ceiling on silver chains. The sounds of their
footsteps seemed oddly muffled against the interlocking stone floor, and they halted at a pair of
wooden double doors, almost oval-shaped in their design and guarded by two more of the strange
magical constructs as one asked in a voice that was oddly-alive: “Names?”
“Zerrex Narrius and Anathema of the Naganatine.” the undead being said immediately,
nudging Zerrex in a way that distinctly told him to shut up. “We are here to have an audience
with Lord Thanatos concerning the passing of a Great Reaper known as Dust Toll.”
The machine-being nodded, and then the two guards grasped the iron rings hanging from
the wooden doors and pulled them open, as it said mildly: “Please wait here. Your presence shall
be announced and you shall be called when Lord Thanatos is ready to receive you.”
The two nodded, and Anathema half-pulled Zerrex into the room even as the reptile
looked curiously at the guards. Then they closed the door behind them, leaving the two standing
alone in a large cubical room, the walls on one side of the area covered in shelves filled with

books and tomes of various sizes and shapes, as well as a large table surrounded by matching
chairs with comfortable-looking chairs made of black ironwood and with blue-cushioned seats
and backs.
Zerrex looked back and forth, and noted the plain grey stone walls had no kind of
decoration on them whatsoever: then again, the Drakkaren didn‟t think it was likely that
Thanatos entertained all that often, or that anyone even got an audience. He could only imagine
how busy Thanatos was, maintaining the Reapers… and then he looked over at Anathema,
asking curiously: “So why does he do it, anyway? Thanatos, I mean, looking after all the worlds
like he does.”
“Most Gods have a kind of… a need to perform certain tasks.” the undead Naganatine
replied after a moment, nodding slowly. “That‟s why it‟s thought that… gods first came into
existence as incarnations of elemental processes, much like the Primordials. But since a God
often does not know how exactly it was created, it‟s always possible there was some other force
at work responsible for bringing the gods themselves into existence. It‟s complicated, but all you
need to know is that eventually, you being a God now yourself and all, you‟ll probably feel your
own compulsion to do perform some kind of certain job.”
“Right now all I feel compelled to do is worry my ass off… and then get back to work
building the mortal world.” Zerrex said moodily, and then he added after a moment with a dumb
grin: “And sex. Sex would be nice, too, once I get these powers in check.”
“Simple as always, I see. What charms you have.” Anathema said dourly, and then she
sighed as she sat back, rolling her eyes and crossing her legs as she tapped her fingers on the
table absently. “I‟ll tell you what. If you manage to make this meeting go well without screwing
up, I‟ll have sex with you.”
“I thought you were apparently bad in bed.” Zerrex said dumbly, and immediately
Anathema gritted her teeth and glared at him, before the lizard winced and half-hid in his chair,
shrinking quickly away from her. “Kidding, kidding!”
“I happen to remember making you orgasm inside of a few minutes.” Anathema
muttered, and Zerrex blushed deeply, sitting up immediately as he glowered at her.
“You cheated, you were using some weird-ass… sex-power on me!” Zerrex retorted
immediately, his pride stung. At his wounded tone, Anathema grinned widely, and then the
Drakkaren mumbled something about sore losers as he sulked and crossed his arms. “For such an
ancient and powerful being, you‟re really an ass.”
“Gosh, that doesn‟t sound like anyone I know.” Anathema replied in a saccharine-sweet
voice, and the two glared at each other before she smiled a bit. “I think I‟m beginning to
understand why you and Cherry act the way you do around each other. It‟s a strange thing, but
it‟s… entertaining, to say the very least. A way to tease one‟s emotions without actively working
to offend each other.”
Zerrex smiled in return after a moment, saying quietly: “Well, Cherry does sometimes
like to offend too. The trick is knowing where the line is and not to cross it better than she does,
since… she and I have had a lot of clashing moments in the past. We‟re not exactly up for the
perfect couple‟s awards, if you get my drift.”
Anathema frowned at this, tilting her head curiously. “There are awards for such things?
Where? I don‟t understand.”
The Drakkaren snorted in amusement, then he looked around, smiling a bit despite
himself. “No, no, it‟s just a saying… and here I thought you‟d gotten all this mortal lingo down
by now, Annie.”

The undead Naganatine rolled her eyes, and then she glanced back and forth before
hopping to her feet, and the reptile watched curiously as she strode over to the bookshelf,
selected a tome after only a cursory glance, and carried it over to the Drakkaren to drop it in front
of him as she sat on the table beside him, saying mildly: “„Protocols of the Gods.‟ This is a book
you should read… I‟ll dig you up a copy when we go back to Hell, but essentially it‟s
information on why most Gods do the things they do. Stuff you should familiarize yourself with,
in other words… most of it is kept in astonishingly-simple terms, for even the layperson who
reads it, but I‟ll help you with the more complex parts… and for once, I‟m not merely
patronizing you for the hell of it.”
Anathema reached out and ruffled his hair, and Zerrex made a face as he slapped at her
hand before she smiled amusedly down at him. “I‟ve wanted to try that for a while. It‟s so
entertaining how agitated you get about it, considering how much you seem to like it.” She
stopped, then reached out, starting to quietly comb down his hair with her hand, and the reptile
didn‟t know if he should be enjoying it or simply creeped out as he looked at her awkwardly.
“Now stop that. You have reading to do.”
The Drakkaren finally nodded after a moment, then opened the book… and cursed,
coughing when dust floated up into his face before he wrinkled his muzzle and waved a hand
back and forth in front of it, asking dryly: “I guess Thanatos doesn‟t use this room much
anymore, huh?”
“Tell me, Lord Zerrex, if you could have an audience with the God of Death or with the
God of Kittens and Puppies, who would you choose to see?” Anathema asked drolly, and Zerrex
nodded after a moment at this, seeing her point. “It‟s fun for people to say that they would love
to meet a god in charge of such a mighty process as Thanatos is… but nine times out of ten, they
would cower away from the idea of meeting one of the few Gods in the universe with such
control over a person‟s mortality.”
“I can understand that.” Zerrex mumbled, looking down as he began to read slowly… and
a lot of it, just like Anathema said, was in almost embarrassingly-simple terms. Some of the
information, however, was also in complex equations that the Drakkaren couldn‟t make heads or
tails of, and the undead Naganatine had to explain to him about how this symbolized energy, or
that symbolized the amount and type of particles a God was able to exert influence over. It was
horrendously scientific for something that was supposed to be „magical and supernatural,‟ but
Zerrex already knew from long experience that bringing this up would just make Anathema
laugh in contempt at the way mortals explained things away and refused to acknowledge the idea
that their scientific concepts hadn‟t discovered everything the universe had to offer yet.
Zerrex continued to read for an hour, and then he finally sighed and sat back a bit,
rubbing at his temples slowly and deaf to the world apart from Anathema‟s words of explanation
now and then… and then he made a face when she nudged him, ignoring her as he muttered: “In
a moment, I‟m trying to make sense of this theory of relative appreciation…”
“Well, if you prefer, I can always come back in a millennia or so.” spoke a rough baritone
voice irritably, and Zerrex winced as he leapt to his feet, knocking the chair over and staggering
backwards as he flailed his arms, before Thanatos glowered at him. “Graceful as the legends say,
I see.”
The Drakkaren grinned dumbly, and Thanatos looked at him moodily, the ancient god
standing slowly up from leaning over the table as he laced worn, wrinkled grey hands with long,
walnut-shaped fingernails together slowly, raising them up to lean his chin on them. His features
were somewhere between that of an eagle and that of a serpent‟s, covered with aged skin of the

same color as that which covered his hands, his eyes silver-white with golden pupils that seemed
to stare into Zerrex‟s very soul, and a cobra-like hood pushed slightly out to either side of the
back of his head before it tucked neatly into his collar, and his lips curled back after a moment to
reveal sharp teeth and four large fangs as he half-grimaced. “What, do you have no words for
me?”
Zerrex looked at him dumbly, trying to move past how purely old the god seemed, but
even his clothing spoke of another era, another time: he wore a small, rounded black cap over the
top of his head, and the flowing obsidian robes that covered his body had multiple layers, every
movement the god made making them seem to ripple like waves. Then, before the reptile could
say anything stupid, Anathema quickly stepped in, nudging Zerrex with her elbow to get him to
bow with her as she said quietly: “It‟s an honor to be in your presence again, if I may say so,
Lord Thanatos…”
“Enough, Anathema.” Thanatos looked at her mildly, before he jerked his head at Zerrex
and scowled at him. “My quarrel or dealings today are not with you, old friend, but with this
idiot demon here…” He paused, then tilted his head upwards as if sniffing the air, before tilting it
curiously. “No, no longer a demon. So the case begins to explain itself, then…”
Thanatos stepped forwards around the table, and the Drakkaren realized dumbly that he
was dwarfed by the ancient god: he stood at least thirty feet tall, looking down imperiously at
Zerrex before he glanced at the tome on the table… and with a flick of a finger, he knocked it
closed so he could see the cover, before he turned his eyes back to the Drakkaren as Zerrex
grinned lamely up at him, rubbing the back of his head slowly. “I suspected as much, watching
you quarrel with that Broken on the mortal plane… but I often choose to not believe things until
I see them or hear them for fact. Magical devices cannot always be trusted to display the truth,
after all… but now that the mystery of your return has been resolved, why don‟t you explain to
me, in very simple terms, what happened to Dust Toll, my Great Reaper apprentice?”
“He… died?” Zerrex said lamely, and when Thanatos gave him a deadly look – the irony
of which was not lost on the Drakkaren – the lizard held his hands up with a wince. “Wait! I… I
thought he would be powerful enough to take on the Colossus, especially with support from
Headless Jack… I didn‟t know that that… that thing was so powerful…”
He stopped, then shook his head slowly, murmuring: “But it‟s my fault, Thanatos, and if I
can make it up to you, I will. I just don‟t know what I can offer you…” He glanced up
awkwardly at the ancient god, as Thanatos continued to glare down at him. “I mean… what
could I have to give you? Even my soul by now mustn‟t even have a whole lot of trade-in value,
with all the beatings I take.”
Thanatos crossed his arms, and Zerrex made a face before he rubbed the back of his head
slowly. “Look. I mean… I can‟t say Dust Toll was exactly a friend, because from what I
remember, he wasn‟t really a big talker… but he worked with me, not for me, if it‟s any
condolence to you. And he went down fighting.”
Zerrex halted, rubbing at his chest again, and Thanatos turned around, walking a few
steps away and lowering his head… and then he glanced over his shoulder, asking quietly: “You
don‟t remember the last time we spoke, do you?”
The Drakkaren looked at him dumbly, and Thanatos made a face. “So it‟s true. You have
lost your memories. Well, allow me to refresh at least some of them, Zerrex Narrius… for
example, that I gave you the ability to call upon Dust Toll at the cost of your own life force and
vital energies.” He stopped, then rubbed slowly at his chin as he turned around to look steadily at
the Drakkaren. “Every time you summoned Dust Toll, you paid with some of your life, in other

words. To call upon him meant you were in a dire situation. This was agreed as the cost not only
because of the disruption from duties your summoning him would cause, but also because I fully
realized he may possibly die.
“But time makes fools of us all, they say, and I became complacent in the idea that one of
my very few Great Reapers, one of my chief officer and administrators, would serve out his
contract of servitude to you and then he would move on to his new position with the sense of
responsibility to others that can only be earned through serving them, first. Is it so hard to believe
that even I, God of Death as I am so often called, sometimes forget that those I treat as family
and friends will not always be by my side?” He shook his head in slow distaste. “Or perhaps I
simply don‟t like to think about such things. Lives of gods are long and arduous, after all, and
too often do you outlive the fruits of your labors, your family and your closest, most important
allies. I do not like to think of such things… even if I know that one day, I too, will become frail
and perish.
“I am merely a God of Death, I am not death itself. Death is simply a process by which
the soul leaves the body, and is sorted… or in certain instances, is placed into a new container,
given a new job or role, or reduced to energy so it can fuel the very world you stand in.”
Thanatos made a gesture around at the fortress, and then he smiled thinly at the look on the
lizard‟s face. “Believe me, it is not the ideal way… but it is necessary. World Without End can
only continue to subsist in this unexplored part of space by means of the soul-furnace… and it is
not merely the headquarters for the Reapers, but also where I have lived since time immemorial,
keeping constant watch over the workings of time and space and the Center of the Universe, the
planet where everything started. It is said that it is not only where Nothingness first became
Something, or where the first Gods of Creation are enshrined… but that it is also where a terrible
portal to the Unworld exists, the only known permanent portal in all existence, ever since the
Black Pond in Heaven was destroyed by the merge. It is also a place sacred to us gods who were
alive when the universe was a small place… and now it is so very big…”
Thanatos looked away for a few moments, and then he sighed as he turned around and
headed back over to the table, looking thoughtfully over it at Zerrex. “On the note of the
Unworld, your battle against Jupiter was pathetic. I fail to see how you conquered Athéos with
fighting like that… and believe me, Zerrex Narrius, I know combat. My name has been wrongly
called on by warriors since the dawn of my existence, and I have seen fighters shrewd and
masterful, and once upon a time I imagined you were one of them. But you not only failed to
leave so much as a mark on the Broken, you failed to even harness the godlike powers you‟ve
developed properly.”
Zerrex felt embarrassed, rubbing at his cheek as he glanced away… and then Thanatos
snapped sharply: “Out with what you want to say!”
Immediately the lizard leapt backwards in shock, wondering if he was a mind reader…
and then he winced, holding up a hand. “For one thing, I‟ve only been alive for a few weeks. For
another thing, I did so leave a mark. It wasn‟t much of a mark but it was still a scratch on his
cheek.”
Thanatos looked at him for a few moments, and Anathema cleared her throat, pushing at
him as she said mildly: “What Lord Zerrex is trying to say is that he just needs to resume training
and practice… and the time to grow into his powers and become used to his body again.”
“Don‟t defend him, Naganatine, the last thing you need to develop is a heart.” Thanatos
said rudely, but there was something about the expression on his face that made Zerrex curious…
and when he looked at Anathema, he saw that she was smiling a bit, even as she reared her head

back. “And you, Zerrex. That is no excuse. I expected far better from you… and I must also
admit, you are much less eloquent than I remember, too.”
The Drakkaren winced at this, looking awkwardly at the ceiling… and then he looked
back at the ancient god as Thanatos asked quietly: “What effect do you think such excuses will
have on that abomination should it return to your mortal world, looking to kill instead of play
with you this time?”
“Why do you even care? I thought you would be happy, seeing me getting my face
smashed in after how angry you‟ve been about Dust Toll‟s death.” Zerrex responded after a
moment, unable to keep some of the growing bitterness from creeping into his voice… and
Thanatos rose himself up to full height, making the lizard wince.
“I don‟t care about you whatsoever, impudent little lizard-god.” Thanatos said harshly,
and then he snapped his fingers, and blue steam sizzled up from the reptile‟s body as he felt his
energies rapidly dwindle, the Drakkaren staggering before he fell to his knees with a groan.
“With a gesture, I could rip all the energy out of your body: your makeup makes it easy, there‟s
little need to even try and separate out the physical with how few molecules there are that bind
your body structure together. And with a word, I could have ten thousand Reapers appear in
whatever shape and size I desire, and rip your flesh from your bones or your soul from your
body, to toss it into the furnace that fuels this planet‟s life! And should the desire take me, I
could simply crush you under my foot like the bug that you are: for even though I may not be as
strong as Athéos was, you also are nowhere near the level I once remember the proud High King
of Hell to be at!”
“Enough!” Anathema snarled, and both Thanatos and Zerrex looked surprised as she
stepped forwards, before she picked up a chair and threw it hard at him… and the ancient god
winced as it bounced off his body and shattered, looking strangely hurt as he touched the
shoulder it had struck with one wrinkled hand. “Thanatos, what is the matter with you? Or have
you become like the Old Gods, so miserable and lonely you have to take the sorrow of your
existence out on other people?”
Thanatos looked at her quietly, and then he snorted, glancing to the side as he muttered:
“Be quiet, Annie, you have no idea what you were talking about.”
That stirred memories in Zerrex‟s brain… and he began to giggle stupidly as the two
looked at him for a moment from where he was sitting on the ground, before he looked at
Anathema and said dumbly: “Dude, I thought he was your friend, not your ex.”
“How the fuck can you not remember meeting the fucking God of Death but the
nickname that one of my ex-lovers used to call me by?” Anathema exclaimed, looking both
embarrassed and incredulous, and Thanatos gritted his teeth as he tilted his head back, seeming
strangely vulnerable as Zerrex fell on his back, still giggling away.
“That is just wow.” Zerrex continued to chortle away, and then he groaned as he slowly
got to his feet, rolling his shoulders as Thanatos looked at him moodily. “So why did you two
break up? Commitment issues? Or did he not appreciate your poetry?”
“That is none of your business.” Thanatos said icily, and Anathema looked away with
humiliation burning in her cheeks before Zerrex looked at her oddly, and then back at Thanatos,
as he barked: “We have more urgent matters at hand!”
The reptile ignored him for the moment, however, rubbing at his head slowly… and then
he finally said quietly: “You abandoned her.”
“I… I did no such thing.” Thanatos muttered, but he suddenly seemed flustered as he
rubbed at his head, grumbling under his breath before starting: “The Broken that appeared-”

“You‟re calling me a loser, and you, the God of Death, up and abandon a sweet, lovely
girl like her?” Zerrex said flatly, pointing at Anathema, and she looked up in stupid surprise at
him as the God of Death looked at him irritably. He began to raise a hand… and Zerrex gritted
his teeth, his body shimmering for a moment before he anchored himself as he continued calmly:
“How does it feel with the shoe on the other foot?”
Thanatos snapped his fingers… but blue energy only sparked over Zerrex‟s body, the
lizard wincing at the twist of pain… but this time, there was no accompanying tiredness as
Thanatos narrowed his eyes. “Don‟t pretend you‟re made of machine-parts like those guards of
yours out there… because you obviously aren‟t. And like I already said, I‟m willing to do what it
takes to make it up to you about Dust Toll… but don‟t act morally-superior to me when we‟re
both obviously not everything we want to be. You are a superior god, I get that… and you
deserve respect for your ancient heritage and the job you do… but don‟t think that gives you the
right to shove me around however the hell you want.”
The God of Death looked down at him dangerously for a few moments… and then he
slowly gave another of his strange, thin smiles, saying quietly: “That‟s a little better. Stupidlyfearless… putting up a horrendously-frustrating resistance even in the face of certain failure.
That is more like the Zerrex Narrius I had met those long years ago. You have my sincerest
apologies on the account of treating you like a child… even if I still think you are just a
misbehaving brat.”
“Oh, bite me.” Zerrex muttered, sitting down on his haunches and only glad he wasn‟t
being turned into paste, before he looked up at the ancient god, then over at Anathema. She was
smiling, however, shaking her head slowly before she gestured at him, and the reptile hesitated
before he looked up, deciding it would be more tactful for the moment to pursue the issues the
ancient god seemed to think was important. “Why are you so interested in the Broken I ran
into?”
Thanatos looked disgusted as he shook his head, tenting his fingers in front of him.
“Because of all the problematic beings in this universe that interfere with the regulation of soul
transference, Broken are the biggest threat, and ones that I have learned must be exterminated
with extreme prejudice when they begin expanding their territories outside of their own personal
pocket dimensions… but as you know well yourself, a Broken on the mortal planet you come
from has never been before recorded. As you do not know, however, only two Broken have ever
been seen in all of the events of history that I have been alive for, on any mortal planet… and
one of those was your encounter with Jupiter.”
“Oh hell.” Zerrex made a face, then he said slowly: “But I know Unworld Beings, on the
other hand…”
“Non-sentient nuisances that only find their way out of the Unworld more by luck than
anything else.” Thanatos waved a hand, looking irritable. “Here I thought you‟d know this much,
at least. They do not poison or warp souls the way the Broken do, because they do not exert
enough anathema… if you‟ll excuse the term, Anathema.”
The undead Naganatine did not look exactly amused, but she waved grouchily at him to
go on nonetheless, as the ancient god turned his eyes back to Zerrex. “If Jupiter decided to
rampage, he would leave a residue of Unworld energy in his wake. It would barely be noticeable,
and would only last a short period of time… but any average mortal that made contact with that
residue would be poisoned by it, and within a matter of mere days would become an Unworld
Being with the potential to kill dozens of people before it dissolved. The part I am concerned
with is not the deaths of those people, but the fact that the soul of that person so poisoned would

be compromised unless treated immediately, and destroyed. On a small scale, it is an
unremarkable incident of little importance… but at the same time, I should note this would occur
from merely making contact with the short-lived residue Jupiter leaves behind. Those mortals
unfortunate enough to be actually touched by him would be almost instantly killed from even a
simple brush against his body, and would shortly rise up as Unworld Beings themselves, whose
souls would then be dispersed into the atmosphere instead of going through the process that
keeps Heaven and Hell alive.
“I do not care about the mortal world because there are still mortal lives there… there are
thousands of others like it, throughout this universe.” Thanatos made a wide, sweeping gesture,
and the room around them turned into star-studded darkness, planets spinning by before the God
of Death reached out and caught one in his hand, holding the green sphere out as he said quietly:
“On this planet, life has just reached sentience. Mammals with spears hunt enormous birds.” He
let it go, then caught another one, this one a slate gray. “On this planet, evolutionary processes
were tampered with, so that massively-intelligent life will never develop… but nonetheless, the
creatures have souls, emotions, feelings… and speak to each other in ways that so-called
„intelligent‟ beings never will.
“Oh, here is a favorite of mine.” Thanatos caught a blue sphere that looked much like
Zerrex‟s own home planet had once looked, the God of Death giving another of his thin smiles.
“Natural evolution took place here, except for one thing: most species were never permitted to
develop past a certain plateau. Instead, only one race of mortals has been allowed to continue to
evolve, and as such, they have overrun the entire planet. Furthermore, this planet has been
shielded, minimizing the passage of supernatural entities back and forth… that shield, however,
has also been designed with a crack in it. One day, the pressure from spirits trying to force their
way in will cause the shield to dissolve, and the entire planet will be overrun by supernatural
invaders. It was designed by a trickster god who enjoys suffering.
“So many planets, so many of them still hidden under cloaks of concealment…”
Thanatos stopped for a moment, and then he said disgustedly: “Athéos once came to me, asking
to know the locations of hidden planets and dimensions. He wished to destroy them, so he could
continue to build his flowerpot worlds… worlds that all bowed and prayed to him and the other
highest-ranking Old Gods, to further grow his empire and his hold over this universe. I refused,
and he threatened to destroy the World Without End… but all I had to do was remind him that I
knew where his secret worlds were located, too.”
Thanatos tossed the blue sphere aside, and the illusion of space around them slowly
dissolved as the ancient god chuckled dryly. “You see, I was not only created with a duty to
oversee the movement of souls and keep things in balance, so this universe could continue to
develop and grow… I was also programmed with a deep neutrality. I do not take part in wars, I
do not promote peace, I do not have deep feelings for… many things.” Zerrex could swear the
eyes of the ancient god flicked towards Anathema, but the moment he looked up, Thanatos was
staring off at the ceiling again. “I harvest souls and order the Reapers on their way… a most
ingenious idea on the part of Naganis, and one I should have thought of myself, but yet never
did. My Messengers of Death always did their duties precisely, after all… yet it was strange of
me to never before entertain the idea of expanding the process, to better blanket this universe.
“It does not take many Reapers to cover every planet in the universe: souls so difficult
that they begin to interfere with the natural process of things are rare, and even if my Reapers are
also tasked with eliminating particular undead entities as well when they are sighted, this process
is largely left up to mortals. The living seem to abhor the undead even more than I do, after all…

and thus it is simpler and more economic to permit them to destroy the undead with methods of
their own.” Thanatos paused, examining his fingernails for a moment before he shook his head
slowly. “Naganis was so young, and yet such a powerful god… his inclination was always for
that of Creation, and he grew so sad when conflict arose. I often wonder between he and Athéos
who was the more powerful god; but now I fear I am rambling, as the old tend to do in the
presence of children.”
“I am not a child.” Anathema said dryly, and she seemed strangely hurt even as Thanatos
looked at her evenly. Finally, she cursed under her breath, then asked sharply: “Are we done
here?”
“Almost.” Thanatos looked evenly at Zerrex for a moment, then he said softly: “I will not
assist your efforts to rebuild the mortal plane, even if I think your endeavor is for the best for all
concerned. The legacy of Naganis should rightly live on; however, I will neither hold it against
you that Dust Toll has died, and I will be sending a Great Reaper to take up a permanent post in
Hell, to monitor the Unworld presence in the atmosphere of the mortal world. Broken are
abominations that must be exterminated, and you must never hesitate in their destruction should
you come across another. You should personally know well that no matter what form or guise
they take, in the end they are compelled to wipe out any form of life they meet.”
Zerrex was silent, but then he nodded slowly, and it seemed to satisfy the God of Death
as he headed towards the double doors. Without needing to knock, the tall, mechanical creatures
pulled both doors open for their master, the Drakkaren and Anathema following in the wake of
the huge being… before Thanatos paused and added, without looking back: “And Zerrex
Narrius, the next time I happen to catch a glimpse of you in combat… please do a better job of it,
will you?”
With that, Thanatos turned and headed towards the end of the hall, and Zerrex muttered
under his breath as he and Anathema walked past the guards and towards the open portcullis, the
undead Naganatine sighing and rubbing at her arm before she finally asked: “How did you
know?”
“Know what? About you and him?” Zerrex looked at her curiously, and then he shrugged
after a moment when she nodded, looking embarrassed. “I guess it was the emotions in the air…
all that clicked with when he said Annie. The God of Death… what happened to being more
excited about the God of Kittens and Puppies?”
“You know what? You can kiss my ass.” Anathema snapped grouchily, but then she
fidgeted before sighing as Zerrex only looked at her mildly. “I was… young. He was always
talking with Naganis, and… I would listen in all the time. I was fascinated by it, okay? And he
never cared about the conflict that occurred in Heaven. When I met him in Hell, while he was
touring the place and setting up the Reapers, he… I dunno. I thought he cared. I thought there
was more in his heart that gears and metal. And I was right but… I was also wrong.”
Anathema quieted, then she rubbed at her head as they stepped out onto the bridge,
murmuring: “The undead disgust him, as you could probably sense. He‟s a master of Death, not
not-death… and I, on the other hand, am the living embodiment of everything he despises.”
Anathema gestured violently at herself, then she laughed shortly. “Living embodiment. Bad
choice of words.
“No, he just… ended up studying me more than loving me, and that was before I became
what I am now. Now, I‟m surprised he would even look at me.” Anathema hugged herself
around her middle, looking down before she glanced over at Zerrex with a sour smile, as they
walked quietly along the bridge. “But then again, he wasn‟t so fond of you, either.”

“You got that sense too, huh?” Zerrex asked drolly, and then he wrapped an arm around
her and squeezed her close, and she let their sides press together as she smiled a bit. “Well, he‟s
just a jerk then. And he doesn‟t exactly seem fond of the living, either.”
“That‟s why he surrounds himself with the Clockwork Sentience.” Anathema jerked her
thumb over her shoulder, saying drolly: “Machines given life… souls, even, but still magical
construct more than organic being. They have to be taught everything… including emotions, but
I doubt Thanatos is big on teaching them that.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, as they stepped onto one of the staircases of flowing sand
leading down from the immense bridge… but this time, when they arrived on the platform,
Anathema approached a Reaper that was floating by and reached out to tear its scythe out of its
hands. The Reaper halted, but only looked confused as it looked stupidly at its hands, and
Anathema smiled after a moment over her shoulder at Zerrex, ignoring the death-masked being
entirely. “Every scythe has intelligence, and in the words of Thanatos himself, are „symbols of
loyalty that go both ways,‟ since any Reaper‟s scythe carries the power to kill the God of Death
himself. For the moment, however…” She closed her eyes, then tossed the scythe into the air,
and it bobbed for a moment above the ground before quickly beginning to sketch out runes, and
Anathema made an irritable shooing gesture at the Reaper as it floated slowly around them.
Zerrex grinned stupidly at the Reaper as it floated over to him, but it only leaned down,
the silver mask it wore glinting as it tilted its head back and forth in front of his face… and
slowly, the Drakkaren rose a hand and waved at it. The creature floated a few feet away, then it
rose one of its own clawed hands and repeated the gesture, before looking at its fingers
wonderingly, as if it never knew it could do that before, much less communicate with another
being. Then Anathema sighed as the scythe completed its work and began to spin violently, a
vortex appearing as she said flatly: “Come on, Zerrex, enough teaching the emotionally-stunted
to communicate.”
“Yes, ma‟am.” Zerrex grumbled, but he followed her into the vortex as they jogged
lightly through it, before emerging a moment later on one of the balconies of Hell‟s Central
Spire… and as the vortex closed behind them, the Drakkaren looked at her curiously.
Before he could open his mouth to ask, however, Anathema held up a finger. “Enough
questions for today, Zerrex, my brain hurts. Furthermore, I now have to sit through an idiotic
council meeting with the Thrones and discuss what happened with Thanatos. You, on the other
hand, should head back to the monastery.” Anathema paused, then she softened before they
traded a tight hug, and she murmured: “Thank you, though, for behaving yourself and for… not
making the whole thing into too big a deal.”
“So do I get sex now?” Zerrex asked with a slight grin, leering at her, and she laughed
before pausing and smiling at him, taking one of his hands and guiding it carefully under her
ribcage to her beating heart. The reptile looked at her curiously as he felt it in his hand, warm
and heavy, throbbing slowly in his grip… and then she closed her eyes and leaned in, pushing
their heads together and muzzles side-by-side.
“Tell me, Zerrex Narrius, in one word, what I am.” Anathema said softly, and it was
almost a gentle order… but the lizard smiled a bit at the word that came to mind immediately.
“Alive.” he said quietly, and they rested together like that as her heart gave a double-beat
in his hand, before she finally pulled his hand gently free, and they looked at each other, warm
emotion in her eyes before she shook her head with a slow grin.
“You‟ll fuck anything, won‟t you?” she said mildly, and when Zerrex shrugged, she
laughed and shoved him away. “Go to the monastery, Zerrex. The Sisters are waiting for you.”

With that, she turned and walked away… but the reptile thought there was a little more
bounce in her step as he watched her go. He smiled, then turned and concentrated, wanting to
open a portal… but instead, he vanished from the spot he was standing to reappear outside the
monastery, the reptile stumbling before he flailed his arms and fell flat on his face with a curse.
“Powers must be acting up again…” The Drakkaren shook his head slowly, looking up
towards the monastery, and then he sighed as he climbed carefully to his feet and trudged down
the path, brushing himself off. Thankfully, he felt the buzz of the dampening effect falling over
him and helping to repress his abilities as he walked along the path, before he smiled a bit as
Earth and Fire came quickly towards him, both grasping an arm gently as they led him towards
the monastery. “Where‟re the others?”
“Cherry is still digging the well, and Water is helping her… Air, meanwhile has been
putting down the last of the flooring throughout the monastery. We were hoping you could help
us finish the courtyard: it‟s a monotonous task but it shouldn‟t be difficult, just cutting and
sanding the rough stone tiles, which Earth and I will then put into place.” Fire said softly, and
then she glanced up at the sky, adding: “But we should work fast… soon we‟ll have to stop for
the day.”
“Already?” Zerrex looked up in surprise to see that the sun indeed was on the other size
of the horizon now… and then he smiled a bit, nodding slowly to the Sisters. “Then let‟s get to
work.”
They both smiled back at this, and Zerrex discovered shortly that, like they said, it was
more monotonous a task than anything else. He was able to easily cut the excess off the stone
tiles with a strange, stubby tool the sisters gave him, and they provided a gemstone with small
nubs all over one side of it that the lizard used to quickly sand down any rough edges, surprised
at how easy it was to use to smooth out a surface. While he was preparing the tiles, the Sisters
worked on finishing off the fountain, Fire working on setting up the walls of stone and the inner
pillar that would both funnel water upwards and provide the central support for a large, stone
dish sitting off to the side: Earth, meanwhile, was rapidly building four other supports in the
shape of Drakkai, using only her hands and a strange, grey clay that held whatever form she
molded it into and quickly hardened.
It was hard work, but they worked well together: after he finished so many tiles, Earth
and Fire would stop their work to help him lock the tiles into place over the courtyard floor, and
then they would resume their jobs. By the time the sun began to set, they had not only finished
the fountain completely, but had almost finished the courtyard… and Zerrex grunted as he
picked up the last statue Earth had built, pushing it into place, the four stone lizards holding up
the massive bowl above their head in which water would gather and spill out, designed so that
the liquid would spill around the bodies of the lizards.
“It‟s time now for our worship and meditation…” Fire said softly, and she looked at
Zerrex, asking curiously: “Will you be joining us, or will you be heading to your room, to
continue planning?”
“I was actually wondering if Cherry and I could go and train somewhere.” Zerrex said
quietly, and then he smiled a bit as Fire and Earth exchanged surprised looks. “Well, I need to
get back in shape… and don‟t worry, I won‟t just go with Cherry. We‟ll find someone else to
help us out too.”
“Well…” Earth hesitated, but as she and Fire traded looks again, the female finally said
softly: “Alright. If you like, though, we can spend a few hours afterwards together with you,
going into more detail on how to control your growing abilities and what it means to be a god.”

The reptile nodded after a moment, smiling a bit before he bowed to the two, and they
bowed back as the Drakkaren left, figuring that with their strange method of mental
communication, Water had probably told Cherry Zerrex‟s idea by now. So he only waited in
front of the monastery with his hands in his pockets, looking at the night sky… and then Cherry
came charging towards him, looking gleeful and covered in mud before she leapt up to tackle
him, and the Drakkaren winced before he lashed out with his mind on reflex, and the female was
squashed immediately into the ground with a groan and a grimace. “Well, fuck you, you could
have just told me no.”
“Sorry.” The lizard winced, rubbing his head awkwardly, and then he offered her his
hand… and she took it daintily with a bat of her eyes at him before grunting as he jerked her
roughly to her feet. “Listen, maybe this isn‟t a good idea after all…”
“Oh fuck that, you can‟t hide your stupid ass out here forever.” Cherry said irritably, and
then she wiped dirt off herself before grumbling loudly. “Come on, let‟s get the hell out of here.
Dampening effect is making it hard for me to get the goddamn mud off my body anyway.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and the two headed down towards the open gates of the
monastery, as the Drakkaren asked her curiously: “So who do you think could help us train? And
help keep me in check, at that.”
“Ugh, Marina, much as I hate to say it.” Cherry looked at him moodily, before she
winced as she looked skywards, then back and forth. “Oh good, she must not have heard. Fuck
she‟s a creeper sometimes. Anyway, yeah, as long as she doesn‟t blow a gasket herself, Marina
can easily keep your brain from killing me if you get really pissed off, and uh… well, Cindy is in
probably in do-not-disturb mode right now, and the wolves are working with Priest. Who the hell
do we know in Hell that we can use as a punching bag?”
The two looked at each other for a moment, and then they both grinned as they said at the
same time: “Vampire!”
Half-an-hour later found Zerrex standing in a moonlit barrens, the ground solid beneath
his feet and the area mostly tundra except for a few sparse trees and rocks here and there, the
Drakkaren smiling slightly as he rolled his shoulders and then cracked his knuckles slowly.
Nearby, Cherry was sitting on a rock with a grin and a few bottles of Frost cola – now a rarity to
find – in a cooler with a large bottle of rose petal wine, and Marina stood nearby, arms crossed
and dressed in a simple bikini, her silver bracelets sparkling. Vampire was standing in only a
golden loin-plate, grinning stupidly and looking almost eager, despite the fact that he was
essentially going to be used as a punching bag.
Desire and Serenity were also present, the two Iuratus resting back on the other side of
the clearing: the moment Serenity had found out about this – and it hadn‟t taken her long, with
the close eye she was keeping on all of Zerrex‟s contacts – she had demanded they come to
protect him and judge his combat ability. The Drakkaren had felt a bit stung at what this implied,
but at the same time he thought she was probably right… before Vampire perked up, and asked:
“Hey, Boss, why don‟t you take on demonic form?”
“Because I‟m not a demon anymore.” Zerrex said flatly, and then he paused and frowned,
looking around as he held up a hand. “Can anyone tell me why I was able to produce my horns
that while back if I‟m not actually a demon?”
“Some Gods can hide their true shape as well, just like demons… the names are different
from Expression and Personification, but they‟re essentially the same.” Marina replied clearly,

and Zerrex looked over at her curiously before she smiled a bit, saying softly: “Just borrowing
information from someone‟s mind, Father, that‟s all.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and then he flexed, looking across at Vampire as he said
mildly: “I refuse to start relying on my powers alone now anyway, after so many years of just
hitting things in the face until they die. Let‟s just spar the old fashioned way for now.”
“Got it, Boss… ready when you are, then.” Vampire set himself with a grin, black eyes
strangely bright and exhilarated… and Zerrex couldn‟t help but grin back, as he readied himself
and took a slow breath… before his eyes widened as Vampire cackled and shot suddenly
forwards, Cherry snorting laughter as she watched the wolf barrel at Zerrex.
The Drakkaren reacted almost a moment too late, sidestepping and slamming a booted
foot into Vampire‟s shin… and the wolf fell over in a violent roll that ended with him sprawled
on his front some ten feet away, before he scrabbled quickly to his feet, spun around, and
charged again… but this time, he threw a fist out as he leaned forwards, and the Drakkaren
winced as he leaned away, his reflexes still slow as Cherry shouted from the sidelines: “What the
fuck is wrong with you, Boss, a retarded kid could have punched him out just now!”
“Shut up, Cherry, you‟re breaking my concentration!” Zerrex retorted, glaring at her…
and then another punch from Vampire caught him in the face, staggering him as the black wolf
winced but didn‟t let up the advantage, grabbing the lizard‟s shoulders to slam a knee into his
stomach before he brought his hands above his head to deliver a tomahawk… and Zerrex gritted
his teeth before he slammed his head into the wolf‟s chest, knocking the wolf sprawling on his
back with a squawk.
The lizard backed quickly off, and Cherry stood up, waving her arms as she yelled
angrily: “No, no, press the goddamn advantage, press it, press it!”
This time, however, Zerrex knew she was trying to get in his head and screw with him…
and he muttered something about stabbing her in the foot before he readied himself, clearing his
mind and feeling his concentration sharpen as he blocked Cherry out. He knew it was all part of
the training, that he had to relearn how to focus on the enemy and block out distractions… as
well as identify threat from nuisance, as Vampire finally got to his feet and then ran at him again.
This time, he tried to tackle the reptile… and Zerrex threw a straight palm out into his
face, the demon wolf‟s neck cracking audibly as his head twisted horribly, and he fell to the
ground, unmoving as a hush fell over the others… and then Zerrex sighed and kicked him hard in
the face, electing a yelp from Vampire as he scrabbled backwards on his elbows and knees
before looking up at the Drakkaren with a pout, holding his muzzle as the lizard said flatly:
“Believe me, Vampire, if there‟s one thing about you I remember, it‟s what a pain in the ass you
are to kill.”
“Party-pooper.” the black wolf mumbled, then he got slowly up, swaying a bit and
rubbing at his neck with a wince… before Zerrex‟s eyes narrowed as he caught the briefest of
flickers in the wolf‟s eyes, saw the way his muscles tensed and flexed and his paws steadied
against the ground, the way his body swayed… and then he launched forwards, but Zerrex
simply threw another straight palm out again that snapped Vampire‟s muzzle back, a fine spray
of blood shooting up from his nose through the air as he gazed stupidly at the sky for a moment
before toppling onto his back.
Now Cherry cheered, cackling a bit as Vampire gaped at him, and then he kicked up to
his feet with a snarl of exertion as he began to throw hard punch after punch at the Drakkaren…
but the reptile backstepped quickly, letting the huge wolf press his advantage as he blocked
punches with his forearms and deflected other blows off to the side, feeling the sharp pain each

hit caused quickly becoming a strange, disconnected twinge in his body. He felt himself getting
used to things again, gaining confidence as Vampire suddenly snapped a hard kick up at his
side… and the Drakkaren took the blow with a grunt before he grinned and wrapped his arm
around the wolf‟s extended leg, and Vampire stared before he yelped as the Drakkaren‟s fist
smashed into his face, his solar plexus, and then his chiseled abs, the wolf grunting at each hit
before the reptile half-spun to yank him off his foot and throw him hard down onto his back.
The lupine skidded over the ground, and then he rolled backwards to a crouch, grunting
before he grinned and stood up, cracking his neck slowly. “Well, look at that! Looks like the
Cap‟n is gettin‟ back into the groove of things… but hey, Boss, you do okay on defense, but
what about offense?”
“Wait, wait, wait, trade out!” Cherry shouted, and Vampire pouted as he laid his ears
back, looking at her sourly before she bounced over to him and shoved their noses together,
glaring into his eyes. Vampire wilted after a moment, and then he suddenly grinned brightly and
licked sloppily up her muzzle, and Cherry stared stupidly at blank space as he bounced off before
she reached down and tore one of her boots off, whipping it hard at the black wolf and making
him yelp as it smacked off the back of his head and knocked him sprawling.
Cherry mumbled as she walked over to retrieve her boot, Vampire scrambling quickly
away to hide behind the rock the muscular female had been sitting on, and then she hopped into
it before beckoning at Zerrex, saying mildly: “I recommend you put on your dancing shoes,
Boss, „cause I bet you can‟t hit me no matter how hard you damn well try.”
Zerrex glowered at her, and then Vampire called, raising a hand: “I‟ll take that bet! Five
gold coins!”
“Fuck you, twenty!” Cherry retorted, hands on her hips… and then Zerrex lunged
forwards, and the female grinned as she simply tilted her muzzle out of the way of a punch
before leaping backwards to avoid an uppercut, the lizard wincing. Both attacks had been
sloppily executed, and it wasn‟t even because of irritation… although Cherry was indeed starting
to get on his nerves as she bragged: “Make that thirty, if you got balls enough to take that bet, big
bad fag.”
“Fifty!” Vampire hollered, as Zerrex ran forwards and then attempted to plow into Cherry
with his shoulder, and she grabbed his shoulders and leapfrogged over him, the reptile gaping as
he pinwheeled his arms before falling on his face with a grunt, and then he scrambled for his feet
before turning around and running at Cherry again, throwing two hard jabs at her back that she
simply walked forwards to avoid. “You can do it, Boss!”
“Not helping, Vampire!” Zerrex snapped, glaring at him and letting his attention seem to
slip, as Cherry began to turn towards him in the periphery of his vision… and then Zerrex
suddenly spun, letting his body act instead of commanding it to with his mind, and a foot
snapped out in a lightning movement that surprised the female Drakkaren; at the last second,
however, she brought her arm and blocked the turning kick before the male brought his foot back
and turned it into a short but brutal thrust.
Cherry leapt backwards and skidded over the dusty earth in a crouch, punching one hand
down to stop herself ten feet away… before a slow grin spread over her features. “Now that‟s
more like it… okay Vampire, tell you what. A hundred gold coins- no, fuck that. I‟ll get down on
my knees and give you the best damn tit-fuck of your whole life if the Boss hits me… but if you
lose, asshole, I want you to lick my damn feet, and I have to warn you, I have been trudging
around in a dirty, muddy well all day along.”

“Deal!” Vampire almost squeaked, looking delighted and yet horrified of the prospects,
and Zerrex slapped his forehead… before he looked shocked as Cherry charged forwards and
leapt into the air, slamming both feet out at him. The Drakkaren cursed as he brought both arms
out to block, staggering backwards from the blow before Cherry landed and immediately
dropped to a neat sweep kick, rolling her body to slam both feet out… and it knocked Zerrex
heavily onto his side before she threw a fist down at his face, but the reptile rolled backwards
and then grabbed her when she dove at him, the two rolling together as they grappled before
Cherry shoved herself off his body and landed neatly on her feet… before cursing when Zerrex
rolled up to his and barreled at her, seizing her around the middle before she drove an elbow into
his spine.
The reptile collapsed to a knee, and Cherry slammed a tomahawk into his back, knocking
him to the ground, and the female let out a sigh of relief, the Drakkaren looking stunned and
nearly unconscious… before her eyes widened as she realized the reptile was holding onto her
ankle, and she had just enough time to wince before Zerrex grinned and then twisted violently,
and she flailed her arms before catching herself just before she smashed face-first into the
ground, but then Zerrex wrapped one arm around her ankle as his other slammed into the middle
of her back, making her yelp before she squawked and flailed as he pulled her ankle almost up to
her neck, her eyes bulging as she screeched: “That isn‟t supposed to go that far!”
She slammed her head backwards into Zerrex‟s, and the eyes of both lizards bulged
before Cherry fell forwards and the Drakkaren let go of her with a groan of pain, seeing double
for a moment… and then Cherry heaved her body upwards, knocking him sprawling before she
leapt onto his back and wrapped her arms around his throat to choke him… but Zerrex grunted as
he shoved himself upwards as if about to do a pushup, and then he kicked off the ground and
flipped his body forwards, Cherry crashing onto her back before the Drakkaren landed on top of
her and knocked the wind out her, her arms sprawling out before Zerrex rolled over and pinned
her, the two breathing hard… and then the female grinned stupidly up at him as he straddled her,
saying in a dazed voice: “That‟s why I love you… you know just how to treat a lady like me…
holy hell, please make out with me before I pass out.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes… and then he yelped when Cherry reached up and seized his shirt
before yanking him down, kissing him fiercely as the reptile‟s eyes bulged before slipping closed
as he kissed her back… and then she sighed in stupid bliss before her head fell back against the
ground. Zerrex groaned as he slowly stood up himself, then he winced when she grabbed his
ankles and yanked him down to the ground again, once more attempting to jump onto his back
and pin him beneath her body as she hollered: “We ain‟t done yet!”
Zerrex rolled over, slamming an elbow into her kidney, and the female squeaked before
the Drakkaren managed to tear away from her and leap to a safe distance, both of them covered
in dirt… and then Vampire cleared his throat from where he was sitting on the rock, grinning
stupidly as he called: “Oh Cherry…”
“Oh fucking hell.” Cherry said disgustedly, and then she sighed and muttered as she
stood up, glowering at Zerrex now. “You just had to go and do that, didn‟t you? Don‟t think I
won‟t get you back for this.”
“Like you won‟t enjoy it.” Zerrex retorted, and Cherry glared at him, then shrugged
amiably. Then she walked over and grabbed Vampire by the back of the neck, opening a portal,
and he giggled stupidly, clapping as he was dragged through it after her.
The reptile sighed and shook his head slowly, and then Serenity approached, saying
mildly: “If you wish to continue, Zerrex, both myself and Desire would be happy to step in… we

may not be as… capable… as the others, but we will certainly be glad to spar and help you build
yourself back up to your usual level of combat-readiness.”
“Thanks, Serenity. And stop being so damn formal all the damn time.” Zerrex smiled at
her nonetheless, though, and she smiled back after a moment. Then the reptile looked at her
curiously, asking after a moment: “Did I ever run through simple group drills with you?”
She nodded, and for the next hour, Zerrex practiced in tandem with the others: short
sprints, followed by taking turns executing quick takedowns on one-another, and then one-onone short sparring matches that ended when the first person hit the ground. This was only
interrupted when Cherry suddenly ran through a portal, shirtless and with her eyes wide and
cheeks puffed out, and then she tackled Zerrex before kissing him firmly, and the reptile flailed
as he felt her push a substance he had a horrible certainty came from Vampire into his mouth,
before he chased her around the area until she managed to vanish through another portal.
It took a few minutes to calm the grouchy Drakkaren down, and then they resumed
training… until Cherry reappeared with a lame grin. She approached the lizard with a Frost, and
he took it from her before punching her in the face and knocking her down with a squawk, before
sighing as he sat on her… and making a face as Vampire appeared next with a very pleased look
on his face. As he sat in this respite, he realized that both Serenity and Desire were a little
bruised and worn… so he smiled at them, saying quietly: “Thanks, but I think I‟ve had enough
for now… I need to go back to the Sisters and learn some more about being a god and all that
nonsense anyway. Marina?”
Marina immediately came over to hug him from behind with a warm smile, snuggling her
back against his front. She had been nearly silent the entire time, always watching with a gaze
that was almost distant… but whenever she looked at him, he felt like it was… like her obsession
over me has grown, if that’s possible. “What can I do for you, Daddy?”
“Why don‟t you come with me and Cherry, and help me learn about this? I miss you and
everyone else, you know, and… it‟s nice to see your face. To have you around.” Zerrex said
truthfully, although he also hoped that it would help Marina settle a little more. Either way, she
looked utterly delighted at the idea, and Zerrex couldn‟t help but feel happy himself at how much
it seemed to brighten her day.
“Of course, Daddy! It would be my pleasure.” She gazed at him lovingly, then quietly
kissed his head as she embraced him tightly from behind, murmuring softly: “I‟ll be a good girl,
too, I promise… no jealousy, no lashing out.”
That was something that made Zerrex glad to hear… so he nodded with a smile before
looking down at Cherry, who was smiling a bit herself, but Zerrex could tell from her eyes that
she had her doubts, too. “Alright, snowball. I guess we should get ready to go.”

Verse II: A Prayer For The World
A week passed without much of note: the Drakkaren supposed he learned a little more
about what it meant to be a god from the Sisters, but since most of their lessons were taught by
story and meditation, he was able to gain more in the way of wisdom from them, while direct
knowledge came from Ixin. Ixin visited with him twice, the first time just to run a few tests, and
the second time to tell him the results of those tests and explain a few theories to him.
Ixin had discovered that while Zerrex was no longer vulnerable to salt or iron, silver
would still cut into him with surprising ease. Anything coated with alcohol, too, would be able to
leave serious injury, but runes designed in order to harm either demon or angel left no mark on
the lizard after an hour of Ixin painting them on, so he thought that angelic or demonic
implements would no longer bear nearly as nasty a blow as they had before to the Drakkaren.
More interesting was when the mage explained about how Godly Families worked; they
were not often related by actual blood to each other, but the strongest member or figurehead of
the group became the official Patriarch or Matriarch, and the others would then be sorted out
according to their status and power. Nobility and strength at the highest rank, and the weakest in
the far-flung tiers, usually under the name „cousin‟ or „half-sibling.‟ There were usually few
variations on this order, although it was just as often that the „Lord of the Gods‟ – usually also
the parental figure of most of the gods-in-question – would be acknowledged eternally as leader,
but their „son‟ or „daughter‟ would be the strongest warrior or mage. The Drakkaren was
beginning to understand that it was often a „rule-through-force‟ way of working things… but
there had been rare instances where gods had banded together in order to create a rulership that
depended more on wisdom than might.
The problem was that godly families were also known to go to war with each other,
although Zerrex thought that with Athéos gone, gods would be less concerned now about being
eradicated from the universe by one of the all-powerful Old Gods. Ixin had also explained that
certain gods – usually high-tier gods – were able to take on disciples, which they would name
according to their heritage and who would become bound to that god in power, mind, and soul. If
there was one thing almost all gods were big on, it was loyalty to the extreme… and the idea that
if they died, they would at least have a large-scale entourage to follow them to the afterlife.
The Sisters, however, had built upon this lesson from Ixin, explaining to Zerrex how they
had been soul-bound to the Goddess… but they had been able to cut this bond between
themselves and their cruel mistress after the Goddess had slain their fifth sister, and in that
respect, had broken her own solemn vow with her disciples. She had been free to mistreat them
however she liked, but to kill one of them with no better reason than irritation, had shattered the
bond between creator and the created.
Gods were not often as powerful as literature depicted: they usually had one specific set
of talents, and were compelled to obey a predetermined set of rules and instincts. Even the Gods
that had followed Athéos through time and space could be said to have been attempting to do
their duties in the safest way possible: the Warrior Gods, guarding his crafts, the Dream God
Morpheus searching through people‟s minds and scouting constantly for worlds, and Athéos
himself, always trying to impose order over the universe with his brother by his side. And the
greater the god, the tighter they were bound by their rules, with the only escapes being death or
insanity.
Gods, Primordials, Elementals, Spirits, Demons, Angels, and Mortals… so many
classifications, and yet as Zerrex sat back, thinking quietly to himself, he was beginning to

realize that they were all people, each with their own wants, desires, and needs, each stuck on
planets spinning through a universe that no one was really sure how existed. Big bang? Super
Gods? But if either one of those was the case, what existed before that, and how did that come
into existence itself? It was a maddening circle, and Zerrex grabbed his head and mumbled under
his breath, hating how he ended up thinking about these things when he should just be getting
some rest. He sighed, then looked up at the ceiling, listening to the Sisters move around outside
as he rolled his shoulders slowly: it didn‟t help that he also realized he had been placed under a
sort of silent quarantine here, and he wasn‟t exactly sure since when.
The Sisters honestly did want him to help, but the dampening effect had grown stronger
in response to the Drakkaren accidentally snapping a rafter into place with his mind, after
grumbling about what a pain in the ass it was to set up the pulley. It was part of the reason why
he was here now instead of outside helping, too: the Sisters wanted to finish up the inside of the
worship hall today, and they had told him quietly he should just try to relax his mind, since he
was visibly getting frustrated. And they had made it clear he should do it in here in his room at
the monastery, and that he shouldn‟t leave the grounds.
Other tells were how his family was being kept mostly away from him, the fact that
Ixin‟s visits had been restricted, and that even Sin had been kept busy so she couldn‟t see him.
The reptile was beginning to get irritated with it all, not to mention the fact that he wasn‟t
permitted to try and find out if he could still bring out what had used to be called his demonic
Expression and Personification… but the Sisters had told him bluntly that he simply wasn‟t
allowed to do that yet, since he might not be ready to control the abilities they would offer.
He grumbled to himself as he kicked his legs childishly, and then he jumped up to his
feet, putting his hands in his pockets as he walked over to smack his head against the wall.
Cherry was gone somewhere, pissed as hell about the fact that they had quietly been put into a
safe corner of the world until it was determined that Zerrex was Zerrex and he would be capable
of controlling his abilities… but he thought it was a kind of sick justice, too, as he wondered
bitterly if Firenze had planned this turn of the tables on him, or if it had been someone else‟s
idea. I locked him up for all those years, after all… I do deserve this. In a way… it’s poetic. But
maybe I’m just being paranoid… although this sudden house arrest is kind of aggravating the
hell out of me…
Zerrex muttered as he began to pace back and forth, looking sourly back and forth before
sighing and hitting his head off another wall. No, he knew Firenze would never do something
like that, but he was starting to go insane from not being allowed out of here… although the
sudden quarantine didn‟t make much sense either, unless… unless they’re trying to keep me from
finding out about something, on top of everything else.
The Drakkaren looked up at the ceiling thoughtfully at this, and then he glanced towards
the door as it opened, Earth and Air both carefully pushing into his room and each holding a
large tray as Earth said tenderly: “Here, we decided to bring you some herbal tea and a bit of a
snack.”
“Thanks.” Zerrex picked up the teapot, pouring tea into the three cups sitting around the
tray. It was one of the many traditions of the sisters, to not speak beyond necessary and only act
as one entity, although Zerrex didn‟t know why they had to prepare the tea while Earth continued
to hold the tray instead of putting the goddamn thing down. Once poured, the reptile added only
a small amount of cream to each of the cups and then a single spoonful of sugar.
Then everything had to be stirred once counterclockwise, in counterclockwise order,
before Zerrex put the lid on the tiny jug of cream and put the spoon down on the right side of the

bowl: frustratingly-difficult rules of etiquette that he would receive endless badgering from the
Sisters about if he failed to meet them. The real tricky part, however, was once he had finished: it
was a bit of a riddle, since the most honored member of the order was supposed to pick up their
mug and drink first, as they were supposed to also be the oldest and the wisest as well as the
host.
It had taken Zerrex roughly a week to figure out that he was supposed to go ahead
without much more than a smile and a nod, since he was not the oldest or the wisest… but he
was technically the most honored member of the Sister‟s order. It was another reason why he
wanted to kick Cherry‟s ass: if it wasn‟t for her signing her soul over to him, then he would have
been able to remain at the bottom rung of the monastery forever, and been content sweeping
floor instead of learning all this goddamn etiquette that was too much even for his high
standards.
He picked up his mug and sipped quietly, as Earth smiled brightly at him before she and
Air put their trays down, picking their own mugs up and sipping as well… before Zerrex asked
in a calm, mild voice: “So what exactly are you hiding from me?”
Immediately, Air and Earth both made identical winces, and then Air said mildly, with a
nervous glance sideways: “Lord Zerrex, it‟s rude to speak until everyone has had a drink…”
“Besides, it‟s not important.” Earth added, and then she made a face as Air glared at her.
“Sister, he knew anyway! The more we pretend otherwise then the more he‟ll prod at us!”
“Yeah, kinda obvious I‟m on lockdown status now.” Zerrex paused, then decided to go
about a different tactic, looking mildly at Earth… who winced and attempted to look away.
“Come on now, you know you can tell me…”
Earth mumbled something as Air tried to step between them, but Zerrex simply reached
out and grabbed her by the head, and she cursed and grabbed his wrist, trying to shove
forwards… but the Drakkaren had more than sufficient strength to keep her out of the way, as
her feet clawed uselessly against the floor before the reptile leaned forwards, imploring: “Come
on, Earth… tell me! I know you hate keeping secrets anyway…”
“You‟re not playing fair!” Earth spun around with a flinch, sipping quickly at her tea…
and then she slowly looked over her shoulder, before wincing again at the sight of the lizard‟s
eyes as he looked at her pointedly. “Stop it! And please, let Sister go, she‟s already spilled her
tea everywhere and we just built this room…”
“Then I‟ll clean it up… after you tell me.” Zerrex stepped up behind her, and then he
smiled as he laced his free arm around her… Air cursing loudly as he continued to easily hold
her at a distance. Earth blushed, but then she giggled despite herself when he pulled her back
against his body, smiling awkwardly… and Zerrex felt the dampening effect loosen slightly,
while at the same time Air hissed in frustration against his hand: both sure signs that Earth was
coming around. “Here, I‟ll hold you for a little while… how about that? I know you always
enjoy that, and how it makes your sisters jealous…”
“I am not jealous!” Air shouted, but Earth only giggled again, blushing deeply as she
nestled herself back against his body, before she smiled up at him and Zerrex smiled amusedly
back. It never took much to get Earth to crack… and a little physical affection and teasing could
go a long way. Earth, after all, was always treated like the youngest and the weakest of the
Sisters, and Zerrex by now knew just how to press the slightly-different buttons of each and
every sibling. “Earth, stop!”
“A space colony has been under siege and you weren‟t supposed to know about it!” Earth
blurted, and Zerrex gave her a squeeze and a kiss on the forehead as Air groaned, and the Sisters

glared at each other as the Drakkaren stepped away from the siblings to make a face, rubbing at
his chin slowly. “What? He was going to find out anyway… and it‟s wrong to keep him in the
dark like this all the time, too, Sister!”
“It‟s for his own good, and the space colonies are perfectly capable of defending
themselves against elementals, and even against Old Gods!” Air retorted, before she pointed at
the wall, adding flatly: “Furthermore, hatred for any and all types of god are flaring up across the
three planets again… the last thing we need is for Lord Zerrex to get caught up as the scapegoat
in some anti-god campaign!”
“How long has the siege been going on for? What colony is it?” Zerrex asked curiously,
and Air gave him a monumentally-grouchy look, even though the Drakkaren could tell she was
fighting against her deepest instincts at the same time, which the reptile pushed over the edge
with a mere tilt of his head.
She sighed, then answered sulkily: “The Hathor. I believe it was one of the four colonies
launched by a technologically-advanced nation destroyed by the Mechanauts. It‟s apparently
been under siege for several days now by the Derelict and an Old God, enough time that Firenze
began deploying troops there today.”
“So that‟s why Cherry‟s gone…” Zerrex murmured, beginning to piece things together:
Cherry, after all, would have pranced immediately over to him and told him everything had she
not been quickly deployed. He paused, then frowned a bit, not able to recognize the other term
Air used. “Derelict?”
“As in a ruined object.” Earth supplied helpfully, and when Zerrex looked at her sourly,
she winced, then brightened. “Oh, you mean what it is. It‟s the space station that Ultima took
over, the strange, mechanical monster you once spoke of at great length and claimed runs the
systems of the Mechanauts.”
Zerrex made a face at this, nodding after a moment as Air glared at her sister. “I‟d
forgotten about that, yeah… so still, after all these years, he‟s floating around? Goddammit, I
should go and talk to Firenze about this, see if I can get sent up there too…”
Zerrex turned around, thinking, even as Air said sternly: “You‟ll do no such thing, Lord
Zerrex. Besides, the Sisters and I can block any of your portals should you try and escape from
here, and I highly doubt High King Firenze will permit you to run off in your condition and take
a shuttle all the way to the space colony, which is at a far orbit right now anyway. Nor do you
know how to make a vortex in order to travel the distance any other way… forget it, you‟re stuck
here, at least for the moment.”
Zerrex muttered under his breath, and then he sighed as he nodded, turning back around
as he said quietly: “I guess you‟re right.” A long pause, and then he held up a finger, saying
mildly: “But I could be wrong.”
And with that, the Drakkaren simply vanished from sight, and the two Sisters had enough
time to exchanged a shocked gaze before Air cursed and Earth covered her muzzle to hide a
smile, even as her sibling muttered: “Oh, High King Firenze is going to be pissed about this.”
The Drakkaren, meanwhile, reappeared with a stumble and a wince, wondering for a
moment if he‟d been hit with the recoil from his powers: it only happened once or twice with
teleporting, and only when he‟d been going exceedingly-long distances, such as from Hell to the
ruined mortal planet when they were in far orbit from each other.
Then the ground beneath his feet shifted the other way, and Zerrex cursed as he
pinwheeled his arms for balance, looking up as a short klaxon blared over the rumble going
through the colony. He winced at the sight of a silver shape falling towards him, and then the

reptile reached his arms out and caught a mortal soldier clad in a suit made of overlaid metal
plates, several parts of it torn off to reveal sparking wires as the assault rifle in his arms fired a
few rounds uselessly into the air, and the Drakkaren grinned stupidly before he put him carefully
aside, before the mortal screamed and rose his gun… and Zerrex winced, then realized at the last
second he was aiming at something past him, as he looked over his shoulder with a curse.
Some sort of monster made almost completely out of huge fangs and a drooling mouth
shot at him, and Zerrex reared his head back in shock… but before it could lunge and seize him –
and he would be but a mouthful to the ten foot monstrosity – a wall of energy appeared between
them, and the creature bounced off this and fell on its side with a squall of pain. Huge black eyes
looked back and forth in shock as long tentacles that extended from the base of its half-body,
half-neck slashed back and forth through the air, and then the spear-like heads on the end of the
thing managed to slam into the wall… but the soldier immediately ran past Zerrex, leaping onto
its face and emptying the entire clip in its assault rifle into one of the beast‟s huge eyes, making
it shriek as blood and gore fired in a geyser through the air before it fell still.
“More of them are invading from above and the right flank, we can deal with them! The
rest of the demons are fighting Drones in the north quadrant!” the soldier shouted at him over
another rumble, and Zerrex nodded stupidly, figuring it was probably for the best that he didn‟t
correct him before armored trooper turned and ran off. Zerrex admired his bravery, and then he
glanced at the still-writhing body of the black-scaled thing on the floor, before turning around
and trying to isolate where exactly the north quadrant was.
The square he had teleported into was in ruins: a few of the monsters – they looked like
half fish, half-squid, and all-mouth, with a massive, beating heart visible under the swarm of
tentacles – were still moving, but bleeding green goo all over the place and obviously of no
threat. Chunks of cement and metal lay all over, with the dead bodies of soldiers laying here and
there… and when Zerrex looked up, he could see soldiers high above on catwalks, firing into
more of the creatures through a hole in the heavy shielding at the top of the area.
The Drakkaren finally spotted a yellow sign with the single word „NORTH‟ written in
blue font, barely legible with the scratches over it. An arrow beside this pointed at a shutter that
had been blown off by some incredible force, half-dug into the cement of the hallway… and the
lizard hopped this as he ran down the hall, breathing quietly as he flexed his hands. The reptile
wasn‟t entirely sure if he was up for real combat at this point, but he knew he had no choice… he
felt compelled to save and fight for these people, and to stand up for the right thing… because he
was well-aware by now that saving the mortal planet would be pointless if there were no mortals
to live on it.
The reptile ducked under a half-closed shutter to emerge into an enormous, circular
courtyard, a massive, spiraling staircase around the entire outer section of the area leading all the
way to the rooftop some two hundred feet above, gargantuan, static-riddled electronic billboards
facing into the immense, open space… and Zerrex guessed that normally this was some kind of
gathering hall, from all the closed shutters in the walls. Right now, however, it was a battle site,
as supernatural entities of all shape and size warred with each other.
The invaders were easy to identify, yet hard at first for Zerrex to process: not only were
the strange tentacle-creatures present and moving with surprising speed and violence around the
area, mechanical beings that vaguely resembled some kind of reptile were using both guns and
their own electrified claws to rip and tear into angel and demon alike. Zerrex made a face as one
grabbed a minotaur, beginning to electrocute him… and then the Drakkaren was suddenly there,
shoving the minotaur away as he grabbed the steel wrist of the creature in his other hand and

crushed it, and the creature buzzed violently as red glass eyes glared at him for a moment before
the lizard swung his right fist around in a hard punch that crushed in its brittle metal features.
The thing buzzed as electricity sparked over it, and then it fell backwards, several rusted,
damaged plates sliding off to reveal the complex mechanical inside of the robotic being,
combined here and there with demonic crystal: these were mindless automatons, devoid of the
spark of life that the clockwork beings of Thanatos had, and yet more malicious than any mere
computer system.
Static ripped through the signs above, sparks flying from them before the screens turned
black, and the word „ULTIMA‟ slowly spilled across the monitors, as a pettish, high-pitched
voice raged from the speakers: “Well, if it isn‟t Lord Zerrex! You just can‟t stay dead, can you?
Don‟t you know it‟s bad manners to come back to life so often?”
“Oh this is the last thing I need.” Zerrex muttered, and then he looked down and made a
face as the machine at his feet suddenly whirred, stomping on it to crush its chest in… before he
winced as two of the terrible, monstrous tentacle-beasts looked up from where they had been
feasting on a dead angel, both snarling at him before shooting forwards. The Drakkaren set
himself with a curse, and then he winced as Priest leapt in with a whoop, slamming a fist into
one hard enough to shatter its huge jaw and send it smashing into the other with enough force to
knock them both senselessly to the ground.
Then the Dragokkaren-demon created a fireball, tossing it at them almost lightly, and the
two creatures exploded immediately into flames, screaming and writhing as the tall male rose his
hands to his mouth to shout: “Mom, I owe you five bucks! Dad‟s here!”
“Well no shit!” Cherry shouted irritably back at him, as she slung a small, deadly sword
hard forwards to pierce through the chest of another of the monstrosities before it could bite into
a soldier. The narrow double-edged blade ripped into the monster like an anchor, a long chain
extending from the bottom of the sword‟s handle and feeding into a manacle Cherry wore around
her wrist snapping taut as the female seized the chain in both hands, and she roared as she
sidestepped and spun hard on the spot to tear the creature along the ground and smash it into a
cluster of mechanical constructs with assault rifles, crushing them under the immense weight of
the beast as she snapped the chain once to yank the sword free, before simply jerking her wrist
backwards, and the sword flew back to her hand as the chain magically shortened itself almost
instantly. “Gimme my five goddamn bucks!”
“What the fuck, you think I carry my wallet into battle?” Priest shouted obnoxiously
back, and then he made face as something smashed hard against a shutter, raising a large, blackmetal dagger in one hand with a curved blade and a grip that locked tightly around his fingers,
doubling as a knuckle duster. Zerrex ran up to his side, but then Priest cursed under his breath as
the shutter was slammed off its hinges by a Gigataur that was wrapped in bloodstained chains
and covered in glowing purple runes, plates of metal fused into its body and wires sticking
awkwardly out of it here and there as it roared and lumbered slowly forwards. “Shit… stay back,
Dad, I got this one. Just don‟t let any Bigmouths or Drones sneak up on me, okay?”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, figuring Priest was better prepared to deal with the fortyfoot, titanic bull: Gigataurs were a form of ascended minotaur, vanguard units who possessed
much greater strength than the average demon and whopping amounts of endurance. And this
one looked like it had been twisted into some kind of war machine, as Zerrex made a face at a
Drone beginning to take aim at Priest‟s back with an assault rifle… but the lizard simply strode
over to it as the scales peeled off his right arm, the lizard clenching his rocky fist before a blade
shot out of his wrist on instinct, and he nearly sliced the mechanical being in half.

The Dragokkaren, meanwhile, was grinning as he focused on his objective… and then, in
one smooth movement, he threw his arms back as he ducked and half-spun, his dusty leather
jacket sliding off his muscular frame to leave him bare-chested and in only the thick jeans he was
wearing before he charged forwards, motorcycle boots slamming over the ground as he almost
irritably smashed a Bigmouth in the face when it roared and charged at him, sending it skidding
aside before the Gigataur roared and ran at the tall demon… but in a single, liquid movement,
Priest threw himself into the air and scissored his legs as he tossed his jacket down over the
behemoth‟s face, and the demon went into a dumb stagger as Priest landed behind it before he
spun around and charged forwards again to leap up, booted feet pounding over its spine as the
Gigataur tore at its face with one hand and grabbed wildly at Priest with the other, before it
screamed in agony when Priest slammed his knife into the side of the monster‟s neck.
The Gigataur staggered sideways drunkenly, howling in pain as it clawed uselessly at
him, but Priest ducked both swings of its fist as he put his other hand on the back of its head. His
jacket still blocked its vision, the demon still trying to move forwards as living things scattered
away from it while inorganic Drones were crushed under its massive hooves. Priest stabbed
down hard with his knife again as the Gigataur began to slow, and the creature howled before
trying to charge forwards… and the Dragokkaren grunted before he leaned away when it swung
a fist at him, kicking both feet off the back of its head to launch himself free and send its skull
rocketing forwards as it sprinted straight at a wall.
There was a sickening crack, the thunder of the crash echoing through the huge room as
the Gigataur groaned and slowly fell to its haunches… and then Priest glanced up, smiled
slightly to himself, and then turned and walked away, not bothering to look back even as his
jacket fell free from the Gigataur and it snarled over its shoulder at him. It got up to its hooves,
and then took one single step forwards… and then one of the massive electronic monitors tore
free from the wall and fell, the creature looking up before it smashed into it and knocked it flat,
body jarring wildly as the monitor exploded and electrical cables snagged into the metallic plates
of the Gigataur.
Priest shrugged a bit, spreading his arms as he walked over towards Zerrex, but the
Drakkaren only rolled his eyes from where he was standing with the headless body of a Drone in
his metallic hand, his other reaching around inside of it as he said dryly: “If only we all had
precognition like you and Cherry. Besides, I know as well as you do that you‟re not just a
demon, but a demigod, also just like your mother.”
“Yeah, but I don‟t get as into it as Mom does.” Priest replied honestly, even as he swung
his knife out almost absently to slice through the metal neck of a Drone. It sparked and staggered
backwards, and Priest motioned with both hands to it… and Zerrex shrugged before nodding to
him, and the Dragokkaren smiled before he slammed a foot into one of the Drone‟s legs,
knocking it to its knees before he rose a leg high into the air, showing off a surprising flexibility
as he posed for a moment with his legs almost perpendicular to each other before he slammed his
heel viciously downwards and nearly tore the metallic being in half. “Thanks. Anyway, what are
you doing? I expected you to be dashing around, hacking things to pieces.”
“You don‟t seem all that upset that I‟m here.” Zerrex paused, then he grunted and
twisted, ripping a large chunk of demonic crystal out of the monster‟s insides before he turned
towards Cherry, throwing it at her as he shouted: “Incoming!”
“Thanks Boss!” Cherry shouted as she glanced over her shoulder, catching the chunk of
crystal with a grin even as she slashed across the face of a Bigmouth with her sword, and it
winced back before snarling at her… before Cherry stepped forwards with a grunt and a hard

thrust kick, sending it flying into a wall with a yelp. Then she closed her eyes, concentrating for
a moment before she opened a portal, waving at it as she yelled: “Regroup and retreat! Boss,
Priest and I will handle this area, all others need to reinforce South Block!”
Neither the handful of demons nor angels argued, immediately making for the portal as
Priest and Zerrex smiled grimly at each other before standing back-to-back. The Drakkaren rose
his warped blade as his eyes flicked back and forth, and Priest grinned coldly, knife held with the
point out to his side, other hand raised in front of himself as he said quietly: “Three on… I count
seventy-some. A bunch of Bigmouths, a hell of a lot of Drones. You sure that‟s a fair fight?”
“For us or for them?” Zerrex asked mildly, smiling slightly before he glanced over his
shoulder and added dryly: “If you‟re scared, you can run away too.”
“Fuck you, Boss.” Priest laughed, and it was a strangely-honest sound amidst the din of
crackling flames and yelling voices, before a moment later they were joined by Cherry: simple
enough for her, since the enemy seemed glad to have them all in one area. Above, Ultima
giggled from where he was apparently watching, the monitors flicking and sizzling, and then
Priest lowered his head forwards as he murmured: “And Dad? Real glad you‟re here with us.”
“If you could make them all explode now, that would be great… but if not, Priest and me
will do all the hard work, as usual.” Cherry added mildly, and Zerrex elbowed her, making her
grunt before she asked in a calmer voice: “Assessment?”
Zerrex thought she was talking to Priest… but when they both elbowed him, the lizard
grunted in surprise, then he frowned for a moment before carefully turning around to face them,
exposing his back completely to the enemy. Neither Drone nor Bigmouth moved, however, so
Zerrex stepped carefully away as both Priest and Cherry stared at him like he was an idiot… and
after five steps, the reptile frowned and turned around, walking directly up to the nearest Drone.
It didn‟t move, didn‟t even aim at him… and Zerrex frowned before he grasped the head
of the creature, pulling it back and forth before he simply shoved it… and the Drone collapsed
onto its back, mindless and lifeless. The reptile didn‟t understand what it meant, as Cherry and
Priest both relaxed slightly, and Ultima giggled overhead insanely… and Zerrex finally looked
up, shouting: “What the hell is your plan?”
The Bigmouths snarled, but didn‟t move forwards even as Ultima cackled… and then he
said in a delighted voice, as the Drone Zerrex had shoved over slowly got back to its feet: “Just
to hold you here… until I can push this colony into the planet below!”
Zerrex snarled, and Ultima clucked at him, saying in an almost-tender voice: “You can
run away if you want, Fallen Prince, but I know you won‟t bear that stain on your pride… and
you can slice up all my soldiers, too, but they‟re expendable. On the other hand, though, I
wouldn‟t want to take a risk, and they may provide you not only some delay, but offer you some
entertainment before you die… so why don‟t you accept my challenge? My soldiers against your
cute little family unit there, Mommy, Daddy, and Sonny-Boy. Who knows, maybe I‟ll get so
wrapped up in the fight I‟ll forget to blast you out of the fucking sky!”
Ultima began to laugh insanely… and then Zerrex snarled, the blade retracting into his
warped arm before the entire upper limb and hand transformed into a huge, deadly axe blade, and
the Drakkaren sliced the Drone in front of him in half, shouting: “This isn‟t a game, you son of a
bitch!”
“But it is!” Ultima screamed through his laughter, and then Zerrex cursed as the Drones
and Bigmouths swarmed suddenly forwards, ignoring Cherry and Priest as they went for him…
and the reptile cursed as he created a cylindrical wall of energy around himself, his warped arm

turning back into a claw as hands and bodies rammed into the shield from all sides, beginning to
crack it even as Priest and Cherry began to tear into the back of the mob.
The reptile was all-too-well aware that he couldn‟t hold the shield forever: his own
anxieties were beginning to take hold, and he still lacked that necessary combat experience to be
nearly as effective as either of the other fighters. He knew he still had one use, though… and the
reptile snarled as he stomped down hard, the shield exploding in a short-ranged shockwave that
ripped several of the Drones around him into pieces and flayed the faces of two Bigmouths,
sending them screaming backwards, before the lizard vanished from the spot before the crowd
could surge forwards and reappeared on the other side of the group, slamming his rocky fist into
the pulsating heart of a Bigmouth and making it release a breathy scream before it collapsed and
died.
The crowd surged after Zerrex as the Drakkaren backpedaled, and Priest and Cherry
followed the group, Priest grabbing Drones in one hand and slamming them into the ground to
reduce them to scrap metal as his knife flashed out with the skill of a surgeon. Cherry,
meanwhile, threw her sword hard through the crowd, gritting her teeth as the chain magically
lengthened before she twisted it to the side, and the weapon responded to her will as much as her
finely-tuned movements, the chain snapping around the throat of a Drone near Zerrex before she
ran a blast of flame down the metal links, and the Drone at the end of the line exploded before
the red-hot chain snapped out to the side and ripped a swathe through both metal and flesh, the
Bigmouths screaming in especial agony from contact with the weapon.
Cherry spun the sword around her head by the chain as the links retracted at the same
time, gritting her teeth: over the years, she had built up a special affinity with this weapon, the
Great Diviner, and more and more it had learned to obey her commands, to listen to her without
question… and she snarled as she windmilled the weapon back and forth around her body, the
sword lashing out to rip through Drones as easily as it tore into the Bigmouths nearby, the blade
gleaming with unnatural light as the chain half-wrapped around her waist before she rolled her
shoulder, and it snapped upwards and caught so the flat of the sword swung down and slapped
lightly against one large breast before she jerked her entire body into an underarm swing, roaring
as she flung the sword forwards and half-twisted… and the blade shone with terrible vibrancy as
it flew as if fired from a cannon, pieces of Drones and metal plating flying into the air from the
force of the sword striking into them until it finally halted as it struck and lodged into a wall.
Zerrex made a face at the destruction the two were reaping: while Cherry‟s big moves
were disabling and damaging enemies, Priest was effectively wading through the tide and killing
everything he came into contact with, as the huge Dragokkaren grabbed a Bigmouth by the
tentacles before he stabbed into its heart, and even as it released a death scream, he lifted it above
his head and then slammed it down into a group of three Drones. Then the Drakkaren cursed as a
line of five Drones all rose assault rifles, taking aim at him as the reptile winced and rose an arm
on reflex as some strange instinct passed through his body.
The reptile‟s scales almost vibrated as they rose up slightly, becoming smooth and
metallic as the Drones opened fire on him… and the lizard winced and cursed under his breath as
electrified bullets ricocheted off his scales, sparks travelling over his body as the Drakkaren felt a
strange tingling travelling through his form before he created a sphere of energy in his hand and
threw it hard, and it struck the Drone in the center of the group and exploded with enough force
to annihilate the five, chunks of metal flying in all directions and clanking over the ground and
the still-advancing, dozen Drones left. Zerrex made a face… then he cursed as a Bigmouth shot
in from the side, wounded and insane as it screamed at him before biting down on his arm, and

Zerrex shook the limb wildly as the monster tried to chew on his metallic body, blood exploding
from its jaws even as it managed to dent and tear at the metal scales covering the lizard‟s form.
Zerrex finally half-spun and slammed his arm down against the ground, and the creature
shrieked as it was squished into the metal floor itself before the Drakkaren kicked it hard in the
face, sending it flying in a short arc to crash and roll bonelessly away. The reptile made a
disgusted face, and then he cursed as two Drones tackled him… but all they managed to do was
knock him a step backwards, before he swung both fists down and smashed in a metallic chest
and a steel skull like they were paper. Then, before the remaining Drones could manage to sweep
in, Priest charged forwards, slicing through the side of one with his knife and twisting at the last
moment to tear a large metal plate off, and then his hand skillfully reached into the robot,
snagging the crystal that powered it before he booted it hard over, and then he muttered a short
spell as he held the crystal above his head.
The gemstone exploded, Priest wincing… but electricity immediately bounced between
the remaining Drones, the creatures sparking and jerking back and forth before exploding as the
lightning arced from them and over other metallic surfaces. Zerrex watched this stupidly, and
then Cherry winced and covered her face as the electricity was drawn suddenly to the Drakkaren,
his eyes bulging as his form sizzled and twitched violently before sparks flew from his form and
he slumped, a few stray bolts of electricity running along his metal scales as smoke floated
slowly up from his body, before he keeled forwards and landed with an audible smack on his
face as Priest grabbed his head in his hands with a look of utter horror. “Oh shit! Dad!”
“I‟m fine.” Zerrex mumbled after a moment, and then he coughed as his scales slowly
returned to normal, blackened and bruised in some places as the lizard made a face, his hair
charred and frazzled. He shook his head with a grimace, and then sat back, his spine cracking
loudly as he stretched and looked stupidly around the area.
Bits and pieces of Drone lay everywhere, along with a few twitching, dying bodies of
Bigmouths, a few of them moaning or gurgling as their tentacles weakly lashed back and forth.
The carnage was terrible, and that was even before including charred husks of minotaurs and
demons, and the dead angels, one laying with a wing covering his decomposed body, jaws open
in a death-scream and part of a Drone‟s arm still buried through his chest.
Then Ultima laughed at them from above, and he cooed: “Lord Zerrex, you‟ve lost your
touch! Oh, and here I thought this was something to get excited about… but it looks like the
harlot and the whoreson had to do all the work themselves!”
“Fuck you!” Priest shouted, flipping off the monitor, and Cherry snarled, her eyes
flashing as she clutched the Great Diviner tightly in her hands. Ultima only cackled, however,
seeming delighted by the show of emotions, and then Priest cursed under his breath before he
looked at Zerrex. “Come on, Dad, we‟re wasting time fucking around with this asshole. White
Team should be above us, trying to block out the Derelict and detach it from the ship.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he followed Cherry and Priest as the two took the lead, heading
for a hole in the wall with a set of tall stairs beyond, content to listen to orders until his head
stopped ringing. “So what the hell are we exactly up against here? Why did no one ever mention
this Derelict thing to me before?”
“Because we knew you‟d take off after it and try to kill the face off Ultima yourself.”
Cherry replied mildly, not looking back at him as the three began to run up the stairs, Priest now
easily gaining the lead with his long legs. “Fuck, slow your strides, kid, or I‟m going to clobber
you! Fucking… stairs…”

Cherry huffed, grumbling under her breath as Priest looked over his shoulder at her with
a grin, and then he looked upwards, leaping a girder that had fallen over the stairs as Cherry did
the same, and Zerrex almost fell on his face as he staggered over it and fell to all fours, clawing
his way back to his feet. “Ultima has modified his space station over the years… we know the
Old Gods outfitted him with a command hub, and the station was originally designed as some
kind of… Wulfe Enterprises signal relay center. It was never dismantled because no one figured
it would do any harm to leave the goddamn thing floating around in space. At some point,
though, Ultima reengineered his space station so he could start producing those Drones and
growing those Bigmouth things. They can survive in space for long periods of time, but the
bright side is that the bastards seem to have a hell of a problem with heat and flame.”
Zerrex nodded, wincing as he staggered over some rubble on the stairs that Cherry and
Priest almost seemed to float through, and then he cursed under his breath as Cherry called:
“Come on, Boss, keep up! You can do better than this!”
“Shut the hell up.” Zerrex muttered, and Cherry winced and cleared her throat, looking
forwards as they ran in silence for a little while… before the Drakkaren finally asked: “Why
hasn‟t the station been destroyed?”
“The Derelict‟s got heavy shields and some kind of cloaking device… it never engages
any of the space colonies more than once every few years, at most, even if when it does attack, it
really goes all out.” Priest replied, and then he winced as he ducked under a set of hanging
electrical wires, adding darkly: “Fucker takes his time building up his forces, calculates every
goddamn in-and-out of his attacks. Team Blue has been deployed to try and crack his shell, but
last report I got, they weren‟t making much progress… but that was a day ago, before Ultima
hacked our fucking communicators and had them all blow up.”
The Dragokkaren shook his head, and Zerrex asked, feeling stupefied: “You‟ve been
fighting for days?”
Priest and Cherry shared a wince, and then the female finally said lamely: “Well. Yeah.
Firenze organized us into six teams, Red, Blue, White, Black, Green, and Gold, we trade in and
out between fighting, securing areas, and getting rest. The Lunis forces cooperate with us pretty
well, though, and they‟ve got entire divisions of troops moving back and forth… but Ultima
hacked a lot of their defenses and weapon systems, and he‟s been trying to shut down the life
support on board. It‟s starting to get pretty dire, but White Team above us has been holding their
ground and not letting any of Ultima‟s Drones get near the Northern Core.
“See, for Ultima to take over the life support systems, he has to directly interface with all
four of the ship Cores. The design is so that they can emit signals to the ship, but they can‟t be
interfaced with wirelessly, and they can‟t receive messages unless someone plugs into the main
keyboard. But Ultima has already infected two Cores and an Old God simply blew up the
Eastern Core. We lost most of Black Team there… fucking ugly massacre.” Cherry made a
disgusted face, shaking her head slowly. “Poor bastards.”
Zerrex nodded, making a face before he looked up as a rumble went through the colony,
and he cursed under his breath as Priest muttered: “Come on, it sounds like we don‟t have a lot
of time left… we need to get up and support White Team in securing the Core. Hopefully Green
and Gold Teams are pushing the enemy out of the other areas… and if we‟re lucky, we won‟t run
into that goddamn Old God again.”
The three ran on in silence until they passed through an open shutter at the top of the
stairs, entering into a circular hall… and beyond, Zerrex could hear sounds of battle, as Priest ran

for an armored door before he cursed under his breath. “Locked… okay, probably a six digit
encryption, shouldn‟t take more than five minutes for me to hotwire this…”
“Boss?” Cherry crossed her arms, stepping backwards, and Zerrex flexed his clawed hand
before it turned into a sledgehammer as Priest leapt back from the door with a wince, before the
Drakkaren snarled as he slammed his hammer-hand forwards in a vicious overhand swing into
the valve on the door, and it snapped off in a hiss of steam before the Drakkaren swung hard into
the metal barrier, the door snapping out of place and skidding over the ground as the lizard‟s
warped claw returned to normal, Priest gaping as Cherry said mildly: “And that‟s how we used
to open doors before all this fancy hotwiring shit.”
Priest snorted, then he and Cherry both followed Zerrex quickly into the wide room
beyond, the Drakkaren looking back and forth with a wince: the room was dome-shaped, and
Drones were literally pouring in through a large hole that had been shattered through one wall,
robotic bodies piling up as both demons and Lunis soldiers fired into the onslaught with gatling
guns and heavy machine guns, both anchored firmly to the ground on weighted tripods. But the
sheer weight of numbers from the Drones was allowing them to press slowly forwards, as other
soldiers worked to seal shutters and doors on the other side of the area, even as cracks began to
form in the wall from some other creature approaching.
Meanwhile, a figure was working desperately away at a massive central terminal, the
core a blinking mass of lights that stood like an alien obelisk in the center of the room, with a
single keyboard and curved monitor on a track that stood out from the machine. Then Zerrex
gaped as he realized it was Cindy, before Priest ran over to her and patted her on the shoulder,
and she looked up in confusion before sighing in relief. “Oh thank god. Look, I‟ve encrypted
what I could, but-”
“Go see Dad, Cindy, I‟ll take it from here.” Priest exchanged a tight hug with her, and
Cindy smiled as she nodded and stepped away, not looking surprised in the slightest to see
Zerrex as she picked up a metal case and walked quickly over. Priest, meanwhile, sat at the
machine, flicking his wrists out before he began to tap away at the keyboard, a frown of
concentration coming over his features that told Zerrex clearly he had entered his own little
world despite the uproar around him and letting him admire the Dragokkaren‟s dedication and
concentration on the task at hand.
Cindy, meanwhile, gazed over her father worriedly as the two hugged before she asked
quietly: “Are you doing okay, Daddy? I figured that longer this conflict drew out, the more likely
you‟d show up here… no matter what happens on Hell, after all, I‟m well-aware that you stick
your nose into everything and you can never help but to meddle.”
“I am a meddler.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he looked curiously over Cindy before
they both winced and looked up as a Drone lunged suddenly out of line towards one of the
gunners, only for Cherry to throw her Great Diviner at it and slice its head neatly into two pieces
before the sword retracted. “And well, what the hell are you doing here? Or is everyone I know
part of this party?”
“I‟m White Team‟s medic and technology specialist. You know I prefer to let others do
the fighting, Daddy.” Cindy replied with a bit of a smile, and then she glanced nervously towards
the other doors, pointing at a black-furred wolf Zerrex well-recognized. “Vampire was pissed
about it, but he was drafted in too. He‟s not a big fan of space… apparently that can kill him.”
“That‟s a surprise, considering that‟s all he has between the ears.” Zerrex muttered, and
then he winced at another loud crash that echoed through the area, as cracks further spread

through the doors being battered and both demons and angels fought to hold them closed. “What
the hell is doing that?”
The female made a face, shaking her head in disgust. “Bigmouths, mainly. It‟s when they
back off, though, we‟ve been having problems… there‟s an Old God in the area, and neither she
nor Ultima exactly care about collateral damage, so they‟ve been blowing up entire sections of
the ship just to try and pick us off. Gold and Green Teams also had to withdraw towards System
Management, since Ultima is sending Drones into the interior to try and get to the life support
systems manually.”
Zerrex made a face, and then he asked her quietly: “Where would I help the most, Cindy?
You seem to know the entire layout of operations and I want to be as useful as I can.”
“We need to get a message to the Operation Deck in First Class. Can you teleport there?”
Cindy asked quietly, and the Drakkaren frowned a bit before he brightened, and instead held out
an arm. A moment later, a groggy-looking Sammy appeared in his hand, the skeletal
pseudodragon squeaking before he yelped when there was another echoing bang, leaping on top
of the Drakkaren‟s head before chirping and looking stupidly at Cindy as she smiled a bit. “That
might work too. And they probably won‟t fire on him, either.”
Sammy scowled at this visibly, but then he jumped down to Zerrex‟s outstretched hand,
sitting patiently as the angel said softly: “Sammy… Knight Dove…” Sammy visibly puffed up at
this, even if he had neither lungs nor chest to push out. “Since you‟re the only one who can do
this…” Sammy held his head high, almost sitting back on his ass and probably not realizing how
dumb he looked by now. “I need you to relay this message to the Operation Deck, in First Class,
which is in the Central Block. I need you to tell Commander Basalt to inform the Admirals not to
fire on the Derelict at all costs: Ultima‟s repaired his energized shielding, and if they shoot it
with conventional or even nuclear arms, it‟s only going to further damage the Hathor Colony.
Worse, I think Ultima‟s Particle Cannon may be nearing operations: if that‟s true, we‟re going to
have to evacuate the Hathor.”
Sammy chirped, then Cindy petted him, and he nuzzled her hand before leaping into the
air and vanishing. Cindy smiled a bit over at her father, and then she said quietly: “And now your
job, Daddy. But first… Cherry, can you and Priest help hold down the fort here?”
Cherry grunted at this, looking sourly amused at best even as she slung the Great Diviner
into the group of Drones, impaling one before she yanked hard, and most of its chest came with
it. “Hell yes, no problem, you stupid-”
Before Cherry could finish, the wall of Drones fighting to get inside simply exploded in a
blast of golden light, and both Lunis soldiers and demons covered their eyes with yells of pain as
the same radiance washed over them. In only a few seconds, five golden arrows fired into the
room, each striking and obliterating a gun to send shrapnel rocketing through the group, soldiers
falling screaming to the ground as Cherry leapt away with a curse before a lone figure strode
inside through the wreckage, the cow screaming: “Where is the one who killed my grandfather?”
She had pure white skin, her eyes a radiant, maddened gold and her armor the same color
as her brilliant irises: stacked plates covered her shoulders and arms, while the breastplate she
wore was decorated with diamonds along the collar and waist. More plates hung down around
her crotch and to her knees, with both lower legs and forearms protected by hard leather plates
strapped over them. A dagger was holstered at her waist, but hanging on her other hip was a
quiver of arrows, and in one hand she carried an immense longbow made of gold, almost as long
as the seven foot tall female as she glared ruthlessly back and forth.

A soldier managed to climb to his feet, aiming at her with his assault rifle… and with
only a glare, the weapon immediately superheated in his hands before exploding, knocking him
sprawling as the female‟s gaze shot back and forth. Priest was wincing as he looked over his
shoulder, talented fingers still typing away… but she ignored both him and Cherry completely,
before her eyes settled on Zerrex as they blazed, and she screamed: “You! Killer! Traitor!”
She rose her bow as she drew back the string, and an arrow of pure golden light appeared
in it, the Drakkaren wincing as he stepped forwards and swung his right arm out on instinct…
and the arrow of light shot like a laser, striking into it with enough force to make it feel like his
arm had nearly been yanked out of its socket, pinwheeling it and staggering backwards, chunks
of broken metal and rock hailing down from the limb… but despite the cracks through it and the
blue light that shone through the deeper veins, the arm was still left completely intact, and Zerrex
grimaced: he‟d have to be more careful, though.
“You, get out of the way!” the female screamed at him, and now Zerrex just felt stupid
even as he stepped forwards, bringing his arm up as she created another arrow and took aim
again… before suddenly pointing down at his feet, and Zerrex had a moment to feel dumb before
she released the arrow, and this time it exploded just in front of him in a blast of golden flame
that sent the Drakkaren flying through the air to land on his back and skid painfully into the other
wall, where soldiers were still trying to hold the doors shut as monsters battered on the other side
of it.
Then the female snarled, taking aim at Cindy as she howled: “This is for my grandfather
Helios, murdering bitch!”
She fired the arrow, but Cindy‟s body became transparent the moment before release, and
the arrow simply passed through her face without leaving a mark, instead burrowing through the
wall opposite and making something on the other side scream in agony, the thudding halting for
the moment as Zerrex sat up dumbly… and then Cindy solidified, saying quietly: “It was war,
whoever you are. And Helios had just killed a friend of mine, who died protecting me. Revenge
is a fool‟s errand.”
“Revenge is all I have.” the female snarled at her, and then she suddenly aimed upwards,
and Cindy cursed before the Old God shot three arrows in quick succession into the ceiling,
knocking a hole in it before a pair of glowing white wings tore from the cow‟s back, and she
howled as she threw herself upwards and flew out into the passage beyond. Cindy and Zerrex
traded looks, and then they both ran forwards, leaping up to follow her as angelic wings unfolded
from Cindy‟s back and ripped through the back of her shirt, as wings of energy pushed out of the
Drakkaren‟s own before he even realized what was happening.
Cindy and her father both shot upwards into a long ventilation passage, the Old God they
were chasing spinning around in midair with her bow, legs curled up slightly as she fired off
three quick shots down the narrow, cylindrical duct… but Cindy only made her body ethereal as
Zerrex winced and threw himself upwards to skirt along the ceiling, his wings of white energy
charring the metal surface before the Old God snarled and fired an arrow of light into the roof,
sending out a rain of metallic plates that bounced painfully off Zerrex‟s body as he covered his
face with his arms, cursing under his breath.
Then the female spun around, putting on an extra burst of speed as the two began to gain
on her, and she fired a short volley of shots into some kind of machine at the end of the duct, the
device whirring loudly before it exploded, and then there was suddenly no sound as the vent
depressurized, the air sucked violently outwards as the Old God cackled insanely and allowed
herself to be pulled outwards – it seemed she wasn‟t quite as affected by the vacuum as Cindy,

who cursed as she became solid and tried to fight against being pulled out for a moment, wincing
in visible pain… before she gasped, a bit of blood dribbling from one nostril but the warmth
returning to her as Zerrex caught her in one arm, the Drakkaren somehow managing to create a
bubble of atmosphere around the both of them as they shot out into space, gritting his teeth and
not bothering to pretend he understood these powers of his.
The female looked disgusted as Zerrex let go of Cindy, the semi-translucent blue sphere
around the two expanding rapidly until it was almost fifty feet in diameter, and the Old God
looked back and forth as they hovered above the Hathor. Zerrex looked down slowly over it,
silent explosions rising up through the massive colony here and there as things swarmed like ants
beneath blackened clear metal shielding… and then he looked slowly to the side as the Old God
whispered: “Yes, don‟t you mortal fools understand? It‟s too late for anything except for
revenge…”
The Derelict floated ominously nearby, not so much a space station as it was a collection
of girders, chunks of space-rock, and debris culled from other colonies. The outer layering of the
station even included several large metal crates that were still faintly labeled „Wulfe Industries,‟
as well as a massive, rusted hand from what could have only been a Mechanaut once upon a
time… but was now merely part of an insane space station designed by a lunatic computer.
Electricity shot over the metal now and then in great white arcs, and four humongous, steel
tethers each attached to an anchor-shaped grappling hook had been fired from the station into the
colony, and as Zerrex watched, a screw-shaped missile fired out of a narrow tunnel leading past
the outer shell of the station to ram into a hole ripped in the Lunis colony, followed by several
Bigmouths that swarmed hungrily after the missile. So that’s how the Drones must board… “It‟s
not too late, no… and there can still be leniency for whatever you‟ve done, if you help us put a
stop to Ultima.”
The female looked at Zerrex disgustedly, and then she rose herself up to her full height,
saying coldly: “I am Medea, granddaughter of the solar god Helios, heir to the Kingdom of the
Sun. I do not need your „leniency,‟ fool… what I require is the life of that bitch, who killed my
grandfather!”
Medea spun with a snarl, firing an arrow at Cindy… but the angel only tilted her head to
the side, grimacing as the shot went wild. “I don‟t want to hurt you, Medea… but I will if I have
to. Don‟t make me, though… enough blood has been spilled.”
“Not nearly enough yet.” Medea snarled, then she fired two arrows quickly at Cindy‟s
stomach, but Zerrex slid in front of her, blocking them both with his rocky arm before the cow‟s
eyes flashed with rage, and she swung her arm out, golden flames erupting over the Drakkaren‟s
entire body and making him curse as he was launched violently to the side, the female shouting:
“Stay out of this, brigand!”
Brigand… been a while since I was called that. Zerrex thought stupidly, as he fell out of
the atmosphere bubble he had created… but thankfully it stayed in place even as another bubble
formed around the reptile, after a brief moment of wincing at the vacuum of space. How the hell
am I doing that? Right, no time to look the gift hydra in the mouth. “Cindy, I‟m coming!”
“Oh, I was thinking you could play with my pet, while I play with yours!” Medea
snarled, then she rose two fingers to her mouth and blew a piercing whistle, and Zerrex looked at
her dumbly… before he heard something rumble behind him, and he slowly looked over his
shoulder as a shadow fell over him to stare up stupidly at a massive, monstrous dragon covered
in dark gold scales, red and black streaks and shapes here and there as four enormous, red-andyellow feathered wings flapped in matching rhythms on its back. Three long tails snapped back

and forth, covered in black scales and each ending in multiple twisting, whip-like tines, and
claws the size of small vehicles tore into the metal as it leaned forwards with a snarl, baring
huge, yellow fangs in its spade-shaped muzzle, a huge horn pushing up from the end of its maw
and large, spiked frills on either side of its armor-plated face, a leather harness complete with
saddle tight around its long, serpentine neck.
Zerrex swallowed a bit at the size of the creature, grinning stupidly and rubbing the back
of his head… and then it leaned down and roared at him, vibrating the Drakkaren‟s very scales
together as he winced and leaned away, flecks of the magma it had in place of saliva flying past
him before the creature leaned back, taking a deep breath… and immediately, the Drakkaren shot
away from the colony and past one of the thing‟s enormous shoulders, wincing as he looked back
at it and realized it had six huge legs that all ended in the same deadly talons, as a terrible blast of
golden flames shot narrowly past him in a huge, deadly cyclone. The monster tore itself away
from the space colony, giving the Drakkaren chase as he shot away from the Hathor and into
open, black space, wanting to distance himself from both the colony and Cindy.
The monster howled in fury as it chased him, and Zerrex created a sphere of energy in his
hand that he threw hard over his shoulder with a wince, panicking at the size of the goddamn
thing and the way his body kept seizing up, how he kept not knowing what to do… and then his
anxieties only further grew when the sphere collided with its face and exploded to absolutely no
effect, the thing snarling as it spat another blast of flames at him. The Drakkaren twisted out of
the way with a curse, and then he dived and spun around, racing beneath the huge body of the
creature… but it kicked a leg on reflex as he brushed up against its body, and the lizard was sent
hurtling through space with a curse, flipping out of control with no idea of what was up or down
or even where the hell the beast was.
Cindy snarled, watching her father lead the beast away… and then Medea shot an arrow
at her, but she easily evaded it before shooting forwards, becoming ethereal for a moment as
Medea shot another arrow… before the female snarled and rose a hand, and golden flames
erupted over Cindy‟s body, knocking her backwards and forcing her to become physical as they
burned away at her spirit, not her form. She slapped wildly at them, and then Medea fired a third
arrow at her… but the female threw herself backwards, the arrow only managing to nick her
wing before she shot forwards, and Medea seemed surprised before she looked towards the sun
and took a breath… and a moment later, she became golden light that swirled violently around
Cindy, disorienting and blinding her before she reappeared behind her, an arrow of light already
nocked in her bow and the tip of it pressed against Cindy‟s spine as the sorceress grinned
victoriously… and then screamed when Cindy spun around, slapping her across the face with her
wing and knocking the bow wide to shoot the arrow into blank space, before Cindy grabbed the
bow with both hands and yanked Medea forwards.
She cursed, then yelled profanities in her own tongue when Cindy slammed her head
forwards into her nose, blood floating from it in the zero gravity environment, one hand weakly
clutching her bow before Cindy simply snapped it in half, and Medea looked stupidly down at
this before Cindy threw her broken half away with a snarl of disgust. “I could easily kill you,
Medea. You‟re inexperienced and not a combatant. And believe me, once my father gets himself
back in control, he‟ll take care of that dragon beast of yours in a few seconds flat.”
“Bitch!” Medea snarled and swung at her face with the other half of the bow, and the
golden metal snapped against Cindy‟s head as it only moved slightly, digging a thin gash along
her skull. Medea looked stupidly at her, then down at the warped metal in her hand before the
Drakkaren grabbed the sorceress by the throat, hauling her above her head and making her cower

in shock and terror as she dropped the bow to claw at her with one hand and reach for her dagger
with the other.
Cindy spun around and threw Medea hard downwards, and she had a moment to shriek
before she smashed loudly into the outer shell of the Hathor, the solar goddess leaving a large
dent in the metal as she groaned in pain and rubbed slowly at her skull… and then she snarled,
suddenly turning and shooting upwards into space, leaving the atmospheric bubble to spin
around with a grin of victory as she shouted: “Now what will you do, murderer?”
Cindy couldn‟t hear Medea, but she could read her lips… and her eyes widened as the
sorceress held up her hands and began to chant, and golden flames burst over the angel‟s body.
She cursed, flailing back and forth, but Medea only continued the spell, keeping the flames
burning away at her as Cindy flickered in and out of physical reality, yet even ethereal she
couldn‟t avoid the pain… before she snarled and flew straight at Medea, wincing as the ice-cold
vacuum of space tore at her and began to drain the blood from her body, and Medea only
laughed and drew backwards as fast as she could while chanting the spell, increasing the distance
between them as Cindy vainly attempted to catch up, before her eyes widened and her back
arched as she screamed soundlessly, blood floating up from her mouth before she went limp,
eyes dull and open as Medea screamed in triumph, allowing the golden flames around the female
to die out as she ceased moving.
She looked at the angel‟s floating body, then smiled as she floated slowly over to it,
reaching down and grasping Cindy‟s shoulder almost tenderly as she drew her dagger… and then
one of the angel‟s hands locked around her throat, and Medea gargled, her eyes bulging as she
tried to stab forwards… but Cindy caught her wrist in her other hand, before she grimly snapped
it, making Medea wheeze in a breathy scream as the angel looked up, one eye slowly bleeding as
she rasped: “Rule one. Ensure the enemy is dead.”
Then, slowly, Cindy began to drag Medea back towards the bubble of atmosphere: the
sorceress attempted to struggle, and Cindy slammed a fist into her gut, shattering the plate armor
and making Medea vomit blood into space, before she shuddered as she was dragged through the
floating bile and gore as Cindy continued to tow her backwards… and when she began a spell,
Cindy rose her arm above her head and slammed her elbow down into Medea‟s muzzle, and even
while being choked she screamed at the agony of her jaw snapping and muzzle dislocating,
hanging awkwardly to the side with a terrible rip down the side of her once coldly-beautiful
features. Now, she only trembled in terror as she stared at Cindy, the two reentering the
atmospheric bubble before Cindy grabbed her by the shoulders with both hands, looking into her
eyes as Medea‟s wounds slowly healed themselves, the sorceress whimpering: “What… what are
you going to do with me?”
Before she could answer, there was a resounding roar as the dragon closed in on Zerrex‟s
back, the Drakkaren still fleeing madly from the creature before it opened its jaws and lunged,
snapping them shut around the lizard as he winced and curled up in a ball… and then he opened
his eyes to stupidly gaze around the inside of the dragon‟s mouth, floating above its tongue with
his wings wrapped around its body, and he could smell horrible, rotting breath and see burning
magma between the quaking flesh of its tongue and the solid black of its gums… before he
lowered his head, trembling a bit as he mumbled: “I can grow to ten thousand feet tall but…
wait.”
Zerrex looked up dumbly… and then he glanced to the side of the creature‟s mouth
before he simply slammed his rocky hand into the base of a tooth, and the dragon shrieked,
gnashing its teeth wildly together before spitting him out, the reptile cursing as he spiraled

through the air a few times before he turned around and glared at the dragon, as it slowly reared
back, hissing… and then the Drakkaren closed his eyes, forcing the panic away this time and
concentrating… before he opened them, and now the dragon was staring in shock up at him, the
lizard roughly four times the size of the beast as he glowered down at it before raising a finger
and waggling it back and forth.
The dragon snarled at him and breathed a blast of golden fire over his face, and Zerrex
cursed, flailing his arms before he snarled back as he brushed the flames away, then he reached
down and seized it by the back of the throat, making it gargle as he grabbed its tails in his other
hand and simply stretched the monster out as hard as he could, making it squeal in pain as the
reptile grumbled: “Goddamn stupid goddamn monsters…” He paused, then glared at the
Derelict, adding: “Goddamn stupid robots too… fine, let‟s cure two problems at once, shall we?”
With that, Zerrex stretched the dragon out again to make it squawk, letting himself float
down towards the space station: it was roughly half the size of him, and he could almost hear
Ultima screaming profanities at him as the Drakkaren reached down and tore the cables free
from the orbiting space colony. Bigmouths charged at him, but Zerrex slapped a hand out and
they immediately fled like bugs, before the lizard seized the tails of the gigantic creature with
both hands and jerked it back over his shoulder, the thing flapping its wings wildly and gnashing
at the vacuum before it squealed when the lizard swung it like a baseball bat into the spherical
space station… and the front half of the dragon exploded into gore even as the Derelict rocked
violently, rolling backwards a few times before the Drakkaren made a face, tossing the bottom
half of the dragon away as it began to burn up into golden flames.
Then he reached out and tried to touch the space station, but the forcefield repelled him…
before the reptile looked towards the sun in the distance, and then slowly down at the space
colony. A moment later, he reached quickly out and seized it between both hands, pushing his
own energies into the shield… and the forcefield turned a solid blue, now feeling like a large ball
as the lizard mumbled to himself: “I was never any good at sports… but let‟s see…”
The Drakkaren tossed the Derelict back and forth, the shield surrounding it repelling the
space colony violently back and forth as it bounced against the walls of what had once been its
protection, but now served as its prison, before he grinned slightly as he tossed the colony up…
then sighed as it simply continued to float slowly in that direction, reaching up and grabbing it as
he muttered: “No gravity, right. Well. Okay.”
And with that, Zerrex simply threw the space station downwards before he punted it as
hard as he could, and the shields surrounding the station shattered even as it rocketed straight
towards the sun in the distance. The reptile watched it curiously, putting his hands behind his
back as he floated idly through space for a few moments… and then he shook his head as he
turned, slowly shrinking down to his normal size as he reentered the atmospheric bubble and
floated up to Cindy, rubbing the back of his head awkwardly as she sighed and looked at him
sourly, Medea struggling weakly against the headlock she was in. “So okay. I panicked against
the dragon beast. I… I dunno. It‟s kind of like the memories I don‟t have are surging forwards,
trying to tell me about the powers I used to have… while at the same time, I‟m forgetting about
all the powers I actually do have now. Did I look cool, at least?”
“You killed my dragon!” Medea screamed, tears leaking from her eyes – and Zerrex
didn‟t know if it was from the physical pain, the humiliation, or the loss of her pet. “I‟ll fucking
rip your heart out!”
“She‟s a mouthy one.” Zerrex said dryly, and then he crossed his arms and leaned
forwards, flicking her nose and making her wince as he added sourly: “For the record, though,

you set said dragon on me. What was I supposed to do, throw a tennis ball for it? Take it for
walkies? Or give it a treat and hope it didn‟t bite my goddamn everything off?”
Medea was silent, sulking and raging at the same time, and then Zerrex looked at Cindy
as she asked quietly: “What do we do with her?”
Zerrex looked at the cow, and then he said finally: “Your choice, Cindy. You collared
her. Now you can choose whatever the hell we do with her.”
“I‟ll kill you all!” Medea screamed, but now Zerrex only looked at the sorceress with
annoyance that masked pity. Disarmed and without her pet, she suddenly no longer seemed like
much of a threat, despite the blood that covered Cindy‟s body: from the lack of marks on her, he
was well-aware that it was mostly the harsh environment that had done such damage to her,
rather than the sorceress herself.
And then Cindy simply let the sorceress go and shoved her hard away. Immediately,
Medea flapped her wings and retreated away from the two, breathing harshly and rubbing at her
bruised throat, before Cindy said quietly: “Get out of here. The Derelict is destroyed, but Ultima
will likely have uploaded himself somewhere else and gone into hiding. We‟ll have to destroy
every single Drone and wipe the virus from the colony in order to ensure he‟s gone for good. In
short, Medea, we have bigger fish to fry. Besides, you lost the battle… now you get a second
chance to get out of here, live for something other than revenge.”
“I have lived for love, and lived for revenge… and either way, the ending is not a sweet
one.” Medea rasped, and then she snarled as she lunged forwards, her fists hammering against
Cindy‟s body… but the angel only grunted at the first impact, before she frowned and simply
shoved the demigoddess away, as if she were a minor pest. Medea looked strangely hurt at this,
and then she trembled before she pointed a shaking finger at Cindy, saying harshly: “This… this
isn‟t over, bitch!”
And then Medea covered her face as she fled, Zerrex and Cindy watching her hasty
retreat and both knowing that it was, in fact, over. Medea had been ruthlessly beaten, her pride
stripped, her dignity shattered, and her instinct for self-preservation was obviously much greater
than her need for vengeance: the chance of her ever showing her face again was slim at the
greatly-exaggerated most.
Zerrex quietly wrapped an arm around Cindy‟s shoulders, and they smiled awkwardly at
each other as the floated in space, before the female hugged herself and pressed against her
father‟s side, murmuring: “I‟m freezing, Daddy. Let‟s go back inside, okay?” She stopped, then
looked at him quietly for a few moments, before adding softly: “You did okay, Father… but you
do need to control your emotions better.”
The Drakkaren looked embarrassedly away, and then he and Cindy quietly floated down
to the vent they had torn out of. An emergency shutter had closed, but the Drakkaren carefully
wedged his warped claw forwards into the narrow space between the two metal plates that had
closed together, and he grunted, pushing it downwards with a clank of straining gears as his flesh
and blood hand grasped the upper section of the shutter, making his biceps bulge as he muttered:
“I need to stop being such a goddamn coward… I have no idea what happened, Cindy, it was
like… it was like I forgot everything I ever knew about fighting…”
Cindy only patted him quietly on the shoulder as she passed, carefully climbing in
through the half-opened shutters before she turned around, grasping them both and holding them
open for her father as Zerrex slipped through, amazed as always by her physical might as she
replied, only the faintest strain showing in her voice: “You‟ve spent eleven years in dreamless
stasis, forgetting everything you knew…” A pause as Zerrex made it through, and then she let

the shutters slam closed together as she drew her hands back, before she hugged her father
impulsively… and he hugged her quietly back after a moment, curling her close to his form.
“You need to adjust. To emotions. To the sights and sounds and distractions of combat. To…
scientific, explainable chemical reactions as much as to the spiritual and mental fortitude
required to engage the opponent on your own terms. And most of all, you need to adjust to these
strange abilities you have, and remember what you can do with them… and that you don‟t need
them.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and then Cindy looked up at him before she smiled a bit
as Zerrex stroked her face… and the blood vanished from her features, her cut healing as she
murmured softly, pressing against the back of his hand with one of her own: “I felt that. I… I
haven‟t forgotten our agreement, either. And I‟ve thought a lot about it, because… even Marina
talked to me about it.”
She laughed a bit, and she took her father‟s hand quietly as they began to slowly walk
down the duct, feeling a rush of air press against them every now and then as Cindy looked up
and continued quietly: “I know it‟s not entirely fair to you… and what I‟m asking, after all these
years, is… it‟s strange.” She stopped, then looked at him for a few moments quietly. “But look at
me. Angels… angels are static. I don‟t want to be static, Daddy, I want to be dynamic… and I
want to be your angel, more than just a stupid, contrived soldier of Heaven.
“I mean… look at Cherry. Able to change her shape at will, become male or female or as
she likes so much, stuck between them, able to change size and color and even the little things
about her body…” She stopped, looking down quietly. “And Marina. Marina hated herself as a
mortal, do you know that? She never felt she was beautiful enough, or strong enough for you…
but as… whatever the hell she is now, she… she has your eyes, Daddy. Goddammit, I want your
eyes too.” Cindy turned, looking up at him silently as she stroked over his face, before smiling
faintly as she flicked his white locks back. “Or maybe this, your hair. Would I be pretty with
hair, do you think?”
She laughed a bit, not waiting for an answer as she shook her head and swung their hands
between them lightly, looking embarrassed. “I… I know, it‟s strange. Just like I know even now,
Marina‟s terrified you don‟t love her anymore because she changed herself for you. That you
dislike her body more than you did when she was mortal, even though… she did it in her own
weird way to try and save your life. She just… she got lost in her own power on the way, I
think… and in her own fantasies that now you would love her more than anyone or anything in
the world.
“And I know, Daddy… that forcing you to do this, for a while it won‟t be fun. And I‟ll
have to adjust to… what I become.” Cindy continued softly, looking down as they walked slowly
down the vent passage, before she smiled a bit. “But see, I don‟t want… you to love me the most
in all the world. I don‟t want to pretend we‟ll never fight, and that we‟ll never have our
differences, any more than I want you to… reshape me entirely. But I do want to be changed a
little, and I do want to… feel that new link forged between us, feel what it‟s like… to be yours.
Your angel, your little girl, your… whatever I become.”
“Cindy…” Zerrex started, but then he only made a face when the female shook her head
quietly. “What makes you think I‟m even capable of doing that?”
The female looked down for a few moments… then she murmured, taking his hand in
both of hers and squeezing it quietly: “At first, instinct. Then, I started reading about gods,
probing Ixin for information, getting more from the Naganatine and other sources around
Elysium and Heaven. Did you know, for example, that some mortals are born as demigods, and

never ascend to their proper place in life because they become so ingrained in mortal activities
and lifestyles, they never show more than a mild talent in wherever their true path lies? For
example, a demigod of creation who never discovers his true station in life, who is never visited
by the parent who gave him his godly heritage, who never has some grand epiphany about the
meaning of his existence, might simply become an architect. And since so much of mortal
culture is built upon and influenced by social norms and standards at the time, he might never
even become a popular or influential architect… he might just be some backwater designer for
some small town somewhere trying to expand its territory.”
Zerrex made a face at this, and Cindy smiled at him, knowing that the Drakkaren was
interested nonetheless. “So what often happens is that this demigod is living his life… but what
tends to happen, is that other supernatural entities become attracted to specific energy signatures.
Usually it starts with say… a minor haunting, maybe a grouchy or lazy poltergeist. Something
that people can easily pass off as their mind just playing tricks on them. But that, in turn, attracts
other supernatural entities… which just continues to stack and creates a domino effect usually
resulting in some angry god or psychopathic „paranormal hunter‟ killing the harmless demigod.”
“What are you trying to say, that I was born to harness this kind of power?” Zerrex asked
mildly, and then Cindy laughed and shook her head, gazing at him with soft amusement.
“What?”
“No, no, that‟s not what I mean.” Cindy smiled a bit after a moment. “Even though your
father… he was something… something not-normal, you were never a godling of any sort. I
mean, hell, yes, you did have unnatural vitality and incredible strength, but not of any epic
proportion. You still had to rely on your wits in battle as much as your brawn.” She stopped, then
added softly: “But think about it. We think gods must be these… beings of indescribable
potency, yet… when we analyze them, they… they‟re just people too. Just like me and you,
Daddy… hell, there are gods of accounting. Can you imagine it, this godly being whose only
divine power is to immaculately organize cost-profit ratios? And there‟s even a god of vomit!”
Zerrex looked flabbergasted at this, and Cindy nodded, smiling dryly. “They are… the
conceptualization of intangible things on a physical realm: but big words don‟t mean they‟re allpowerful. Yes, there are gods out there like Athéos, and perhaps gods even worse than he was…
but there are also harmless, pacifist gods who wouldn‟t be able to hurt someone even if they
wanted to. They‟re much more varied than demons or angels… but perhaps not as varied as
mortals. There are mortals, after all, born with abilities that should make them godlike… but who
could just as easily die from standing outside too long in the rain as they could from being hit by
a car or caught in an explosion. Who could even die from just seeing a real supernatural being
coming towards them. And who, in the afterlife, could end up with all their powers stripped
away forever.”
She stopped as they reached the hole in the ceiling, and then made a face, glancing down
through it as she said dryly: “Great. I can‟t tell if we should leave Priest and Cherry to deal with
the mess themselves or join in the fray.”
Zerrex blinked, then winced as a random shot fired up through the hole and ricocheted off
the wall with a blast of sparks, before he leaned forwards and looked down to see the surviving
soldiers had all clustered around the central terminal, blocking it off from the Drones as Cherry
and Priest engaged both the robotic beings and snarling Bigmouths. Cherry was grinning,
however, her eyes blazing and the Great Diviner held tightly in one hand, a minimal amount of
scrapes over her body while Priest stood ready with his knife, electricity sparking along the blade
and a fireball in his other hand as he shouted: “Come on then, motherfuckers!”

A Bigmouth lunged towards him… and Zerrex sighed as he jumped out, landing on it and
crushing it into the floor to either kill it or knock it out, the thing twitching once before the
Drakkaren hopped off it… and immediately one of the Drones stepped forwards, static and white
noise blurring with Ultima‟s voice as it screamed: “You! How dare you destroy my Derelict!”
“So it did hit the sun.” Zerrex said mildly, as he crossed his arms and Cindy dropped
down before she ran around to the other side of the pillar, the Drakkaren smiling a bit. Good girl.
Cover all sides. “Where exactly does that leave you then, Ultima? Did you flee to the broken
world below, or are you holed up in the colony‟s computer systems now?”
“Do you think I‟m an idiot?” Ultima seethed, and then the Drone pointed at him again,
howling: “Rip them all to shreds, I must have access to that computer core!”
“No wonder the fuckers got so aggressive all of a sudden!” Priest shouted over the chaos,
as he ducked under a Bigmouth that lunged for his face before slamming an uppercut into its
massive lower jaw, knocking it rolling through a group of Drones. He winced backwards as one
of the Drones swung an electrified claw out at him, then he slashed his knife in a quick, effective
cut through its optic sensors, both glass eyes exploding and making the Drone go wild, swinging
randomly back and forth and taking down two robots before its head simply exploded.
Zerrex grunted as he blocked an electrified claw with his rocky arm, then he
concentrated, turning it into a massive axe blade before he stepped forwards and slashed it out,
slicing several of the Drones into halves. One of the upper bodies landed at his feet, and Zerrex
looked down at it with disgust before it grabbed his leg, electrifying the Drakkaren and sending
agony through his body before he booted it hard into another Drone, and lightning jumped
between their chests before both exploded. “Situation!”
“They‟re attacking in waves, trying to wear us down!” Cherry shouted, then she booted a
Drone hard in the face, knocking it staggering as she dropped the Great Diviner to the floor and
wrapped her leg in the chain, then suddenly spun around in a hard turning kick, not hitting
anything with her leg but the sword slicing neatly through a Drone and a Bigmouth, the latter
squealing and withdrawing as the chain twisted its way several times around Cherry‟s leg and
thick body. She grinned and winked at the Drakkaren, catching the sword before it could fly past
her again, and then she threw it in a hard overhand toss as she kicked her leg out at the same
time, knocking a Drone backwards as her sword flew past it and sliced through the metallic skull
of another one before Cherry caught the chain as she twisted her body slightly, now spinning
back to the other side to slash through the same Bigmouth as it tried to charge again, making it
scream before the female absently flicked her hand out and sent a short wave of flame over it that
sent the creature down in a heap.
The Great Diviner snapped around her, beginning to pass by her waist again, but Cherry
rotated her still-extended leg to make the sword catch on her ankle and spin downwards, slicing
through the legs of several Drones to knock them flat before the sword spun around the lower
limb as it continued to unwind from her body, and it cut through the necks and skulls of the
Drones that had been knocked to the ground before Cherry reached out and caught the sword, the
chain hanging slack and short from manacle to hilt again. Then she cursed as the floor rumbled,
before it listed slightly to the side… and then suddenly they were left floating in midair as the
artificial gravity malfunctioned.
Priest cursed, grabbing two Drones and shoving them away… and as the Drones floated
stupidly, Ultima squawking and cursing, the Bigmouths surged forwards with terrifying speed,
no longer moving awkwardly on their tentacles. They shot around like predatory fish, before one
dove in towards Zerrex as another shot towards the group around the central pillar… but Zerrex

cursed, feeling energy rush down his left arm before he fired a beam of blue light into the
Bigmouth that was going for the soldiers, ripping a hole in it as a blade shot out of his right arm
and he swung wildly outwards.
He slashed the Bigmouth through one eye, and it screamed in misery, immediately
retreating before it turned and shot down the hole in the wall they had likely originally broken
through… and then a Drone managed to brace its feet against the wall before it launched itself
like a missile towards the central column. Before it could collide, however, the artificial gravity
suddenly resumed functioning, and the Drone fell to the ground and skidded loudly to Priest‟s
feet, the Dragokkaren and his mother the only ones managing to remain standing apart from the
soldiers leaning against the column.
He grinned widely, winking at Cherry… and then he kicked the Drone hard towards her,
before she slammed a fist into it and sent it flying into a Bigmouth, where it exploded in a
shower of sparks. The Bigmouth howled, and then it suddenly turned and fled as well, the other
remaining Bigmouths following as one of the Drones shakily got to its feet, looking back and
forth before Ultima‟s voice rasped: “This… this isn‟t over!”
Suddenly, the Drone turned and began to flee, and Priest and Cherry both snarled and
threw their weapons, Priest‟s knife sparking with lightning and Cherry‟s Great Diviner shining
with light… but no less than six Drones leapt up, the first taking the knife to the face, its metallic
skull ripping like paper but deflecting the blade off to the side as the Great Diviner pierced
through it… but the sword, even thrown by Cherry, could not pass through all six, and Ultima‟s
insane laughter fled the area even as Zerrex launched himself after the Drone, knowing he
couldn‟t let the machine make his escape this time, no matter what the cost ended up being. If he
gets out of here, he’ll hole up somewhere else, take over a Mechanaut or build himself a new
goddamn space station… we need to destroy every last Drone and purge him from the colony,
from all of goddamn existence! “Ultima!”
Zerrex cursed as he staggered through the wreckage of broken Drones, then he shot
through the hole in the wall and down the hall beyond, before cursing and wincing as an armored
shutter began to fall and blast doors started to slide closed behind this. The reptile dropped to a
slide to bypass this first set of obstacles, and he snarled at the sight of one of the Drones standing
down the hallway, its hand hooked into a control terminal as more shutters began to close and the
Drone that apparently held Ultima‟s AI continued to flee.
The Drakkaren scrambled to his feet, then he charged forwards in a low sprint, dashing
beneath the descending shutters before they could close before the Ultima Drone paused at the
intersection, looking back and forth, then straight ahead and finally over his shoulder… before
three Drones shot out of the left and two more came out of the right path, the crowd of Drones
blocking the entire center of the hallway before they broke into pairs, each pair taking a separate
hallway. The Drakkaren gaped stupidly at how smooth it was, before he snarled and created a
sphere of energy, throwing it hard down the hall straight ahead to strike the back of one Drone,
sending it up in an explosion of metal parts as the other machine was crushed bonelessly into the
wall, a few bits and pieces tinkering off it before the lizard cursed as he started forwards,
creating another sphere in his hand: chances were slim, however, that he could take out both
pairs at once, and nor did he know the layout of the area…
The Drakkaren began to lean around the corner, and then he cursed when an electrified
claw shot out and struck him in the face. Thankfully, the claws didn‟t manage to hook into his
scales, but the blow still hurt plenty, the lizard staggering backwards with a curse before he
snarled and threw the sphere in his hand straight down at the ground as Drones began to throng

forwards, the resulting explosion blowing off a robot‟s leg and sending it collapsing backwards
against the rest of the machines, and Zerrex made a face before he grasped his rocky forearm, a
three-foot blade springing from his wrist as he muttered: “Then let‟s do this.”
He stabbed forwards, making a face and keeping his body out of reach as the blade tore
through the chest of one of front machines in line, then he grunted and tore hard to the side to rip
the machine‟s front open and slash his blade through the neck of another at the same time,
making it whirr violently before he booted it hard backwards to knock it and several Drones
collapsing all over each other.
The lizard made a disgusted face as he readied himself again, taking a slow breath as he
grasped his rocky arm in a defensive posture, knowing that every second he spent here, Ultima
was spending escaping… but then he looked up in surprise as he heard a loud whine fill the air
before it became the burrowing snarl of a minigun, and the Drones standing in front of the
Drakkaren were blown away, pieces of them hailing down the hallway as they collapsed
lifelessly to the ground.
Zerrex kicked another Drone backwards into the hailstorm of bullet fire, and then he
sighed in relief as the barrage ended a moment later, running out into the hall and turning in the
opposite direction the gunfire had come from, throwing a wave over his shoulder just in case…
and he was thankful to see Lone and Mahihko, the latter bouncing up and down as the former
wheezed and leaned overtop the huge gun mounted on a turret in front of him. Then the lizard
turned back forwards, and his eyes narrowed as he passed over the fallen body of a Drone,
hammering the controls for a doorway and then wincing as he almost fell forwards down a steep
set of stairs, grabbing the railings and instead frowning at the sight of a second Drone body
laying in a crumpled, broken heap at the bottom of the staircase, the light gone from its glass-orb
eyes.
Then Zerrex heard a cackle from behind him, and he turned around just in time to see the
Drone that had been laying prone launch itself at his throat, electrocuting him before the
Drakkaren stumbled backwards and fell heavily, stairs bending beneath his weight as he bounced
off the top set, then skidded on his back down the next to crash into the cement floor below,
knocked stunned from both the electricity still twisting through his body and the impact force.
Ultima, meanwhile, giggled insanely from the Drone body as he began to get slowly up… and
then Zerrex grabbed the machine by the throat, and the Drone whirred violently before the lizard
rolled over and smashed the robotic construct hard down into the ground, something inside the
machine dislodging as smoke began to float up from the broken plates of the robot.
The lizard tossed the Drone disgustedly away, and it flopped and rolled a few times
before exploding, chunks of machinery hailing down as the reptile covered his face with his
arms, feeling grouchy and contemptible… and then he slowly climbed up to his feet, groaning as
he rubbed slowly at his head before he looked back and forth… then winced as he realized he
was in some kind of ship maintenance bay, a shuttle sitting on some kind of hydraulic lift and
held in place by the wings, a side door in the small, sleek ship open and a ladder extending up to
this. Zerrex frowned a bit, looking curiously over the machine… and then he winced and readied
himself as something clanked loudly inside of the shuttle cabin.
A moment later, a small, buzzing disc on magnetic treads rolled busily out of the shuttle,
before slowly making its way down the ladder… and Zerrex stared stupidly at the plate-sized
machine as it rolled carefully up to him, and then scanned over his features from a small, radardish-shaped device on its back before it beeped. “Subject not recognized as valid mechanic.
Please leave the premises immediately.”

Zerrex made a face at the small device, booting it lightly, and it scuttled around him as
the lizard sighed… then he frowned as he slowly turned around, watching the disc-shaped
machine move towards the stairs, before the reptile walked over to it and stomped hard down on
the device. It squalled, snapping almost in two and sparking faintly, and Zerrex said flatly down
at the ruins of it: “Thought you could escape, you sneaky little bastard? Ultima, don‟t think I‟ve
forgotten that you can upload yourself into machinery.”
The machine beeped weakly up at him, and then the lights flickered out on it, and Zerrex
looked stupidly down at the device… before the lights on the shuttle behind him flashed on, and
Ultima‟s voice sneered from the machine: “Oh yes, but you see… I prefer the larger devices!”
Ultima began to laugh as Zerrex spun around and ran forwards as the shuttle rumbled,
trying to dislodge itself… and then the reptile winced as a klaxon began to blare, the shutters in
the ceiling above slowly sliding apart to reveal a hangar beyond, as the lift the machine was on
slowly began to rise upwards. “Come Lord Zerrex, stop me if you can!”
Zerrex snarled, then he ran forwards, leaping up to catch the edge of the shuttle door
before he hauled himself inside… and immediately the door slammed shut, as Ultima laughed
insanely, then said in a frenzied rush: “Two choices, two choices! You let me infect the colony…
or we both die in a searing ball of flame, Fallen Prince! It‟s up to you!”
The Drakkaren snorted at this, walking towards the cockpit… but then a panel opened in
the shuttle roof and an oxygen mask fell out, slapping the reptile in the face and making him
grimace as he shoved it aside… but as he was pushing it away, the oxygen mask snapped
upwards, and the reptile‟s wrist caught in the strap, cursing as he felt his arm yanked on painfully
before the pilot‟s chair spun violently around and smacked him across the muzzle, making him
stagger. Immediately, the oxygen mask dropped, and the sudden slack on the reptile‟s arm
allowed him to stagger head first into the wall before Ultima laughed insanely as the entire space
shuttle tilted, this time sending Zerrex rolling backwards with a barrage of furious curses until he
smashed painfully into a wall.
Immediately, the co-pilot‟s chair began to spin violently, and Zerrex snorted in disgust at
this… before he yelped as it spun completely out of its base, shooting into the air with surprising
force before the Drakkaren rolled out of the way, wincing as it crashed to the ground next to him,
and then he picked this heavy furnishing up before throwing it hard into the pilot‟s chair as it
began to spin as well. The end of the co-pilot‟s chair snagged loudly against the wall, and Ultima
gave a snarl of frustration as the two chairs lodged together, gears grinding and snapping loudly
in the base of the seat as Zerrex slid past and grabbed the steering wheel… which promptly shot
at him with the force of a cannon, knocking the lizard onto his back.
He looked stupidly at this, winced, and then threw it away as he got up… and the oxygen
mask fell down, slapping him in the face before the lizard grabbed it and tore it hard out of
place… and a moment later, a buzzer sounded before a panel opened in the side of the wall as
Ultima screamed merrily: “Fire! Fire!”
A fire extinguisher launched out of the open panel and hit Zerrex squarely in the head,
making him stagger and drool a bit before the pilot‟s chair finally spun in reverse, and the heavy
furnishing lodged across the chair flew out and smashed into the Drakkaren, knocking him
sprawling. He grimaced, then cursed as Ultima fired the boosters of the rocket as it finished
rising into the hangar, making the shuttle tilt its nose high into the air and the Drakkaren slide all
the way down to the bottom of the shuttle, barely shoving the chair away in time before it could
further squish him.

Then Ultima let the shuttle pitch forwards, and Zerrex was thrown ahead as the deranged
computer system laughed before firing down the hangar, towards a pair of slowly-opening doors.
Zerrex immediately leapt to his feet, running and diving towards the cockpit, and he managed to
snag one hand into a computer monitor, hanging onto it before the reptile managed to get himself
upright as he slammed his warped claw down into the front computer systems, and Ultima
snarled as he shook the shuttle violently back and forth. “Stop that!”
“Make me.” Zerrex muttered, and then he cursed, his eyes bulging in shock as the
artificial gravity increased… before Ultima shot out of the Hathor‟s shuttle hangar, then twisted
the spaceship around in a wide, slow turn, the computer system rolling upside down to make the
lizard feel nauseated before all the gravity suddenly went in the other direction, and the
Drakkaren cursed as he was crushed against the ceiling, before Ultima rolled over as gravity
returned to normal, dropping him painfully to the ground again.
The Drakkaren groaned as he climbed up to his feet, grabbing onto the pilot‟s chair… and
Ultima spun the chair violently enough to throw Zerrex into the windshield, the reptile‟s body
smacking painfully against it before he snarled and drew his fist back, then punched through the
main computer, ignoring the sparks of wires as Ultima screamed in rage, howling: “No, no, no!
You will let me dock at the nearest air vent or I will simply destroy us both!”
Immediately, Ultima turned on the reverse thrusters, halting the ship in space and sending
Zerrex flying into the windshield again, the reptile grunting as he felt himself hit the two inch
glass hard enough to crack it… and then he slowly rubbed at his bloody skull, before he looked
tiredly out into space… and then he glanced up, saying bluntly: “Eat me.”
With that, Zerrex slammed his rocky fist into the glass windshield, and it shattered, the
lizard letting himself be sucked out into space and feeling a rush of intense cold before he
reached a hand down to claw into the nose of the shuttle, a bubble of atmosphere blossoming
around him as Ultima immediately screamed from the speakers as he tried to shove forwards, to
slam himself into the colony with the lizard impaled on the nose of the craft… but Zerrex
slammed an elbow hard down into the shuttle, wincing as it scratched barely by his body before
he spun around, seizing the tail rudder of the shuttle and ripping it completely off with a hard
twist as it passed. Immediately, Ultima began to spiral violently out of control, screaming as he
jerked back and forth before he scraped along the side of the colony, a wing catching on it and
ripping off before the shuttle rocked upwards and bounced off the solid outer hull of the Hathor,
leaving a long streak of silver paint before the ship spiraled violently downwards, heading not for
any visible colony now but instead rocketing out of control as it descended towards the broken
planet below.
Zerrex smiled grimly, rubbing his hands together as he hoped that meant the end of that:
he highly doubted Ultima would be able to survive a headlong crash into the planet, but they still
needed to purge whatever data was left of the insane machine from the Hathor, and ensure the
rest of the Drones were destroyed, in case he had replicated his data into another shell. Then the
lizard sighed, shaking his head slowly as he let his warped claw recede and become flesh-andblood once more, the lizard murmuring under his breath: “Fanatics. Absolutely the last goddamn
thing I wanted to deal with.”
The reptile sighed, then he leaned slowly back, feeling the sun‟s rays kissing along his
body as he let himself free-float for a few moments, taking in the beauty of the stars and
universe, and feeling… strangely calmed by it all. Strangely, like he was in place, up here in the
darkness, the freedom and uncaring wild wideness of empty space… and he smiled a bit, letting

his eyes slip closed as he carefully laced his fingers together over his abdominals, taking a slow,
long breath and reveling in the strangeness of breathing in the vacuum.
After a few minutes, the Drakkaren finally roused himself, rolling his shoulders and
feeling oddly refreshed as he smiled a bit, rubbing at his head before he glanced around,
orienting himself. The Hathor was below him, visibly beginning to settle after the invasion that
had occurred as several shuttles emerged, beginning to circle the ship and releasing both
mechanics wearing spacesuits and larger, mechanical exoskeletons. Zerrex floated down towards
the space colony carefully, not wanting to appear aggressive in case he wasn‟t recognized, and
then he smiled awkwardly as he touched down on the hull and several people in gray suits stared
at him beneath tinted glass visors, carrying large tools of all shape and size.
The Drakkaren rose a hand, waving awkwardly at them, and then he headed for the hole
in the hull they were repairing, hopping down through it to land in the hall beyond and raising
his hands as he surprised a worker wearing a heavy-duty armor with a vaguely cubical shape to
it, running on massive tracks and with two pairs of arms extending from it: the upper pair had
three joints, allowing for complex movements and ending in detailed hands capable of intricate
work, while the lower pair of arms were more simple, with only one joint and long limbs that
each ended in a multitude of industrial tools.
The lizard made his way around this, and then he headed to the nearest shutter. A worker
stared at him, and Zerrex pointed silently at the blockade… and after a moment, the mechanic
nodded before he turned and hit a button, the shutter rising partway up with a rush of air as the
mechanic motioned vehemently for the Drakkaren to go through quickly.
The Drakkaren ducked low beneath the shutter, emerging into a slightly-curved hall
beyond, and a moment later the shutter slammed behind him, the reptile letting out a sigh of
relief before he leaned back against a wall for the moment, rubbing at his head slowly as he
attempted to get his bearings. On the one hand, he could easily just shoop to wherever Cherry,
Cindy, or others were… but on the other, he felt like he had already been straining and abusing
his powers a little bit too much, especially as of late, and he didn‟t want to know exactly what
would happen if he began to break those limits. Besides which, looking around the colony
admittedly fascinated him… and the Drakkaren smiled a bit as he began to walk down the
hallway, now taking in the way things in this colony were constructed… so much more smoothly
than they had been in the Irenic colony of Heosphoros.
Zerrex rubbed slowly at his muzzle as he stepped out of the hall and passed beneath a
sparking shutter that was grinding slowly up and down the top quarter or so of the tracks into
another open, L-shaped hallway, and the Drakkaren looked forwards, then sideways: the hall to
his left would take him further into the colony‟s insides, and the reptile reflected that was where
he was more likely to find the others… before he paused, tilted his head upwards, and then blew
a short whistle as he turned and headed along the corridor. A moment later, Sammy appeared on
his shoulder, and the Drakkaren looked at him with a slight smile as he said quietly: “See, I
haven‟t forgotten about you, old friend. I‟ve just been busy, you know that.”
Sammy chirped at him, and Zerrex laughed a bit before he reached up and flicked the
underside of his muzzle gently, smiling slightly at the skeletal pseudodragon. “We live in an age
of vast technology, Knight Dove, have you noticed that? For all the horrors the world‟s collapse
brought with it, it looks like we actually stand a chance at… at overcoming these barriers, with
time and struggle and putting technology to proper use, instead of… well… being jerks with it
and abusing what it has to offer us.” He stopped, then looked dryly amused, gazing at the ceiling
as he strode quietly along. “But who am I to talk? Since when have I ever been responsible?”

The Drakkaren laughed a bit, and then he smiled at Sammy amusedly as the
pseudodragon slapped at his face. “Stop that now. The only reason I function is because we‟re in
such a goddamn screwed up world, and I‟m not working some regular job but instead constantly
getting into supernatural conundrums and messes.” He paused, then added with mild amusement:
“Imagine me trying to hold down a regular job. I mean, shouldn‟t it say something that when I
lived with Cindy, all those years ago when I was mortal, I never managed to find a steady job?”
Sammy chirped at him irritably, and Zerrex rolled his eyes, smiling despite himself: he
could feel memories surfacing, and he thought that was a good thing… before he winced as
reality around him seemed to shiver, and suddenly the Drakkaren was walking down a tunnel
made of earth, sheared up here and there by ancient wooden rafters. Then the Drakkaren covered
his eyes with his forearm, gritting his teeth as he muttered: “Oh hell. Got too complacent.”
Sammy squeaked at him worriedly, and then he leapt up onto the reptile‟s head, clawing
at his hair and making him wince before reality fizzled around the lizard again, and he was once
more standing in a metallic, long hallway, the reptile giving a sigh of relief as he murmured:
“Thanks. I think I needed that.”
The pseudodragon leaned down and nipped his forehead firmly, and Zerrex smiled a bit
despite himself as he walked forwards, letting the skeletal little pet preen himself on top of his
head as the lizard concentrated on staying calm, not letting either memories or anything else
take over his mind. He breathed slowly in and out, walking down the hallway and nodding at a
patrol that passed to try and avoid suspicion… and then he made a face, rubbing at his skull
slowly as something fizzled in his mind and he heard a murmur of voices he couldn‟t quite make
out, before Cherry said, as if right beside him: “Hope the Boss is okay.”
“Cherry?” Zerrex looked stupidly back and forth as he reached the end of the hall, but he
couldn‟t see her, even if he could almost hear her breathing as he allowed his feet to move
towards her, and he heard her snort in response to something as he made a face, wondering if he
was going crazy even as he walked with a strange assuredness to his step through a wide, large
hallway clustered with scared civilians and grumbling security workers.
“Shit, for a smart guy you can be real stupid sometimes, Priest.” Cherry said flatly, and
then he heard a loud smacking voice before she laughed. “But yeah, I still love you, kid. Hey,
wolves, there you assholes are! Did you see the Boss anywhere? No? Fuck, where the fuck is
he?”
“I‟m right here.” Zerrex mumbled, and a worker in coveralls looked at him oddly, but the
lizard ignored him as he continued forwards, reaching up a hand and cupping it over the side of
his head as he closed his eyes, but he could still hear, sense, almost smell Cherry nearby as his
feet guided him towards a locked shutter guarded by two soldiers, and one of them stepped
forwards, holding up a hand and shaking his head with a grunt. The lizard made a face, and then
he said mildly: “But I need to get through. I‟m with the military forces that came in.”
“Let‟s see your ID then. Angel or demon?” the soldier said authoritatively, and Zerrex
felt dry entertainment for a moment at how, now that the existence of supernatural entities was
such common knowledge, people felt like they could start walking all over them. “Hurry the hell
up, I don‟t got all day.”
Zerrex grunted, pretending to dig in his pockets… and then he sighed, motioning at
himself as he made a face. “I must have lost it during the fight. It‟s been a hectic day.”
The soldier only grunted, and when Zerrex leaned forwards, he reached up and shoved
him backwards, making the lizard snarl as he said plainly: “Look, pal, I ain‟t letting you through

into the next sector. I got my orders, I got to follow them. It don‟t matter who the hell you are,
you ain‟t getting through.”
The Drakkaren took a few slow breaths, trying to calm himself… but he felt that Cherry
was on the other side of the shutter, and he felt like he was being drawn to her for some reason,
as her voice said cheerfully: “Come on, hurry up and get rid of the goddamn infection in the
systems… I could, you know, just rip the shit out, though. I don‟t want to take long, we‟ve
already overstayed our welcome and is Firenze ever going to be pissed at all of us.”
“What about putting a call through to a commander over there? They could clear me, I‟m
sure.” Zerrex prodded, trying to keep his cool as he realized he‟d just slurred a few words
together… but his vision felt fuzzy now, and his mind ached, and his emotions were on edge
before he looked up as the soldier snorted and shook his head, waving a hand.
“Get him out of here.” the soldier muttered, and now the other two guards came forwards,
grabbing Zerrex‟s arms to pull him away… and the reptile snarled again in a fit of rage, shoving
them both backwards before his hands seized their facemasks, and he threw them both
backwards before his eyes glowed solid green as he glared at the soldier in the middle, just as he
began to raise his rifle.
“I said I want to get through, now!” the Drakkaren ordered, pointing at the shutter… and
the glass of the soldier‟s facemask cracked as his eyes turned the same color as Zerrex‟s, his gun
falling from his hands before he slowly turned in a circle, arms loose at his sides as he staggered
towards the shutter, then slowly tapped in a code. Zerrex smiled grimly, and then he glanced to
the side as someone grabbed his shoulder, his eyes burning as he came face-to-face with another
patrol.
“That kind of behavior is unacceptable on board this ship. I‟m afraid we‟re going to have
to remove you from the colony.” said an armored trooper quietly… and without hesitation, the
lizard spun around, seizing him by the throat and lifting him into the air above his head, before
he turned his glare on the soldiers aiming at him and the gawking masses beyond.
“Get out of here!” he shouted, his voice reverberating violently through the interior… and
then all the people were simply gone, and Zerrex looked up with a malevolent grin to the soldier
he was still clutching in his hand, hissing: “I tried to play nice. I tried to be nice. I have always
tried to be nice! But it doesn‟t work with you people, does it, no matter how I push and shove
and bleed for you, it never works out!”
The Drakkaren stepped forwards, throwing the soldier hard… and then he snapped his
fingers, his eyes still glowing a baleful green as a cage of iron bars formed around the soldier, the
male grunting as he slammed into the back of it and it fell to the ground with a terrible clang.
Then the lizard began to approach, smiling coldly as he held up his right arm, blue flames
bursting into life around it as his scales rotted away and his warped claw emerged, the reptile
whispering: “Maybe I should try making an example of you…”
Then Sammy leapt down onto the Drakkaren‟s muzzle and bit fiercely into his nose, and
Zerrex cursed, staggering backwards in shock… and a moment later, he was standing in the
middle of the room, breathing hard, and it was crowded and people were milling by him, not
paying any attention to the lizard standing in the center of the masses, the soldier that Zerrex had
just been about to torture shouting orders to a patrol and the guards at the closed shutter chatting
amiably, ignoring the rest of the world. The reptile reached a trembling hand up, wondering what
had happened… and then the shutter opened, and Cherry emerged, cheerfully talking to Priest as
the Dragokkaren tapped away at a handheld computer with a grimace, the two wolves following
behind him with a cluster of soldiers.

Cherry looked up with a smile… and then her eyes sharpened as she saw him, even as
Zerrex tried to smile back and hide the terror he felt and the shakes in his body, and she elbowed
the guard out of the way before shoving through the crowd and studying his face, grasping his
shoulders as she muttered: “I‟d say you look like you just saw a ghost, Boss, but that usually gets
you all fucking cheerful, not terrified out of your goddamn mind. What the hell happened?”
Zerrex mumbled, not exactly wanting to talk about it… but then Cherry shook him
firmly, and he said finally: “I need to go somewhere where there aren‟t so many people.”
“Got it, no problem.”Cherry looked over her shoulder, waving to get Priest‟s attention
from where he was trying to give them space, blocking the two wolves from running over with
his large body. “Hey, kid, are we taking a shuttle or a vortex?”
“Two, three hours we‟ll be between the mortal planet and Hell… the angels are taking a
vortex now, but the rest of us demons are going to load up on a drop-ship. Ain‟t the nicest
method of going home, but I‟ll take it.” Priest called back, and then he made a face as Mahihko
darted under his legs. “Shit, lithe little bastard!”
Mahihko ran up to Zerrex… and Sammy promptly leapt down to tackle the wolf‟s face,
almost knocking him over, but the wolf only giggled and instead hugged the skeletal
pseudodragon, who resentfully put up with it as he scowled at Zerrex… but the Drakkaren
smiled faintly in return, reaching up to pat Mahihko on the head quietly before he stroked along
Sammy‟s bone face in apology. “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy! I‟m so glad to see you‟re okay!” He
stopped, then looked up at him with those big, childish eyes of his. “You‟re… you are okay,
right?”
Zerrex smiled after a moment, then he nodded to him before he glanced at Cherry as she
slapped the lizard on the shoulder. “Yeah, but Big Daddy and me gotta go talk about some adult
things, okay? You and Lone be good boys, listen to what Priest says, hear?”
Mahihko nodded, beaming, and Lone smiled tiredly as he trudged up, the black-metal
minigun and stand dangling from his back as he half-saluted with a mumble. “Yes ma‟am sir
ma‟am sir.”
“Fuck you, you cunt.” Cherry shoved Lone playfully, and then she winced when he
flailed his arms before toppling heavily to land on his rear, Mahihko giggling as Lone sat with
his paws out wide to either side, sighing as he rubbed at his hips slowly. “Whoops. Anyway
kiddos. You know what to do.”
Then Cherry turned around, wrapping her arm around Zerrex and half-supporting him as
he grumbled but leaned against her anyway with a sigh, and the two looked ahead as she said
quietly: “They‟re good kids, you know. All of „em. Held up real well, did some good shit. Priest
has calculated that we‟ve gotten most of the Drones so far, and Lunis should be able to handle
the rest, so we‟re gonna pull out. Come on, I‟ll show you what the drop-ship looks like, you‟re
gonna love it.”
Zerrex made a face, but he nodded after a moment as Cherry led him towards the other
side of the area, then saluted the four guards forming a wall in front of a massive shutter.
Immediately, they saluted back, then stepped out of way, a soldier on either side grasping a large
lever and pulling down in perfect time to make the heavy, shielded shutter rise slowly up as it
split down the middle, each half sliding towards either wall at the same time.
Cherry led Zerrex into the rectangular passage beyond, the two stumbling their way down
it as mechanics rushed past them here and there, before Zerrex looked to the side with a soft
murmur of surprise. The entire upper half of the wall was made of sectioned windows, looking
out into space beyond… and Cherry smiled a bit, saying quietly: “You know, Boss, you never

really seemed to have your head in the goddamn clouds all the time back on the planet. Well,
hell, you did, but you weren‟t so interested in space and shit, I mean.”
“Space is… beautiful, and yet also fair.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he shook his head
slowly, laughing a bit. “Space is the soil in which mortals toil for as long as they live on the
physical coil.”
“Where the fuck did that come from?” Cherry nudged him lightly, and the reptile paused
s he looked down thoughtfully, realizing it was a line of poetry… but he couldn‟t think of from
where, so instead he shrugged. The muscular female looked unperturbed, however, and then she
grunted and led him onwards, adding mildly: “Anyway, you ready to talk and shit, yet? I fucking
hate talking and shit but I really fucking hate what happens when you don‟t.”
“I just had a freak-out… and I don‟t even know if it was real.” Zerrex murmured, shaking
his head after a moment, and then he sighed as he added quietly: “I think I need Cindy‟s advice,
or at least Priest.”
“Well, I ain‟t walking back there and getting him, so you‟ll have to wait and make do
with me.” Cherry replied mildly, but Zerrex knew it wasn‟t the fact he implied he wanted
someone smarter to talk to that bothered her: it was his pussyfooting around the subject. “Come
on, Boss, fuck. You know that if anyone understands your twisted little psyche, it… well. It ain‟t
me, but I at least get you, you know?”
“A whole sentence without a curse.” Zerrex remarked, and Cherry headbutted him,
making him wince a bit before they exited the hall through an electronic door that slid open for
them as they approached, and the reptile stared as they stepped into a hangar bay with a single
massive spaceship docked in it, held in place by several enormous rails that kept it several meters
above the ground. “Holy hell.”
The ship itself was long and rectangular, the design ugly and geometric: even the turbines
Zerrex could see were essentially huge, rectangular blocks ending in open thrusters, and the nose
of the device was angular, with a slightly-sloped window, then a sharp, meter long triangular
outcropping. The wings of the machine were short and squat, sticking out at the front, the
middle, and the back, always in the same pattern: two slightly-larger wings on the top of the
device, and then two slightly-smaller wings standing out from the bottom. And the tail of the
immense, long ship was just as ugly, nothing but four large triangles that stuck out from each
surface of the ship around the four immense engines.
The Drakkaren knew little about such machines, but he had to wonder how the hell this
thing would fly… and when he looked at Cherry, she grinned and pointed at the bottom of the
device, saying mildly: “See those big-ass trapdoors there, Boss? Well, every compartment has
„em, because every compartment can be dropped roughly from ten-thousand klicks above the
planet… just enough out of the atmosphere that the ship won‟t get pulled down by gravity. Every
compartment has ion thrusters layering the bottom of the ship that slow the descent until it hits
the ground – still one fuck of a bump, though – and then super-thrusters that basically shoot that
shit straight back up one at a time, and the ship automatically aligns itself with said
compartments, and just to make sure the shit goes where it‟s supposed to, they got gigantic,
insanely-powerful electromagnets in there too.”
“Oh dear gods, Cherry, can‟t I just teleport us?” Zerrex groaned, and then he winced
when Cherry headbutted him again, glaring at her. “What?”
“That hurts my stomach worse than this shit does.” she complained, then she let go of the
lizard, heading over to a large, wheeled stair and pushing it with a grunt towards a door in the

wall, saying mildly: “Now come on, stop being a baby. We can sit up front in the nice seats
reserved for the crew until people start showing up.”
Zerrex sighed, but then he nodded as Cherry ran up the stairs and pried the door of the
ship open, and the reptile looked over the brown and black metal to spot a name in white: „Sweet
Petal.‟ “Hell of a name for a ship.”
“Could be worse. I pretend that I don‟t know shit has names.” Cherry said helpfully, and
then she smiled a bit, stepping past to let Zerrex climb into the cabin as he looked back and forth
curiously at the plush interior, complete with cushioned seats and small monitors on foldable
arms attached to the heads of the chairs. Then Cherry shoved him hard into one, and the reptile
grunted as he landed heavily before glowering at her as she closed the door, leaning back against
it and asking softly: “Was it really that bad?”
“Kinda.” Zerrex said truthfully, and he sat for a moment before he looked down at his
fingers, which were laced tightly together in his lap. “I guess I got a glimpse of what I could
become and… what scares me more, now that I‟m thinking about it, is the fact that somehow… I
don‟t know if I visualized it all, if it was a hallucination, but I swear I really did it, made those
people… vanish, hurt them… and… and yet, when Sammy… bit me to wake me up, suddenly…
it was like nothing ever happened.”
He laughed awkwardly, rubbing a hand through his hair as he looked silently over at
Cherry, and she leaned against the door, frowning a bit before finally smiling faintly, and Zerrex
frowned at her as she said softly: “Boss, it doesn‟t matter what happened, or how it happened
right now, okay? It only matters that you‟re okay. And you set things that had to be set right,
right. I know who we used to be, Zerrex, but… we ain‟t that anymore, and if anyone taught me
that we can be someone different, someone better than we were, it was you, and I know you‟ll
never forget that lesson yourself.”
“Cherry, I could have killed somebody. Almost did.” Zerrex said blandly, and when
Cherry opened her mouth to argue, he made a face and a short gesture, and her mouth slammed
shut before she gave a muffled squawk and clutched at it. “I hear voices, and I can‟t control these
powers, and this is the furthest thing from enjoyable! I mean, people think that ooh, you‟re all
powerful, means you‟re instantly also going to have the means to control said powers… but it
really, really does not. I can barely remember my mortal life for crap‟s sake, and when I did start
thinking about it, I got weird visions…”
Zerrex quieted, leaning back as he flicked his wrist, and Cherry‟s muzzle snapped open
before she winced and rubbed at her mouth slowly, as the male asked quietly: “Did I ever have…
I dunno… some kind of underground tunnel, maybe to a secret exit, or a set of hidden rooms? It
sounds so stupid…”
“But you did, Boss.” Cherry now looked curious more than grouchy, as she frowned and
tilted her head. “How much of shit do you remember? And when did you recall your passage to
your little office space?”
“Office…” Zerrex murmured, rubbing at the underside of his muzzle, and he fell silent
for a few moments. Finally, Cherry cleared her throat, and Zerrex looked up at her dumbly
before she gave him a pointed look in return, and the reptile winced and rubbed at the side of his
head. “Sorry. What was the question again?”
“Let‟s try a different tactic.” Cherry smiled a bit despite herself, walking over and sitting
down by the Drakkaren as she leaned on his shoulder, asking mildly: “Do you remember the
incident that made it so Cindy didn‟t want Marina to hang out in my room anymore?”

Zerrex looked at her blankly, and Cherry made a face. “Okay, okay, too specific. Uh…
shit.” She kicked her feet out, looking grouchy as she leaned on her knees. “Okay, do you
remember how you set up the house? It was a fucking weird setup.”
The Drakkaren looked at her for a few moments, and then he said slowly: “Yeah, I do. I
mean, I think I do. Basement workshop kind of area… then a ground level floor, no upstairs to
the house. We… added a room on for Marina, a huge room she could use as a playroom too,
but… but she was always so clingy.” He laughed a bit and nodded. “That was off the den. And
the kitchen, and my room… and we built a little house for Cindy outside, but… then you two
traded. Traded a lot of things…”
He fell quiet for a moment, and Cherry looked embarrassed before she cleared her throat
and said mildly: “Well, so, yeah. It looks like your memories are still coming in, I just… Boss,
what‟s really bothering you? This power shit again, the lack of memories, or something else?”
Zerrex rubbed slowly at his head, and then he smiled a bit, glancing over at Cherry. “All
of the above? And I just feel… stressed too, you know? Even worse, well… it‟s like I‟ve
forgotten all the stuff I‟ve ever learned about combat. Just ask Cindy… I put on a kind of
miserable show against the dragon the Old God sent after me, and then Ultima kicked my ass
with a space shuttle.”
“Yeah, except you were also the only person fast enough to get through the fucking blast
doors to get after the bastard, too… you know how embarrassing that is for me?” Cherry paused,
then tilted her head curiously. “Wait, he kicked your ass with a shuttle? How the hell do you kick
someone‟s ass with a space shuttle?”
“Believe me, it‟s possible.” Zerrex mumbled moodily, rubbing slowly at his skull, and
then he shook his head with a grimace. “Anyway, the point of the matter is that I don‟t feel like
I‟m capable of being… such a big help anymore. My powers kick in at the worst possible times,
I nearly killed the people we were trying to save, and I got taken out by an oxygen mask and a
revolving chair.”
Cherry rolled her eyes, then she put him in a headlock, making the Drakkaren gargle
before she yelped as she was blasted backwards by a shockwave of energy, falling to the floor
and rolling once to hit the seats opposite. She winced, rubbing at her head slowly, and then
Zerrex glowered at her as he rubbed his hands through his hair. “What was I just warning you
about?”
“Well I didn‟t believe you!” Cherry whined, and then she huffed and leapt up to her feet,
stretching with a grimace. “Anyway, who gives a rat‟s ass? You‟re here, you‟re back, that‟s what
matters, and we can build from the ground up if we gotta. Besides, Priest should have that
fucking… thingamajig ready for you sooner rather than later, he‟s just been kept away from
finishing the job off because of that stupid mission to here we were sent on.”
“You‟re stupid.” Zerrex muttered sulkily, crossing his arms, but he was admittedly a bit
brighter at the prospects of the armlet being completed, which would hopefully help restrain his
abilities.
Cherry merely shrugged, then she grinned dumbly and ran down the hall, Zerrex looking
after her mildly before she kicked open a door to the next compartment, and then she called:
“Okay, see if you can make me appear in your lap now like you do with Sammy, he‟s soul-bound
too, right?”
“He‟s got a pact, there‟s a difference!” Zerrex replied loudly, but when he leaned out,
Cherry was already gone. The reptile sighed, rubbing at his head slowly, and then he unfolded
the television arm, pressing a button to turn it on before making a face as he only received white

static. He figured it must require some kind of special controls to work… and then he sighed,
feeling morbid as he realized if he wanted to watch anything, he‟d have to call Cherry anyway,
since she obviously knew how the drop-ship worked.
The Drakkaren took a deep breath and concentrated… and a moment later, a stupefied
Cherry appeared in a huddled-up ball above his head, before she fell on him, and the two flailed
wildly at each other before they rolled to the ground and snapped the arm off the chair.
Immediately, they both looked at this, then Cherry picked it up and yelled in a horrified voice:
“Fix it, fix it! Dude, they‟ll take this out of my paycheck, and I don‟t even get a fucking
paycheck!”
“I can‟t just fix things, Cherry!” Zerrex retorted, taking the arm and shoving it against the
metal… and then he winced as there was a hiss of steam and a faint flicker of light… before
stupidly staring as he realized he‟d molded the arm on backwards. Cherry giggled stupidly, and
Zerrex glared at her before she held her hands up with a wince, then turned and bolted towards
the next compartment, and the Drakkaren simply glared after her before concentrating.
Cherry reappeared next to him out of thin air, squawking and immediately bolting away
again… and Zerrex simply crossed his arms, concentrating to bring her back again, this time in
mid-step. After roughly the fifth time, Cherry finally wheezed, staggering over to another chair
and sitting down in it with a groan, and Zerrex grumbled, his head pounding weakly as he sat
beside her, and the two looked at each other before the female said stupidly: “Well at least I was
right.”
“Cherry, even when you‟re right you tend to be wrong.” Zerrex replied flatly, and Cherry
huffed at this before grouchily looking at the ceiling, crossing her arms. The Drakkaren shook
his head, then he looked down at the floor, smiling a bit as a thought flitted through his mind:
But I think that’s why I love her.
“How romantic of you, Boss.” Cherry said dryly, and Zerrex looked at her oddly before
she looked back with a tilt of her head, asking mildly: “What? Dude, I‟m sitting right next to
you, I can hear everything you say. Or did you think you could block up my ears with your
weirdo super-powers?”
Zerrex grumbled, looking off to the side, and then he thought again clearly: You’re one to
talk: you had precognition long before I had any of these freak powers.
“Yeah, but I‟m hot.” Cherry flexed her huge biceps, then grinned as she thrusted her
chest forwards, making her enormous breasts bounce. “Anyway, stop your damn mumbling.”
Zerrex looked at her mildly, and then he lidded his eyes slightly as he thought clearly to
her: But Cherry, I’m not even speaking at all.
Immediately, Cherry gave an inarticulate yell and leapt up onto the chair, clutching the
back of it and slapping at his face to make him flail and lean away from her as she shouted in a
shocked voice: “Get out of my head, get out of my head, get out of my head you fuck! What the
fuck are you doing in there, it‟s all dirty and gross and… what the fuck! When the fuck did you
learn to do that?”
“I dunno, just now?” Zerrex snorted laughter as he dodged another half-hearted slap from
her, the female glaring down at him as he crossed his arms and grinned a bit despite himself.
“What‟s wrong, big bad Cherry? Here I thought you were all excited about these freakish superpowers of mine? Besides, it doesn‟t take a genius to work out this is your fault somehow…
probably another effect from the soul-bind.”
Cherry muttered, then she threw herself forwards to land in his lap, and the reptile‟s
breath wheezed out of him before she glowered back and forth and snuggled herself against him,

wrapping her huge arms around his neck as she mumbled: “This is going to make surprise parties
really fucking awkward, Boss. I… I dunno. I guess I was just… you know.”
She quieted, and Zerrex looked down at her, softening, as he almost heard whispers of
memories coming up from her mind… and then he nodded slowly, saying quietly: “Don‟t worry.
I‟ll try not to use it too much.”
Cherry smiled up at him a bit at this, but then she closed her eyes and screwed up her face
in concentration… and her voice whispered meekly into his mind: I’m okay with it. Just…
usually this is the realm of Marina and shit. And I guess I’m scared you’ll see in my brain I’m so
much different than my shell outside…
“Yeah, but we all are.” Zerrex murmured quietly, snuggling her up against his strong
body as he rubbed his hands slowly along her back, and he cradled her against him as he closed
his eyes and she closed hers, and for a little while there was just the two together, in silence.
After the drop-ship had been loaded up and prepared for takeoff, Zerrex found himself
sitting in one of the rear compartments with a harness strapped over his chest and a safety bar
lowered across his body, wondering meditatively if the bar was supposed to crush his ribs before
or after he was dropped. Then he sighed, muttering again under his breath, before looking to his
right where Cherry was snoring loudly over the rumbling vibrations travelling through the ship,
and then to the left, where Cindy was smiling supportively at him, nodding quietly to her father.
He nodded back, fidgeting uncomfortably, and then mumbled that he at least got a middle seat,
as he looked across at Priest… who glanced up from his tinkering and smiled, the wolves on
either side of him.
There was a small space between each seat for storing cargo, although Zerrex thought it
was also to ensure that should they land on something nasty, it would maximize the possibility of
everyone living through the experience should the seats dislodge and go flying all over the place.
That was only one of many theories he had, of course… another being that it didn‟t matter if the
seats came loose or not, since obviously someone like him – who wasn‟t the size of his son
sitting across from him – would likely slip right out of his harness and get squashed against the
roof, then against the floor.
The Drakkaren sighed, rolling his head on his shoulders with a grimace: the quarters were
cramped and awkward, and he could see that Mahihko was giggling stupidly, and Lone looked
frazzled but was also having a hard time keeping himself from sleeping. Zerrex wished he could
sleep… but the worry about having a nightmare on top of the horrible situation he was already in
compelled him to stay awake, since there wasn‟t a lot even these five could do while harnessed
up to the wall. Then he made a face as the ship jolted, before the vibrations worsened as the
engines roared to life outside.
Then they were lifting away from the Hathor, and Zerrex closed his eyes, feeling the
rumbles worsen for a moment before suddenly starting to smooth out… and now he could hear a
distinct humming, as he breathed slowly and a voice announced mildly over the intercom:
“Attention, all passengers. We are now in transit towards Elysium, Hell, and we will be making
our drop in the plains of the Southern Province, where the ground tends to be the most level and
at the highest elevation. You may now get up and move about if you like, but please be aware of
the lack of artificial gravity on board. Mechanical crews will pass through shortly, to make sure
everything‟s ready for our drop in two hours. Thank you all for flying Air Hathor.”
The last was added as a bit of an ironic joke, but Zerrex didn‟t smile, feeling anxiety
worming through him even as Cindy carefully undid her harness and pushed herself over to sit

beside him. Mahihko did the same, sitting on his other leg, and they both studied Zerrex
carefully before looking at each other, and the little wolf asked him gently: “You okay, Daddy? I
know it‟s kind of scary the first time, but it‟ll be fine, you‟ll see.”
“Yeah, Daddy. Mahihko‟s right.” Cindy smiled at the wolf, and then she nudged him
gently, asking softly: “Why don‟t you tell Zerrex about what you‟ve been up to since he‟s been
gone and returned? I think he‟d be real interested to learn about the things you and Marina have
been working on together.”
Mahihko beamed and nodded, and Zerrex was admittedly a little curious as he opened his
eyes to look at him. He knew that the little wolf and his “sister” didn‟t always exactly get along,
for example… and that Marina had used Mahihko in nasty ways in the past, among other things.
But at the same time, he was also well aware that if there was one thing Marina did respect, it
was a love and adoration of her father, and it likely helped as well that both Marina and Mahihko
were inclined towards drawing and visual arts.
The little wolf cheerfully talked for the next two hours, babbling on in his bright little
voice about the days he had spent with the reconstruction crews and kitchen duty, and how he
had been asked by Marina to help out with a giant painting of him commissioned for a gallery in
Hell, and all sorts of other things. Zerrex smiled at the last, not because he was glad there was
some huge art piece of him in Hell… but more because he was glad that the two could at least
get along when it came to working on art projects together. It didn‟t exactly surprise him,
though: the little wolf was good at following direct orders, and Marina would enjoy the fact that
Mahihko could at least recognize the carefulness he‟d need to apply to the art. It didn‟t take a
rocket scientist to color in a shape the size of a fist, after all… it just took someone who would
appreciate the steady hand required to do a good job of it, and who would be glad to step aside
after they were done to let the real artist fill in the details and work on the far-more-complex
process of shading and color tones.
Zerrex didn‟t even realized how much time had passed until it was too late, and Mahihko
and Cindy both pushed themselves back to their seats as three short beeps rang out from above…
and Cherry snorted and flailed her arms, waking up groggily before grinning stupidly as she
watched the little wolf harness himself in. “Oh shit! Launch time, huh? Well then, goddamn glad
I‟m awake… Boss, you ready for this?”
Zerrex winced, looking desperately back and forth, and then Priest leaned forwards even
as he checked to make sure everything on his body was securely fastened, saying gently: “Don‟t
worry, Dad, it‟ll be fine. Just take a few deep breaths, and remember you can‟t see anything, so
you don‟t even need to close your eyes. Cover the sides of your head if you start feeling really…
freaked out. Mom, will you shut the fuck up?”
Cherry huffed and snapped her muzzle shut, immediately looking pouty as she crossed
her arms, and Priest gave her a ruffled look before he looked at Zerrex again, saying calmly:
“Just remember. This ain‟t nothing compared to what you been through before. Hell, when you
fought Crow, you fell ten kilometers to the world‟s surface and crash-landed on top of that
fucker, and you survived that in a cloned mortal body instead of your true demonic form. This
really ain‟t nothing for you to worry over, okay?”
Zerrex nodded numbly, and Mahihko gave him a bright smile as Lone simply snored
from where he had fallen asleep, while Cindy reached out to touch his arm quietly… and Zerrex
smiled awkwardly around at them all, feeling embarrassed but also still terrified out of his mind.
He remembered that he had never done exactly well with heights… part of the reason he‟d
always disliked flying, and that went for with his wings as well as in any sort of vehicle.

He breathed slowly, trying to calm himself… then winced as there was a loud clank,
followed by a hissing noise, and the pilot spoke calmly over the intercom: “We‟ve adjusted for
wind-speed, and we‟re now preparing to release each compartment in turn. Hope you had a
pleasant flight… and I‟ll see you next fall.”
Cherry and Mahihko looked at each other, then both giggled stupidly at the pun… and
Zerrex winced as he looked back and forth around the room, trying to find something to focus
on. Now he felt nauseated, and his heart was thudding in his chest his hands ticked against the
crossbar, before he realized they were in Compartment Six: that meant there was plenty of time
for his stress to build up even further. Oh hell. Oh hell, oh hell, oh hell…
“Daddy, focus on me.” Cindy said calmly, and Zerrex glanced over at her, rubbing a hand
through his hair and feeling a bit of sweat on both his palms as well as his forehead. “Listen to
me, and to my voice. I want you to recite a basic meditation for me, any one that comes to mind
first.”
“Right, okay… I… look at an object. Find the beauty in it.” Zerrex looked down at his
hands, murmuring almost harshly: “Look at any object, stare into it. Find the beauty in it. I…
Cindy, it isn‟t exactly working well…”
Cindy winced, then there was a clink and that humming again, and the pilot said calmly:
“Compartment two released, moving on to compartment three.”
Zerrex cursed under his breath, and then he beat against his forehead with his fists,
muttering: “Fight goddamn Jupiter, fearless. Fly around in space happily. Fight a fucking dragon,
and yeah, panicked, until I blew the thing up. Fucking Ultima and his space shuttle, no problems.
Drop a distance in a metal box, that I could probably survive by myself, though? Oh hell no, oh
hell no…”
“Daddy!” Cindy said sharply, and Zerrex looked up, then winced as he heard an
announcement about compartment three being dropped, but Cindy grabbed his face in her hands,
forcing him to look straight ahead into her eyes. “Look at me. Listen to me. Draw your energy
and your consciousness inwards, focus on that, cycle it slowly, visualize it with me.”
Zerrex nodded, taking a slow breath… and then there was a beeping as the pilot grunted
something, then said into the intercom: “Sorry about that, folks, we were a little off on trajectory
for pulling up our last compartment… ended up sinking a bit too low into the atmosphere. As I
speak, though, we‟ve reentered realignment and will continue to drop compartments… don‟t
worry, you shouldn‟t hit anything on the way down this time.”
A laugh, but the lizard only winced, grinding his teeth back and forth, and Cindy gritted
her own before she finally said stupidly: “Cherry, show him your breasts.”
Cherry gaped at this, then giggled gleefully and clapped her hands before she jerked her
shirt up and wiggled her bra-covered breasts back and forth, and Zerrex gaped before Cherry
reached down and began to fumble with her bra… but her grin quickly turned to cursing as she
flailed around, Priest sighing and slapping his forehead. “You shut up! Goddammit, I can‟t reach
the fucking clip, my boobs are too fucking big and this harness is too fucking tight and… shut
up!”
“Mom, will you please stop being a moron? And Cindy, can you not encourage her?”
Priest asked mildly, and Cindy shrugged, before Priest looked at Zerrex and asked him plainly:
“Dad, don‟t take this the wrong way, but you really need to cool off. There‟s no reason for you
of all people to get so upset about this… you‟ve survived things that no other person could
manage to pull through, after all.”

Zerrex mumbled, then winced as another compartment dropped, before the pilot
announced mildly: “Compartment six, you‟re last in line. I‟m going to adjust the flight path,
slightly, though, since compartment three is returning a little hot, so don‟t freak out if you feel a
bump before I disengage. It‟s all normal, especially for the last drop.”
Zerrex winced again, then he covered his muzzle, clenching his eyes shut and taking a
deep breath… and as Priest frowned, Cherry held up a hand and shook her head, pulling her shirt
back down before she said quietly: “Focus, Boss, pull it together.”
“Daddy?” Mahihko asked querulously, but Cherry pointed at him, then made a gesture
for him to be quiet. Mahihko glared back at her, however, then he looked at Zerrex even as
Cherry flailed at him, saying firmly: “Daddy, you can do it! You‟re the best!”
Zerrex mumbled, and Cherry grumbled before she began to reach out… then she winced
as the ship rocked before there was a loud clanking, and a moment later the compartment was
dropped, the Drakkaren‟s eyes bulging as he grabbed the safety bar and felt the air rushing by,
and a moment later the compartment flickered before the walls became transparent, and Mahihko
screamed girlishly as Cherry‟s eyes bulged and even Priest winced, as Zerrex covered his face
and shouted: “No, no, do not want! Do not want!”
The walls flickered back in, and then the very air seemed to ripple before, a moment
later, there was a loud clanking and they were almost-gently halted, the quietest of bumps
sounding as they touched to the ground, before everyone looked stupidly back and forth… and
then the compartment doors hissed before popping open, and Cindy was the first to wobble up to
her feet, followed shortly after by Priest as Cherry leaned back in her chair and stared stupidly at
the wall, before she said weakly: “Next time, Boss, I promise we can shoop, okay?”
Before Zerrex could reply, however, Cindy winced and Priest gaped, leaping out onto the
ground below as Cindy carefully said: “Cherry, we… we may have already done that.”
Cherry blinked, then she got up as Mahihko blearily undid his harness and slid slowly to
his paws from beneath the safety bar, and Zerrex grunted as he got up after her, following her out
as Mahihko wandered over to wake up Lone, who had snoozed through the entire ordeal. Then
the lizard stared as he realized that the compartment was sitting on the road outside the gates to
the Ravenlight Estate, and people were starting to gather and stare as Priest rubbed awkwardly at
his head, then traded a look with his mother before he mumbled: “Firenze is going to be
absolutely thrilled about this.”
“Let‟s totally steal it.” Cherry said blandly, and Priest stared at her before she grinned
and shrugged. “Hey, the tracking device in it probably already got fried by the electromagnetism
of Hell, right? So they‟ll totally never track it down.”
“Mom… oh fine.” Priest shrugged, then he waited for both Lone and Mahihko to get out
as Zerrex stared stupidly at the two, before watching as Priest grinned stupidly as he walked
around to the other side of the compartment, and Cherry rubbed her hands together. Then the two
grabbed either side of the roughly-rectangular drop section, before both grunted and lifted, and
Priest gritted his teeth as he created a portal large enough to accommodate them as they carefully
carried it backwards.
Zerrex shook his head slowly, and then he winced as a portal opened beside him and Sin
stepped out, before she smiled warmly and embraced him tightly, pushing her metallic face
against his as she whispered: “Thank Gods you‟re back in one piece, Lord Zerrex… you‟ll
pardon me for showing up so quickly but… I was worried about you and the others.” She
stopped, then stepped away and cleared her throat before looking over her shoulder as Anathema
stepped through as well, crossing her arms with a slight smile on her face. “Sister was too…”

“Shut up, Sin.” Anathema rolled her eyes, then she became skeletal before snapping apart
and attaching herself to Zerrex, her skull settling over his shoulder as golden flames burned in
the sockets, and her voice muttered: “Alright, you‟d better head back, confirm that Zerrex is here
and safe, but he needs to rest before being debriefed. His mind‟s been overstressed, he needs to
return to the Sisters.”
“I‟ll convince High King Firenze of that, then. It shouldn‟t take much.” Sin nodded and
bowed, then she looked at Zerrex for a moment… and the reptile smiled faintly before he leaned
in and kissed her chastely on the lips, and she blushed but returned the affection. “Thank you,
Lord Zerrex. I‟ll see you as soon as I can find the time.”
With that, she turned and vanished through another portal, and Zerrex rubbed at his head
slowly as Cindy approached after tending to Lone and Mahihko before sending them on their
way. She looked at her father softly, then glanced at Anathema‟s skull, asking quietly: “How is
he?”
“I‟m right here.” Zerrex flapped his arms, but Cindy only gave him a dry look, and he
blushed as he rubbed at his head slowly. “I‟m fine, really…”
Anathema was quiet for a few moments, and then she said finally, in a gentle tone: “I‟m
trying my best to respect Zerrex and his… odd ways, but I think he needs rest, however
patronizing that may sound. His mind has suffered a lot of stress and strain, and those are things
he direly needs to avoid… perhaps you could create a portal, Cindy, so he doesn‟t have to
teleport?”
Cindy nodded, and then Zerrex reached out and grasped her shoulder, and she looked at
him curiously… and Zerrex winced as he tilted his head back and forth, before finally asking:
“Could you… maybe… run a scan or two on me later? I‟m just… I guess I am a little worried.
I‟ve learned nothing in life is without a cost, and I want to make sure I‟m not damaging myself
with these abilities… among other things.”
Cindy nodded again after a moment, and then she flicked her wrist, creating a white
portal as she said softly: “But first, let‟s get you to the Sisters, okay? The monastery‟s
dampening effect will help a little with your stress, and you can either sleep the rest off or do
some physical work to help calm you down.”
Zerrex smiled a bit at her, then he stepped over and kissed her cheek, murmuring a thankyou before he stepped through the portal and doing his best to ignore the vertigo: white portals,
unlike black portals, gave no sensation of movement or swirling, but instead acted as a direct
link: it was like stepping through an open doorway into the next area, and Zerrex had never
gotten entirely used to the feeling. He shook his head as the portal closed, then looked up at the
monastery gates… before rolling his shoulders with a sigh and pushing them open as Anathema
murmured into his mind: Such a strange, strange creature you are…
“You‟re one to talk.” Zerrex mumbled moodily, but Anathema only laughed in his mind
before he closed his eyes, tilting his head back as he walked up the path towards the mostlycomplete structure. “So… physical labor or sleep?”
Anathema snorted at this, then she realized he was seriously asking her opinion… and
she paused before saying slowly: You can work a little. But not too much… then you should get
some rest.
“Sounds good.” Zerrex murmured, as the Sisters opened the front doors for him and ran
out to greet him, and he added softly: “Couldn‟t have put it better myself.”

A day later, Zerrex was back on his feet and standing in the Throne Room, his hands
behind his back as he looked curiously at the polished silver armlet Priest had finished only an
hour or so ago, Sin standing on one side and Firenze the other. At first, he had been ordered here
so Firenze could scold him for half an hour for being an idiot, and then he had finally sighed and
rubbed at his head, muttered that he knew this was all pointless since Zerrex would probably run
off and disobey another order tomorrow, and so instead he had decided to allow the Drakkaren
free roam of Elysium… so long as he wore this armlet.
For once, the Drakkaren didn‟t mind the restriction: the armlet had been his idea, after all,
and now he was glad that it was going to be implemented. Priest held the device out to him, and
then he pointed at a new dial on the side, by a small, blinking screen. “Same rules as before,
everything‟s the same, including the power crystal… but this is the thing that I added on, with
Sin‟s generous help.”
“And mine.” Anathema said sourly, from where she was leaning on a pillar, and Priest
rolled his eyes as Sin giggled a bit behind a hand. “You didn‟t learn those runes for organic
control out of thin air, big boy.”
“Oh will you shut up?” Priest asked crankily, and Zerrex smiled slightly: he knew that
Anathema had been pushing his son‟s buttons while he was gone, insisting on helping and
pointing out all the things he was doing wrong. And if there was one thing Priest loathed, it was
when people proved they were better than him at making things work. “Anyway, ignoring
Bones, this dial will allow you to adjust your power levels automatically, and you can key a
specific setting into the dial below it.
“Using one of Geryon‟s Theories of Energy, as suggested by Sin, we designed it so that it
doesn‟t specifically inhibit your powers, but rather the percentile of energetic content in your
body. By inhibiting certain particle reactions and bioelectrical flows, we-”
“Priest, you lost Dad.” Firenze said simply, and Priest looked up and cleared his throat as
Zerrex stared vapidly at the armlet. He shook his head quickly at the sound, then grinned
embarrassedly as Firenze said delicately: “Perhaps you should simply tell us what it does.”
“Okay, okay.” Priest mumbled, and then he said finally, pointing at the dial: “Basically,
put it on, twist the dial or enter a number on the pad, and it will adjust your current level of
strength. Right now, for example, you‟re at a hundred percent strength without the armlet on:
you have all your powers intact, etcetera. But if you had the armlet on and adjusted it to say…
twenty percent, which I think might be the optimum range, you would only possess twenty
percent of your current strength. How would this inhibit you? I dunno specifically… but the
theory is that it would decrease your physical strength slightly, but it mainly would reduce your
energy abilities and your… freak powers, as you and Mom call them.”
Priest smiled a bit, and finally gave the armlet over to the Drakkaren, as he tilted it
curiously back and forth… before the Dragokkaren reached forwards to guide the lizard‟s hands
in opening a small compartment on the front, inside which glowed all manner of runes and
strange symbols, clustered around which were wires and mechanical parts. “It‟s a really amazing
device, Dad, if I can say so… and I never would have been able to do it without the help of Sin,
Bones, Driz, and little bro here.” Priest stepped back, wrapping a companionable arm around
Firenze and slapping his skull, and the small, blue-scaled lizard laughed a bit despite himself and
shoved at Priest with a smile, the Dragokkaren grinning slightly. “But anyway, what you wanna
do is- Dad, wait!”
Zerrex had already slipped the armlet on, and out of curiosity, he poked the „one‟ button
on the keypad before hitting „enter,‟ curious as to if this would give him the strength of the

average mortal or less… and then his eyes bulged as agony seared his form, the machine on his
arm humming loudly and the disc on the outcropping of the device beginning to spin violently,
as blue energy sparked over the Drakkaren‟s form, and he fell to his knees after a moment with a
gargle, Sin, Priest and Firenze dancing around the lizard as he went into a seizure with blue arcs
of energy shooting over his body, while Anathema simply sighed and slapped her forehead,
shaking her head before she made a face and flicked her wrist as Priest reached out towards him,
and his hand was slapped away by a psychic bolt.
He glared furiously at Anathema, eyes blazing, and then the undead female said sharply:
“Don‟t touch him, remember how the process works. Unless, of course, you want to have your
energies sapped as well.”
Priest winced at this, then he nodded and motioned for the two to step backwards, cursing
under his breath as Zerrex seized again and howled in pain, his back arching and eyes glowing as
several particularly-large arcs of energy shot off his body. The Dragokkaren grasped his skull in
his hands, gritting his teeth and blaming himself for not explaining how the initial process would
be painful, and had to be done in steps… fuck, but as always Dad, you gotta go for the goddamn
goal right away…
A few minutes later, the last sparks of energy sizzled off the reptile‟s body, the
Drakkaren laying in a smoking heap as he twitched a few times… and then he groaned, blood
leaking from his eyes and nose, before he shook his head slowly as Sin knelt down on one side
and began to inspect his pulse and body, Priest first checking the armlet to ensure that it was still
functional while he carefully touched around the Drakkaren‟s arm, ensuring that it also hadn‟t
fused to the limb or caused any additional damage. “What… happened to me?”
“Oh Lord Zerrex…” Sin said quietly, and then she gently guided him to look at her,
saying softly: “First, I want you to tell me who I am.”
“Sin. Sister of Anathema. One of the Naganatine. My wife. Pain in the ass.” Zerrex
mumbled, and Sin smiled a bit, blushing slightly as she motioned for him to stand. The
Drakkaren did so, and both she and Priest sighed in relief as they stepped away, watching as the
lizard only wavered slightly, then he stretched out and groaned, rubbing at his head with a
grumble before he wiped blood slowly from his face. “Gods, is this going to happen every
goddamn time?”
“No, you stupid jerk!” Priest punched him in the shoulder, and it knocked Zerrex
sprawling, the Dragokkaren wincing and covering his face. “Oh fuck me in the ass! Fucking
stupid fucking fuck, I forgot! Are you okay, Dad?”
“Fine, fine. My balance is just a bit off.” Zerrex mumbled, and then he slowly climbed
back to his feet, waving away the hands that were offered to him before he glanced over at
Anathema, and Priest stomped his feet and then swung his head back and forth, resembling more
Cherry in that moment than Zerrex had seen in a long time. Either that or a two year old.
“Anathema?”
“As they should have told you first, you were supposed to do the initial energy drain
process in steps… although everyone here is well aware of the way you work, and how this
would have happened anyway.” Anathema said dryly, and Zerrex cleared his throat, motioning
for her to go on. “Your body has to grow used to the accumulation and then deprivation – or
inhibiting, perhaps, is a better word – of energies. The idea is that eventually you‟ll be able to
adjust the dial to change your current level of power up and down as necessary… an idea put into
place so that, should you run into anything especially problematic, you‟ll be able to adjust your
strength as necessary to deal with the opponent.”

Zerrex nodded slowly, murmuring quietly: “So I can always keep the playing field level.
Good call.” He paused, then looked at Priest as he rolled his shoulder slowly: it felt a little sore
from where the Dragokkaren had punched him, but considering the fact that Priest was a huge
wall of muscle, he didn‟t think it was anything to worry about. “So right now… I should be only
one percent of my total strength?”
“That‟s correct, Lord Zerrex.” Sin said softly, and then she smiled a bit as he looked at
her curiously. “Your abilities aren‟t just contained by this armlet, either, but your energy level is
continuously kept low by a complex draining procedure that also aids in fueling and protecting
the armlet from overheating or exploding from stress. You‟re a lot to keep contained, after all: if
the armlet only worked on basic restraining spells, it would have shortly broken or overloaded.”
“But it seems to be good for now.” Priest paused, then he looked over at Firenze
curiously, who nodded after a moment. “So like. First let‟s test something.”
Zerrex tilted his head… and then Anathema stepped in front of him, pulled one of her
ribs off, and stabbed him in the left bicep, making the Drakkaren curse and cover the wound with
a glower. Anathema immediately slapped his hand away, however, pressing her head against his
chest and closing her eyes as she rested against him, and the reptile looked confused as the
wound slowly healed before the undead Naganatine pulled away, glancing at the others with a
slight smile. “His regeneration abilities are reduced, yes. Healing is a little slower, but that was
only a small wound. With larger wounds, it could be remarkably slower… would you like me to
find out what happens with a major wound?”
Anathema grinned playfully as she rose a hand, purple flames bursting into life over it,
but Sin shook her head, saying mildly: “That‟s fine, Sister, thank you for your aid… what about
the cycling of his energies?”
At this, Anathema looked a bit more serious, the flames vanishing as she touched
Zerrex‟s cheek and guided his muzzle upwards, then to the side, gazing over him thoughtfully as
the reptile tried to simply stand still. “They‟ve also started moving slower… sludgy, viscous, so
to speak. But his vital signs are evening out some, as his body begins to adjust to the presence of
the armlet. I think after a few adjustments, he‟ll adapt to its presence and things will return to a
more normal state, although I recommend that he keeps it at ten percent power. Go ahead, adjust
it, let‟s see what happens.”
Zerrex made a face, but then he nodded after a moment with a sigh, reaching down and
checking the dial… but that was marked in twenties, so the reptile instead carefully poked „10‟
into the keypad and then the „Enter‟ key, wincing… and then a shock travelled up his spine, and
he felt like he had just experienced a massive adrenaline rush, his eyes bulging as energy
crackled over him and pain shot through his limbs, heart thudding violently in his chest before it
began to ease out, and the reptile staggered forwards… but Anathema caught him easily, holding
her head against her body for a moment as she looked quietly outwards, facing away from the
others as she smiled a soft, strange smile, before allowing her expression to become mild and
calm again. “Come on, stand up.”
She shoved Zerrex roughly back up to stand straight, and the lizard grunted and winced
before she nodded, turning around to glance at Priest… and then Zerrex‟s eyes rolled up in his
head and he collapsed behind her, and the female dropped her head in a hand as the Drakkaren
groaned loudly in pain. “For the love of Naganis, Zerrex, will you stay on your feet?”
“What are feet? I don‟t have feet.” Zerrex said stupidly, and Firenze looked worriedly at
his father, then over to Sin and Priest, who both looked helpless even as Sin strode around her
sister and knelt by the Drakkaren. Anathema merely made a face, but there was some visible

relief in her eyes when Zerrex managed to sit up, with a little help from Sin. “Oh my Gods. First
there was the adrenaline rush… and then it felt like a truck ran over me. Scratch that, it felt
worse than when Jupiter dropped a building on my head.”
“That‟s because your head is so damn thick.” Anathema said dryly, before she glanced
over at Priest. “He‟s going to need a lot of time to adjust, and we can‟t have him taking big
jumps between power percentages. It‟s too much strain on his system right now.”
“At least Cindy didn‟t find any damage in my brain when she did a scan on me.” Zerrex
gritted his teeth as he put his hands on the base of his spine, then he sighed in relief as it cracked
loudly, before he carefully climbed up to his feet, swaying woozily for a moment before he
rolled his shoulders. “I‟m okay, I‟m okay… I just… I went from charged with energy to no
energy, but now I feel okay.”
Priest nodded slowly, rubbing at the underside of his muzzle thoughtfully. “I think I
know why, and it‟s a stupid-ass thing I overlooked. See, Dad, when you first adjusted the armlet
all the way down to one… it basically told your body that you had a hundred percent times more
energy in your body than you needed, so you almost flash-fried yourself when that energy was
inhibited and dissolved. Then, when you adjusted it up to ten percent, it told you that you only
had one-tenth of that total energy in your body, and so again your body and mind reacted as if
you suddenly needed to make up that missing energy. Ergo, it was like… screwing with the fuel
gauge on a gas tank. No, that‟s a bad metaphor… like filling a jug with water? Oh fuck it. You
get what I‟m trying to say.”
“Vaguely.” Zerrex muttered, but then he nodded slowly. It helped that he could feel his
energy growing and return, and the Drakkaren clapped his hands together before he rolled his
shoulders, his biceps flexing under the plain shirt he was wearing before he sighed and looked
up, asking mildly: “So how do I get used to this? Can my body even get used to this kind of
treatment? Or will I always feel this kind of pain or shock every time I adjust the thing?”
“Well, Dad… you‟re made up of energy. Most people couldn‟t handle wearing this
armlet, it would literally kill them.” Priest said softly, and Zerrex looked at him with surprise.
“Hey, me? I ain‟t made of the same stuff you are, and I don‟t have the abilities you or Firenze
do. My energy can‟t restore itself as quickly as yours can, nor do I have the ability to control my
own vital energies. But you and Firenze are both capable of containing, adjusting, and using
yours however you like… and it isn‟t like all your energies are suddenly dissolved when you put
that armlet on and turn it all the way down as low as you just did. Plenty of it gets drained, but
more than enough to make you, you, is always left in reserve, just… condensed, or blockaded, in
your own body. Contained by your own energies, in other words… to make sure you don‟t go
overboard, or can‟t accidentally use those powers.”
Priest stopped, then he looked at Sin before rubbing the back of his head as she continued
to quietly check over Zerrex‟s form. “I guess what I‟m trying to say is that eventually, yeah.
Your body will get used to what‟s happening, and learn to cope with it. Hell, the basis around
this idea is that the armlet won‟t just stop you from using your powers, but it‟ll help your body
physically learn to perform this kind of task on its own, naturally… so that one day, you‟ll be
able to disable that function on your armlet, and instead just summon up your powers as they‟re
needed instead of accidentally going overboard here and there.” Priest smiled at his father, then
he grasped his shoulders and nodded firmly to him. “I got the faith in you that you can do that,
Dad. I really goddamn do.”
“Thanks, Priest.” Zerrex said softly, and he smiled back as he reached up and patted him
on the bicep. “You‟re a good kid, you know that?”

“I just do what I can for my Father.” Priest winked, then he stepped back, slapping
Firenze lightly on the back. “Anyway, this guy here was the one who provided me with time and
funding, and he‟s the one who‟s been so goddamn worried for you.”
“It‟s just that I… understand what it‟s like.” Firenze said softly, and then he smiled a bit
as he rubbed the back of his head as Zerrex laughed quietly, nodding slowly. “Listen Dad,
about… not letting you in on anything. I‟m sorry about it, I honestly am… but the last thing I
wanted was for you to get out there, and do something you might regret. I remember how close I
came to snapping myself, so many times… and the people that I did hurt. I‟m still haunted by the
things I did when my powers… first started to arise… and I never want you to experience that,
after all the kindness you and Mom have given me.”
He reached out, squeezing Sin‟s shoulder gently as she looked up in surprise, and he
added softly: “And I‟m so sorry for how I treated you too. Like I said… you‟re my mother.
You‟ve given me so much, been so kind, and I treated you and Anathema both badly.”
He stopped, and then the two embraced tightly as Zerrex smiled a bit… then he rubbed
awkwardly at his bicep as they parted, looking at Priest as he asked: “So will… can I strain
myself while wearing this, and not damage it?”
“It‟s built to survive basically anything that could happen, Dad… I‟m well aware of the
shit you get into by now, after all.” Priest replied with an amused grin. “But yeah. In fact, I
encourage you to train as hard as you can, and force out as much power and energy as you can
possibly do. Put this thing through its paces, and yourself, too, and don‟t forget to adjust it now
and then up or down, even slightly, so your body starts getting used to it. Just no big jumps, huh?
I don‟t want Momma or Cindy coming to kick my ass because you go into another seizure in
front of them or some shit like that by toying with that dial.”
“I‟ll keep it in mind.” Zerrex said with a slight smile, then he looked slowly over the
machine before asking quietly: “But well… not that I doubt you or anything, Priest, I just…
worry that this isn‟t going to work properly.”
“Well, fine, try and make a sphere of energy.” Priest replied mildly, gesturing at the
Drakkaren and the lizard looked at him curiously for a moment before he glanced down and held
a hand out… and a moment later, a blue sphere of energy appeared in it, but the smaller male
frowned a bit at the amount of strength it seemed to take, the energy flickering in and out as he
calmed himself and pushed more into the ball… and slowly, it glowed a brighter blue,
solidifying slightly as Priest rubbed the underside of his muzzle thoughtfully. “Interesting… how
does it feel?”
Zerrex was quiet for a few moments… and then he crushed the sphere out of existence,
blue motes floating up around his hand before he smiled again at Priest, this time with a bit more
assuredness as he reabsorbed most of the energy into his body. “Like the old days, is what comes
to mind. I have to concentrate more, and I have to focus on pumping energy into the sphere…
but I suppose in time I‟ll adjust, huh?”
“I ain‟t got no doubts about it.” Priest winked, then he looked over at Firenze as the
smaller male cleared his throat. “But yeah. With that out of the way and everyone sure the new
armlet is working properly, I think… oh wait, just a sec, Firenze. Hey, Dad, can you test the
nanomachine function? And I‟m not sure if this one will reply to your voice commands or not…
all the wiring and stuff looks the exact same, but…”
Zerrex nodded, then he raised the manacle up towards his muzzle, saying clearly:
“Initiate. Run diagnostics.”

The manacle began to hum immediately, processing the request with a buzz before the
disc-shaped portion glowed and projected a holographic image, Anathema looking suddenly
fascinated as numbers, graphs, and shapes spilled out in three-dimensional shapes that floated
eerily in the air. “What a strange magic…”
“No, Bones, that‟s science.” Priest said dryly, but he looked both entertained and
strangely-touched nonetheless, as he leaned in close and mumbled a few numbers under his
breath before nodding with a smile. “Looks like it‟s set up all prim-and-proper, Dad, and you‟re
ready to deploy. Nanomachines are operating at peak efficiency and the extra supply of energy
the armlet now gets should help in letting them build and shape into materials and assimilating
textures.”
Zerrex nodded, and then Firenze cleared his throat again, this time elbowing Priest, and
the huge Dragokkaren sighed and stepped aside, raising his hands in the air as Sin and Anathema
stood on either side of the Drakkaren. The lizard lowered his arm, the holograms immediately
fading out as it clicked and beeped, and then Firenze asked gently: “So how long until the
monastery is completed?”
“We‟re fixing up the minor details now… rolling shingles over the rooftops, and then we
have to construct the outbuilding.” Zerrex paused meditatively. “Maybe that isn‟t the exactly
right word, since we pre-constructed all the walls and everything, and the foundation is dug and
set… essentially, we just have to put in the skeleton, raise and stick the pre-made walls into
position, and then put up the rafters so we can toss on a roof. Work of a day, maybe two at the
most, with all of us helping out. Cherry‟s pretty anxious by now to get out of there, they made
her take part in some ceremony yesterday and she can‟t remember instructions for etiquette
worth crap.”
Firenze smiled amusedly at this, and then he said softly: “Then I‟d like you to make your
preparations to leave Hell, Dad, and return to the mortal world to begin the reconstruction effort.
You‟ve got five days to a week to get everything ready and select your team of fourteen people,
max, and that includes members of your family. I‟ve got a book of applicants I‟ll give you later,
and Priest insists on going with you too… he says he‟s fascinated by the idea of working on the
mortal world, since you and Cherry talked about it all the time but he‟s only visited once.”
“And that totally doesn‟t even count. Also, Firenze, I can talk for myself.” Priest reached
out and slapped Firenze‟s skull, but the blue-scaled lizard only rolled his eyes before he elbowed
Priest in the kidney, making him wheeze. “Message received. You keep going.”
“Anyway, we can get into the logistics later. There‟s one last piece of business, Dad. If
you please, High Throne Sin…” Firenze gestured to her, then smiled when she nodded and
opened a portal with a smile in return. Zerrex looked at this curiously, but Firenze only motioned
for him to follow Priest as the Dragokkaren walked quickly through it, and then Sin and
Anathema wrapped their arms around the Drakkaren‟s waist, leading him forwards through the
portal before they stepped out into a massive, marble ballroom, the Drakkaren standing at the top
of a set of ivory stairs and looking stupidly back and forth as people cheered and threw confetti
into the air, and then Firenze stepped out of the portal behind him with a smile, patting his father
quietly on the back. “We thought we‟d better remind you of your birthday.”
“Firenze…” Zerrex smiled warmly, rubbing at his face with one hand before blushing as
Sin and Anathema leaned in at the same time, both kissing him on the cheek as he looked
stupidly from one to the other… and Sin blushed herself before Anathema threw her head back
and laughed. “That was out of character.”

“Oh fuck you. You tell me to lighten up, and I lighten up, and you get scared out of your
stupid head.” Anathema grinned nonetheless, shoving him playfully before she winked and
slapped him on the back. “Consider it your birthday present, then, since I sure as hell didn‟t get
you anything.”
Zerrex snorted amusedly, then he gazed over the sea of faces standing in the enormous
ballroom, before looking back and forth, where the stairs sloped up along the gently-curving
walls to his left and right, both meeting into enormous, long walkways from which stood out
balconies of gold and white marble here and there… and Zerrex realized after a moment they
were in a castle in the Eastern Province owned by Lily: one of her few extravagancies, as she
waved at him from one of the balconies.
People were everywhere, and it put a lump in Zerrex‟s throat as he stood there, listening
to them cheer and yell, and he realized how many people he had in his life… how many were
there to love him and support him… and how fortunate he was for all of it. He gazed over the
crowd with awe and amazement, swallowing thickly before he nodded with a slow, incoherent
murmur, and then he mumbled weakly: “I… this is just wow and… I… it isn‟t even my
birthday…”
“Well, it‟s more than just that… it‟s a celebration of your return, and more importantly,
these are all faces who have been begging to see you, Lord Zerrex… and all faces of friends,
family, and loved ones who you owe at least a brief audience with… and who we have kept you
from, for reasons both virtuous and unfathomably selfish.” Firenze replied quietly, and then he
embraced his father tightly, and Zerrex hugged him back, clutching into his back as the lizard
murmured: “Come on Dad, put on a smile for these people. Show „em that you‟re okay.”
“I‟m better than okay.” Zerrex said with a grunt, and then he grasped Firenze‟s shoulders
before he turned and strode down the stairs, raising his arms and shouting with a smile on his
face and tears of joys in his eyes: “Everyone, thank you!”
The crowd yelled its appreciation back… and although Zerrex knew there were so many
faces missing, there were so many other, newer faces here that filled his heart with happiness. In
the back, he could see Thor standing on a table, holding a keg under one arm and a stein of his
mead high in the other, roaring his approval as Loki sat sullenly nearby with Aera Cura, who was
waving at him over the crowd and bouncing up and down… but the mere presence of the otter
spoke far more than his grouchy look, as he caught Zerrex‟s eyes on him and rose his head
slightly with a half-wave.
Gilgamesh was standing next to Cindy, the huge bear looking almost meek in her
presence, and Mahihko and Lone were in front of him, both hopping up and down and waving,
Lone‟s “maturity” forgotten in the pull of the joyful crowd. Lily and Selena stood with Amiglion
on a balcony on the second floor, waving as Selena tried to push the other two out of the way
stubbornly, and his children dotted the entire area, many of them with their own children – faces
he knew and faces he didn‟t – present, all staring up at him raptly… and among them, he saw
Mercy standing with a bright smile on her face, standing near Driz and Markus, the brother of
Priest and a son of Zerrex that had nearly fallen into the temptations of power, but had redeemed
himself over the years.
He was a huge, twelve foot tall and powerfully-muscled Dragokkaren, with blue scales
with a few dark speckles here and there covering his body and Cherry‟s brilliant blue eyes… as
well as a scar on his muzzle left from when his mother had punched him so hard she had
knocked out several teeth and left a wound that would never entirely heal. His only visible
demonic characteristics were small, conical fringes of spikes that went down either side of his

head and down the length of his spine, but in the plain mortal jeans and white shirt he was
wearing, he looked more like a mortal than a demon. Zigzagging tattoos of runes covered one
forearm: tattoos by now had become a family tradition, at least with the children of Zerrex and
Cherry. Zerrex was proud and glad to see he was still alive though, and that his features were
healthy, as if he‟d lost the nervous tic he‟d once had.
He could see the triplets born of Lily, golden-scaled demonesses who looked like Dius
blushing and smiling as they stood with the Four Sisters, who were all gazing up at him fondly…
and in another corner of the room, he could see none other than two Judges of Death, White and
Sabnock, standing and looking at him mildly… but it was a happy expression on their faces.
White was the father of Tinman, a longtime friend of Zerrex, and the former owner of the powers
of Mephistopheles… and the stone-faced badger was dressed as always in his dress shirt and
vest, with a bolo tie at his neat collar and a duster hanging over his shoulders, his cowboy hat
tilted down as he sipped from a flask held in a hand covered by a black glove. His other hand
was bare, resting on the handle of a massive black revolver with a three-foot-long barrel, the
weapon of choice of White Phoenix.
Sabnock, on the other hand, was a wolverine with a strange, clashing markings, the right
side of her face covered in golden fur, and the left blue, meeting in the middle and seeming
almost to fight for dominance across her features with the pitchfork pattern it made where the
colors merged. Likewise, her right hand was gold and her left hand was blue, and she wore a
tight, navy suit that covered her slender body, making her look almost male as she flapped the
blue, bat-like wings that extended from her back and crossed her arms. Her eyes were black, and
she had tiny, conical horns on her forehead, but despite her demonic characteristics she still
looked far more like a high-class defense attorney than an Ice Devil, although Zerrex knew by
now they basically amounted to the same thing.
Then Zerrex looked up, and he smiled at the sight of Vampire on the balcony above, one
of the wolf‟s arms wrapped around another badger, who was laughing warmly as he waved. He
was athletic, wearing simple dress clothes and with the same gold-rimmed eyes as White
possessed, but he was far more expressive and almost childlike… and it was hard to believe that
this was Tinman, the son of the feared Judge of Death who had once destroyed the most
powerful demon Hell could vomit out. But, as Zerrex had learned, the world was full of
surprises… and he smiled a bit, waving back to Tinny before he looked down with surprise as he
was grabbed by Cherry as she shoved her way through the crowd and yanked down, feeling
people touching him, sharing quick hugs before he could realize who he was embracing, and
being pulled along with the crowd as he laughed and spun, before he ended up being pushed
down into a plain chair in the center of the ballroom as Felicity kissed his cheek loudly, before a
succubus dressed in a tight lace corset and long black stockings approached, swaying her hips
and vulpine tail seductively as her eyes glowed, and she licked her muzzle slowly as she sat
herself in his lap, saying warmly: “Hello, Lord Zerrex.”
“Hello, Mel.” Zerrex smiled at her, and she smiled radiantly back, the reptile feeling a
flash of memories from his mortal life… but no longer worried, knowing by now the armlet was
well doing its job of keeping his abilities in check. He could still feel the emotions of the people
around him, but it was muted… and he shared an embrace with her before she slid out of his lap
and three more figures came forwards: a coyote and a fluffy, thick-bodied border collie, who
stood on either side of a cat with her angelic wings folded over her back, blushing a bit as Zerrex
looked over them quietly. “Sarah… Mika… and Mary.”

Mary gazed at him lovingly, the feline who had first changed his life so much… and the
two embraced firmly as Zerrex stood from the chair before she pushed him gently back down
into it, and they stepped back into the crowd as Little Arcy came forwards, holding the hand of
another feline who was smiling amusedly, wearing an antique red vest and with a certain age in
his golden features and chubby form. Elliot Meral… and Zerrex didn‟t even have to say anything
to him, he only traded a wink with the cat… before he laughed when Little Arcy hopped up into
his lap and smiled up at him, poking his chest as she said happily: “Isn‟t it a grand affair, Lord
Zerrex? And how lucky are you, with ten years of birthdays to celebrate at once!”
That got a laugh from the crowd as well as from the lizard, and then she hopped out of his
lap as a wolverine smoking a cigar came forwards next, small horns on his head and his features
roughened despite the youth that was also in them, resting one arm across his body as his other
held the cigar… and across from him was a ferret who had his hands behind his back, a soft
smile on his features as he glowed with a soft radiance, his youth returned to him in Heaven and
making him handsome, even if a bit thin. He wore plain, off the rack mortal clothes… although
now that Zerrex thought about it, there likely weren‟t any racks or any discount stores anymore.
“Lord Zerrex… it is a true pleasure to see you‟ve returned…”
“God do I fucking hate this guy. He gets in your goddamn head, turns all your views
around, and makes you feel like a fucking asshole.” General Griswold snorted, then he blew a
smoke ring into Zerrex‟s face, making him wrinkle his muzzle and wave a hand through the air.
“So hey, now that you‟ve died again, is there an even worse Hell? „Cause I‟ll be fucked if I‟m
going there.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, then he replied dryly: “Believe me, I think Hell would miss your
commentaries too much to let you go, Griswold. You still a bound mortal?”
“Eat me.” The General retorted, but he was grinning nonetheless before he gestured at
Ixin, who was hopping up and down in the back. “At least I ain‟t retarded like him. Fucking
swinging swords around and shit though, fucking retarded if you ask me when guns are still
available.”
“I got close enough to you with a sword to cut your arm off while we were still mortals,
as I remember. It‟s a fond memory.” Zerrex replied mildly, and Griswold blew a raspberry as he
threw up his arms and stomped off, even as he grinned. Then he looked at Balthazar, who was
smiling despite himself, before the Drakkaren stood and bowed quietly to him. “I‟m sorry that I
wasn‟t able to stop everything in time, Balthazar… I never got to apologize for that.”
“Oh, stop now. Not at your party.” the ferret said softly, waving a hand at him with an
embarrassed look on his face, and then he softened as he added quietly: “Besides, you never did
anything but apologize for failings that were never your fault, Lord Zerrex. If anything, I should
apologize to you, and to you all, for failing to keep the mortal plane safe when at any time, I
could have challenged Kafka. Had I destroyed his platform, he would have lost face as a
candidate for international office… and losing that, he would have been unable to travel around
as he did, planting Mechanauts everywhere he went. But please, I think your friends and family
have a great plan for you and this party… let‟s enjoy ourselves, as I‟ve been greatly looking
forwards to seeing if the legend of the hospitality of Hell and the great balls I‟ve heard about are
true or not.”
“I‟ve got great balls!” Cherry yelled from somewhere, and this got both laughs and
groans as Zerrex rolled his eyes, then smiled as Balthazar stepped back into the crowd, and there
were murmurs before Sin and Anathema both pushed forwards, carrying several presents in their

arms, and a moment later Priest and Markus both approached with more, putting them down with
smiles as Zerrex looked stupidly back and forth.
Before he could protest, Cherry pushed her way through the crowd with Sammy riding on
her shoulder, the skeletal dragon squeaking as she shoved a box of her own into his lap, and she
said firmly: “Don‟t even start with your usual stupid shit. Just say thank you, or I‟m shoving this
into your mouth, and you really will not like that, understood?”
Zerrex cleared his throat awkwardly as everyone stared at him, and then he finally
grinned and swallowed his embarrassment, knowing that for once, Cherry was probably right
and he should just suck it up. “Thank you… everyone. For all this generosity and-”
“Blah, blah, blah!” Cherry flailed her arms, then she poked his forehead firmly before
dancing around him, clapping her hands. “Now open it, open it, open it!”
Zerrex did not know at all what to expect, as he stared at the box, afraid it was going to
be a bomb, a sex toy, or some horrible combination of both. Then he carefully pulled the lid off
and reached inside, and Cherry leaned in with huge, expectant eyes as the reptile pulled out a
pair of… rollerblades? Are… I… what? “Cherry I… are… these are in my size and everything,
how the hell do you know my boot size? Where the hell could you even get rollerblades these
days?”
“I stole them from the Lunis colony.” Cherry said proudly, and Zerrex slapped his
forehead, somehow unsurprised as the female grinned stupidly. “Dude, think about it! It‟s the
perfect way to get around on the ground, since like, the road‟s too busted up to use your
motorcycle and like… it‟ll be awesome! We‟ll have dorky knee and elbow pads, and helmets and
shit, and we‟ll be like nerdy messengers on wheels.”
Zerrex looked at her for a few moments, then she wandered away in the crowd with that
same weird expression on her face, and the reptile cleared his throat before he turned his
attention to Sin, as she put the rollerblades aside and instead handed him another box, saying
softly: “Here, Lord Zerrex. See what you think of this.”
For the next half hour, Zerrex opened presents, getting everything from a new, custom
suit made from dragon scales, to a few beautiful new weapons and artworks. He could sense
Marina lurking somewhere in the back of the ballroom, but she didn‟t seem to want to come up
to the front for some reason… yet he didn‟t blame her. Marina could be oddly shy in crowds, and
moreover, she wasn‟t fond of much of what she saw as his „extended family.‟ With how she
sometimes displayed her affection for the „core family,‟ Zerrex was only glad she never lashed
out at anyone and didn‟t cause a scene.
The opening of gifts was followed by a grand dance, and Zerrex was first invited to lead
in by dancing with each of his wives… and when Anathema looked sullenly at Sin, she was
invited to join in as well. Zerrex spent roughly forty seconds dancing with each wife, starting
with a quick, jaunty movement with Cherry and moving all the way into a slow, graceful
spinning with Sin, before he grasped Anathema‟s hands… and as they slipped into a ballroom
dance befitting the beauty and elegance of the area they were in, others began to dance as well,
and Zerrex slowed their pace as she rested against him, Sin standing nearby and watching with a
tender smile on her face.
“She‟s creeping me out.” Anathema complained, and Sin giggled behind a hand before
Zerrex spun over to her, extending his other arm… and Sin smiled warmly, before she slid
forwards and wrapped her arms around his waist, the two moving quietly with him in easy
synchronization, in a slow, melodic step-dance. Zerrex wondered why it was he could remember
all these dances, how his body was able to move so naturally and gracefully even with dances

and steps never seen in the mortal realm with so many cultures having such a derision for
polygamous marriage, and then he simply shrugged a bit, holding both close to his body before
he looked down in surprise. Did I just think…
“Anyway.” Anathema pulled back after a moment, and Sin looked at her curiously, still
pressed close to Zerrex before the undead Naganatine smiled softly, then she said finally: “I do
have a gift for you after all, Zerrex. Here.”
And with that, Anathema reached up into her own ribcage, grasping her heart… then she
gently pulled the pulsating organ free, smiling slightly as blood dripped down from her hand and
she held the still-pulsing thing out to Zerrex, who stared at her… and Anathema said softly: “Just
take the goddamn thing.”
Zerrex reached out, and she quietly put it into his hand… and it was hot, moving,
thudding in his fingers, almost larger than his fist as Anathema stood across from him without a
heart, and she half-ordered, half-invited: “Eat it.”
“Eat it?” Zerrex said stupidly, looking down at it as Sin gasped quietly, and he looked at
her… but she blushed deep red and looked away, and Anathema was glaring at him… yet
beneath the glare, he could see she was almost begging with her eyes. And finally, Zerrex
nodded slowly before he rose it to his muzzle and took a bite of the juicy organ; her flesh tasted
strange, exotic, and yet made his tongue sizzle, the texture warm but less like raw flesh and more
like well-done steak, as he swallowed back, expecting to have to withhold a retch… but it settled
easily in his stomach, and he blushed a bit: he knew it wasn‟t just because it was so much
more… delicious than he had expected, but it was also because of his own sick fantasies and
thoughts, wonderful nightmares he‟d hoped would have vanished with everything else.
Zerrex was able to eat the heart in only a few large bites… and Anathema sighed softly,
as she cupped her ribs… before she smiled, and her heart grew slowly back into place, thudding
powerfully, the lizard almost feeling the vibrations before Anathema approached and became
skeletal, swirling around the Drakkaren before locking onto him as she murmured: Now I must
rest, Lord Zerrex…
“What just happened?” Zerrex asked quietly, but he had an idea as it was… and Sin only
smiled at him softly as she hugged him tightly, and he hugged her back as Anathema‟s skull
settled itself on his right shoulder, pulsing once before it became silent bone once more. “Oh
hell. What did she do? What did I do?”
“It‟s not my place to say, Lord Zerrex, but I know you‟ve made my sister very happy…
and I am so happy for her, too.” Sin looked down, then she gazed up at him, before the two
hugged tightly as she whispered: “I can‟t believe I can say that with such honesty… my sister, I
am so happy for my beloved sister…”
She smiled faintly, then kissed the side of his neck quietly before she murmured: “And so
happy for you. You can feel the love, the adoration, the kinship, can‟t you? Look there,
Dragokkaren you knew in life who became demons in the Minor Circle… and over there, more
friends who are too embarrassed to approach, standing with another who claims to hate you but
showed up anyway…”
Zerrex nodded, then his eyes wandered to the food table, where Cherry was currently
gobbling up everything she could get her hands on, and the reptile sighed before he led Sin
towards this, saying mildly: “Some people love too much. Not just me, but things. Especially
pastries.”
“Fuck you these are delicious!” Cherry retorted as they approached her, and Sin smiled a
bit behind a hand as Zerrex reached out and snagged one of the pastries from her, taking a bite of

it and chewing thoughtfully. Then he grunted in agreement, before slapping Cherry‟s wrist,
thinking clearly at her: Stop stuffing your fat face.
“My face ain‟t fat, my ass is fat.” Cherry replied pompously, turning and shaking her rear
firmly back and forth, and then she winked when Zerrex sighed and rolled his eyes, before
asking seriously: “So like. My gift was okay, right? I didn‟t steal that shit for nothing, right?”
“Cherry, I promise I‟ll try them out, how about that?” Zerrex said mildly, and the female
brightened at this, clapping her hands again before she wandered over to the punch bowl, and the
reptile looked at Sin mildly as he asked: “So how long is this party going to last?”
Sin shrugged, looking up at him with an expression of entertainment… and somehow the
reptile wasn‟t surprised to find that the party lasted five more hours, before people finally began
to filter out. In that time, Zerrex had done more dancing, received a few more gifts – one in
particular a pocket watch from Sabnock made from platinum, capable of keeping track of
appointments for him if he recited the date, time, location, and purpose of each in a careful voice
– and traded a few stories with others, including a Gilgamesh that clearly had some kind of
awkward crush on Cindy.
As things came to an end, Zerrex volunteered to help clean up: in particular, Cherry had
made a large mess over by the food table that he felt oddly responsible for. The others denied
him that, however, and the Sisters instead told him they needed to get back to work on the
monastery, since it was just turning to morning outside and they had a few free hours yet, as
Markus and Priest had dragged Cherry off on some adventure. The little wolves had vanished
too, leaving with Raze and Francis, of all people: but the two angels needed electrical demons to
help them power up a generator in Heaven, and in the battles with the Gods, the wolves had
earned the respect of the rigid, cold Drakkaren, which in turn meant they automatically had the
confidence of the Captain of the Vanguard, Francis.
Zerrex only hoped they would come back in one piece… two pieces, technically, I guess.
He paused to think about this puzzler for a moment, then he shook his head as he looked around
the ballroom. The Sisters were waiting for him, but the reptile had wanted to say a few
goodbyes… and he approached Mercy as she gazed at him softly, standing beside Lily as Selena
leaned on a pillar nearby, watching.
The Drakkaren grasped his daughter‟s shoulders, then he kissed her forehead quietly,
making her blush as he said softly: “You be good now, hear? And be careful. I hear you have a
mission to the Hathor, to help resolve some political turmoil there… and it might not be the
safest place right now, especially for the people I love so much. Just keep your eyes open and
watch your back, okay? You‟re special to me, Mercy.”
Mercy nodded with a smile, her stitches stretching… and then she impulsively hugged
him, and he hugged her tightly back with a quiet laugh. She leaned up, kissing his cheek, then
she rubbed their muzzles together, the reptile feeling her stitches brush along his face with a
quiet smile, before she turned and walked over to Lily, who wrapped an arm around her as she
said softly: “She‟ll be fine, Zerrex… you just take care of yourself too, okay? But Selena and I at
least will make sure to be there during the sendoff ceremony.”
“Oh, like I need another ceremony.” Zerrex muttered, and Mercy giggled silently as
Selena grinned a bit, before she walked over and slapped Zerrex gently back and forth. The
reptile let his face move with the soft blows, and then Selena reached up, digging her fingers into
his scalp and tangling into his hair as they kissed slowly and passionately, Lily rolling her eyes
as Mercy blushed a bit behind a hand, before they slowly parted, and Zerrex stared at her
dumbly. “Will I get something like that at the ceremony?”

“Maybe. I‟ll stop in after I‟m done my stupid fucking Throne duties, okay?” Selena
punched his arm gently, then she reached out and grasped his wrist, guiding his hand up to cup a
breast as Lily snorted and Mercy blushed a bit deeper. “Don‟t you be scared of touching me
either, got that? I‟m yours, Zerrex, just as you‟re mine. And I‟ve become real fucking proud of
that over the years.”
“Good. I have too.” Zerrex squeezed gently into the swell, making Selena‟s breathing
roughen for a moment before he pushed her playfully backwards, adding mildly: “But I‟m not
having sex with you in front of everyone. Even if Lily seems to be turned on by watching.”
He threw a wink at Mercy, who giggled silently again as Lily almost turned scarlet,
covering her face as she stammered: “I-I-I do not! I just… you two, you‟re always doing it and I
don‟t mind… I mean, I do mind, it‟s just that it‟s so n-natural now and-”
“Oh fucking great, you‟re going to give her a hernia. Lily, calm the hell down, okay?”
Selena asked mildly, and Lily‟s babbling turned into mumbling as she crossed her arms, pouting.
Zerrex shook his head in amusement at this, and then he and Selena traded a last hug and quick
kiss as she murmured: “Love you, big guy.”
“Love you too, Selena.” Zerrex said softly, and Selena smiled primly at Lily as she
created a portal, walking through it. Mercy followed, and Lily rambled out something along the
same lines as Zerrex threw her a small wave, saying softly: “I love all of you.”
Then he turned around, noting that most of the others had left, and he approached the
Four Sisters where they stood with Sin. Sin bowed to them, and they bowed back, and Zerrex
wondered what they had just spoken about before the Naganatine turned and said gently: “Take
care, Lord Zerrex. I‟ll see you soon… the Sisters invited me to take part in a ceremony, and it
would be rude of me to not accept. I‟ll graciously enjoy the blessing of the monastery.”
“Then I‟ll see you then, Sin.” Zerrex traded a tight hug with her, and then Sin smiled and
turned, opening a portal and vanishing through it. Finally, the Drakkaren glanced over at the
Sisters, and without any hesitation, Earth flicked her wrist and created a portal for them, and the
group made their way through to emerge in the monastery grounds. The lizard paused as he
looked up, not feeling the dampening effect to as great an extent as he had before… and he
halted, glancing over at Fire as she and Water stayed, while Earth and Air headed towards the
main doors, presumably to finish the flooring and the inner fountain. “Hey…”
“To a point, we control it… but no, Lord Zerrex. The main reason you don‟t feel the
effect nearly as much anymore is because your senses have been slightly dulled by the armlet as
well. Not your natural senses, but your… other senses, if you will allow me to say so.” Water
said softly, and Fire nodded with a bit of a smile. “It‟s not technically a bad thing though, by any
means… it‟s merely… an adjustment.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, and then Fire added: “We should get moving, though… if we keep a
good pace, we should be able to have most of the outbuilding‟s main structure finished by
tonight. Then we can put on the roof tomorrow, and do the basic inside of the structure. Earth
and Air should be able to finish off the rest of the monastery today, so tomorrow they can finish
the well, which the Fifth Sister so kindly dug for us.”
The Drakkaren nodded, and he was glad for the physical labor: it helped get his mind off
the questions blazing around in it, and helped him relax in some ways even more than the party
had. While it had been wonderful to see so many familiar faces and become reacquainted with
his family and friends… at the same time, it had been a little difficult, with the fact he couldn‟t
control what memories were returning to him as they were reunited… and he thought that was

why Marina had stayed in the background almost the entire time, because she was assessing him
and worrying about triggering another memory avalanche.
Yet it wasn‟t like he could complain: a few more holes had been filled in inside his mind,
and he had gotten some very generous gifts… and the Drakkaren smiled a bit as he grasped the
rope rigged up to either corner of what would shortly be a wall of the outbuilding, grunting as he
strode slowly backwards and pulled at the same time, muscles flexing and the reptile strangely
enjoying the effort it now took for him to lift the heavy, detailed stone-and-wood surface into
place. Once he had it standing, however, it snapped neatly into place on the foundation, and the
Sisters were able to hammer in several enormous, long bolts that would further work to hold it in
position.
While the Sisters did that, Zerrex fitted in screens and glass windows where they were
necessary, taking his time in making sure he didn‟t damage them at all. They weren‟t plain glass,
after all, but they had intricate designs shaped over them… and in Hell, glass was a luxury to
begin with. Not that it was difficult to produce… but more that it simply wasn‟t seen as
necessary by most of the population, especially with the fact that there were few, if any,
powerful storms that ever passed through any of Hell‟s populated areas.
As the sun began to set, Zerrex was proud to say they were right on schedule, as he hefted
the final rafter into position and the Sisters quickly locked it into place. The outbuilding was
more of a cabin reserved for visitors than anything else, but the design also included its own
pantry and small, simple shrine, so the reptile thought it would still end up being a beautiful little
cabin. He rolled his shoulders slowly, rubbing at one before he picked up his shirt from where
he‟d abandoned it, smiling a bit at the sweat he felt on his body and the strain in his muscles. He
was surprised his strength was inhibited so much… but glad at the same time. The machine made
for a nice workout tool, among other things… and Zerrex looked at it thoughtfully for a moment
before he put his shirt on, tucking the sleeve carefully over and then underneath the skull of
Anathema that was still resting on his shoulder, and Fire approached him, asking curiously:
“What‟s on your mind? You have that look on your face you often get when you‟re going to start
some trouble.”
“Just thinking about this device… wondering what the safest setting is, you know?”
Zerrex looked up at her, and Fire tilted her head. The Drakkaren smiled after a moment, and then
he rubbed the metallic manacle slowly, murmuring: “I mean… like… right now is wonderful.
I‟m strong enough to do work, I can concentrate, my mind doesn‟t seem so… so jumbled and my
powers aren‟t lashing out. But what setting will give me the most juice without going overboard,
how much can I handle, I mean… and more importantly, at what setting will my powers start to
control me, instead of me controlling them?”
“You worry too much.” Fire said softly, then she grasped Zerrex‟s shoulders and kissed
his cheek gently. “Come and join us in meditation. It will help you calm your mind and yourself,
and you‟ve been to so few lately… spend an hour with us in deep thought and prayer to the
Higher, and then go about your duties, but…” Fire stopped, then smiled a bit, glancing at the
other three Sisters standing in front of the open monastery door, light spilling out from the
flames flickering on torches within, as sunset settled slowly into twilight. “We miss you.”
“Alright. Cherry isn‟t back yet anyway, and Sammy‟s still hiding somewhere, probably
exploring Lily‟s castle… I could probably use the mental exercise anyway.” Zerrex admitted
after a moment, rubbing the back of his head with a faint smile. Fire smiled in return, and then
she kissed his cheek gently before pushing him lightly towards the doors, and the reptile laughed
a bit, walking quietly along as Fire half-followed behind them, and Water and Air pushed the

doors open as Earth slipped her arm around Zerrex‟s side and pressed up against him with a
bright smile.
They led him into the main worship hall, where Fire picked up a single, long brown
wand, the end of it black and burnt. She closed her eyes, and a moment later the end of the wand
burst into quiet flame before she handed this to Zerrex… and then she turned and joined her
Sisters, dropping onto her knees and lowering her head forwards as she placed her palms flat
against the ground, the Four Sisters forming a semicircle around the lodestone altar as Zerrex
went about the task of slowly lighting the candles to either side of it, one-by-one.
It was every bit a meditation as what the Sisters were doing, he had learned… and as
always when he participated, he felt not only their emotions, but like the air itself was literally
becoming calm and soothing. The candles seemed to burn eternally, the fire never harming
neither wick nor wax but seeming to only dance silently on the end of each and every one, and
the Drakkaren felt his thoughts become slow and soothing as he took his time with the ceremony.
When every candle was lit, Zerrex reached up and suffocated the flame with his other
hand, and when he opened it, smoke floated quietly up in a short, clover-like shape before
vanishing, and Zerrex inhaled the sweet-smelling smoke quietly. It smelled of both sulfur and
vanilla… and the opposing smells mixed in a strange but desirous way, as the reptile carefully
put the wand back aside before he faced the plain stone altar and stepped backwards to sit in the
center of the semicircle, crossing his legs and resting his hands on his knees as the Sisters halfturned towards him, crossing their arms over their breasts in a gesture not of blocking out, but
inviting in: not of blocking, but of protectiveness.
The reptile didn‟t think about this, however, or anything else: his mind was strange, quiet,
and at peace… and as he let himself go, as his thoughts slowly played out, he found himself
almost dreaming while awake, shapes and images floating through his mind and in front of his
eyes as he murmured softly: “I am bidden.”
“And thus I shall go.” All Four Sisters said in unison, and then they quietly stepped
forwards, Earth and Fire grasping either shoulder as they rested their heads next to Zerrex‟s,
Water and Air curling their bodies against his arms. Zerrex was barely aware of this, however,
but he could feel the flow of their energy against his, could feel their bodies almost linking
together in their meditation, their service towards what they referred to as the “Higher,” and he
smiled faintly as he felt each and every one of them, so very much the same… and yet each
completely and undeniably unique.
The hour passed: and then another, and finally Zerrex roused himself, before he realized
he had all four of the quadruplets pressed tight to his form still with something like surprise…
and all of them smiled at him before drawing away, Earth saying softly: “Thank you for
participating, Lord Zerrex. You link up well with us… I think because of our mutual respect.”
“One of many reasons.” Air said softly, and Zerrex looked at her curiously even as Water
and Fire both smiled, and Earth blushed: a sure hint that there was something subtler at work.
Before he could even ask, however, the four stood and pulled him gently to his feet, before they
all tightly embraced him.
He smiled quietly, lowering his head… and then he finally pulled backwards, saying
softly: “Well, continue your daily services then, Sisters. I‟m going to go and get some work in on
the project I promised to work on myself… I don‟t want to look like a complete idiot during the
liftoff ceremony or whatever it is, after all.”
The others nodded, then waved in unison… and Zerrex waved back, smiling at them
before he turned and wondered why he‟d never noticed that even though they did things in

perfect synchronization… there were always little differences here and there. Earth often waved
at him too fast, smiled when the others didn‟t… and Fire was usually the first to speak, or at least
the loudest or most vocal. Air tended to talk before she realized it, and Water always preferred to
use magic over physical means… and then he shook his head, not expecting an answer but then
wincing as Anathema said mildly in his head: Well, because you’ve never exactly looked for
them, now have you?
“Well… you know. I guess I always assumed.” Zerrex said lamely, rubbing the back of
his head before he made a face. “I bet they don‟t even all like the same things, do they?”
“Well…” Anathema‟s sockets lit up with golden flames, and then she snapped off his
body as he stepped through the monastery doors and into the grasses outside, the female quickly
forming and smiling at him the moment her flesh and scales grew over her skeleton. “That‟s
really a matter of interpretation. The Sisters are supposed to act as one singular entity, and I
know you have memories of what happens during the times they don‟t: they become like
bickering children, and they lose most of their powers. But do they have unique likes and
dislikes? Of course, although it‟s a trivial thing to know… then again, most of the things you
love so much – food, pastimes, hobbies, feelings – are also trivial, but I‟m beginning to
understand why you feel they‟re so important to you nonetheless.”
“So what the hell did you do back in the ballroom, anyway?” Zerrex asked mildly,
undeterred by the fact Anathema was obviously in undead-superiority-complex-bitch mode, and
the undead Naganatine grinned at him slightly, which made him make a face. “Why do I not like
that expression, exactly?”
“I gave you my heart, Lord Zerrex. Does that really need an explanation? I thought the
poetic metaphor spoke for itself.” Anathema replied haughtily, and Zerrex glowered at her. She
only snorted at the look, however, then finally brought a finger up and poked him in the nose.
“Well, since you insist on pretending you‟re a philistine, just… think of it this way. If you ever
need me, all you have to do is whistle. You know how to whistle, don‟t you? You just-”
“I know how to whistle.” Zerrex said sourly, and Anathema muttered that he always had
to go and ruin everything before he frowned a bit, saying slowly: “You bound yourself to me?”
“Not precisely. Close enough.” Anathema shrugged a bit, crossing her arms as they
continued to stride down the path together, and then rolled her eyes at the look on his face. “Now
you know, most people would be touched by the gesture, not repulsed. Anyway, it makes it
easier for me to access your thoughts, among other things. And it‟s not a full bind… I‟m not an
idiot, Lord Zerrex. Just enough of a tie that I can get a feel for your emotions when I concentrate
and I‟ll know if you run off to attempt getting yourself killed again.”
“You know, I said sex. Not your heart. There‟s a difference between love and lust, you
know.” Zerrex said sourly, as he rose a hand to try and remember the runes for a portal, then he
winced when Anathema slapped it, looking stupidly at her as she glared angrily up at him.
“I‟m not a child, I know the difference!” she spat, then she sulked and turned away,
crossing her arms. Zerrex winced, reaching a hand out to squeeze her shoulder, and she sighed,
lowering her head and muttering moodily: “But I guess there‟s not much about me that‟s
loveable. Can we just go?”
“There‟s a lot to love about you, Anathema.” Zerrex replied gently, and Anathema looked
over her shoulder at him sourly. He only smiled a bit, however, leaning forwards and kissing her
forehead… and Anathema looked surprised, blinking and trying to look up at her skull before the
Drakkaren hugged her firmly. “Now stop acting like me. Come on, I‟ve got to get to the library

to do some research… maybe you can take the chance to catch up on some more old poets, or
one or two authors I think you‟ll like.”
Anathema looked at him for a moment, and then she smiled dryly. “Poets are authors,
Lord Zerrex. Your almighty novel isn‟t the only kind of professional writing out there, after all…
and there is more cunning in a single short poem than there is in an entire novel series,
sometimes.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then Anathema gave him a tight hug, before she slid away
with a smile, jerking her head at the air. “Are you going to make a portal or not?”
The reptile shook his head with a slight smile, then he held a hand out, concentrating…
and a moment later, a portal opened, and Anathema and Zerrex both passed through this to step
out into a small outbuilding that had been set up several years ago in front of the Central Spire.
The structure was simple and plain, with heavy metallic shielding covered in ancient runes
surrounding it, a minotaur guard reading at a table heaped with a books and looking bored, his
hooves resting on the surface of the furnishing. Zerrex and Anathema both walked past him,
ignoring him as much as he ignored them, instead heading down a hall that quickly widened into
an oval archway and through the open doors leading into the Central Spire.
Since portals didn‟t function inside the Spire, and construction efforts had to be done
from the top of the Circles downwards, it would be many years yet since they reached the Circle
of Tragedy, in which the Central Spire sat… but Zerrex was all too well aware by now that time
was a relative concept in Hell. Therefore, they had built the little, quasi-guarded shack that was
constructed to survive whatever fell on it, so there would always be a way into the bottom of the
Spire apart from running through the labyrinthine insides of the building like a lab rat.
It also meant that the insides of the building were usually pretty quiet, especially ever
since Lily had built several other libraries throughout Hell: and, as they walked past several
Wentaku – strange, three-eyed demons with crocodilian muzzles but also coarse hair covering
their faces, naturally-excelling in magic – Anathema glanced at Zerrex, and she nodded as he
paused for a moment by a large table, saying mildly: “I‟ll meet you back here.”
She smiled at him, and Zerrex smiled back after her before he gazed around the interior:
huge ceilings, bookcases ranging up to forty feet high and every shelf stuffed with tomes of all
manner and on every subject, a comfortable carpet underfoot and mages and academics
wandering back and forth with a few curious demons just looking a certain book on this or that…
and Zerrex leaned on one of the long tables in front of the huge rows of shelves, before he rose a
hand to a Wentaku in a green robe, and the demon approached with a curious tilt of his head.
“Hi, I‟m looking for books on engineering… non-magical construction and the like?”
The Wentaku nodded after a moment, then pointed at the shelves, saying calmly: “Row
six, shelf twenty-eight. Related material is in row five, shelves fourteen and fifteen.”
“Thanks.” Zerrex nodded back, then he headed into the catacombs of shelves, mumbling
the numbers to himself… and ten minutes later, he emerged with eight books clutched against his
chest, wandering towards the tables… before he paused as he spotted a figure he thought he
recognized, and the aged lion glanced up from whatever he was reading to look surprised, then
wave with a bit of a smile at him.
Zerrex approached Camus, dropping his load of books on the table before he sat in the
seat across from him with a slight smile in return, nodding to him as the lion asked gently: “How
are you, Zerrex? I‟ve heard you‟ve already had quite an adventure, up on the Hathor Space
Colony.” He paused, then said meditatively: “You know, in my day, I believe we thought space

was only a few hundred miles wide at most… and of course, that God had created every inch of
it.”
“Believe me, Camus, in my day, we still didn‟t realize that demons and angels existed,
and we still were under the misconception that there was no life on other worlds.” Zerrex
yawned a bit, stretching slowly before he glanced over at the lion‟s book, asking curiously:
“What are you reading, if I may ask?”
“Oh, just an old story… a myth, about a cursed person who must roll a rock up a hill…
only to have it push him back down again. Yet he does it over and over, as that is his
punishment…” Camus stopped, then murmured: “Yet it is not like Sisyphus was without
purpose, without meaning in his life, because there was the joy of the journey. Do you think that
there ever becomes a time when… the journey becomes meaningless in itself?”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit, and then, as he began to dig through the construction books,
he said mildly: “Well, I‟d just look for some other way out. There‟s always another way out, if
you don‟t mind cheating a little here and there.”
He listened for the lion‟s response, but it didn‟t come… and when he looked up, Camus
was looking at him curiously, asking slowly: “But what if there was no other way out, that… that
was your punishment, and you felt obligated to fulfill it no matter what?”
“Well, I dunno…” Zerrex said uncertainly, surprised by the focus on him. He rubbed at
his head, then he said finally: “I don‟t know if that could be… the whole journey, in that case.
No punishment can last forever, Camus, just like nothing in the universe can last forever, will
last forever… physically, anyway. If a punishment lasts forever it‟s no longer a punishment, it‟s
just cruelty.”
“Do you truly believe that everything is… redeemable, forgivable, then?” Camus asked
mildly, and Zerrex nodded after a moment, which made the lion frown. “So say… a mother can
forgive the person who rapes and murders her daughter?”
“Well, Hell is built upon redemption, punishment, and forgiveness… and the sad thing is,
if we don‟t forgive… we‟re the ones who end up obsessing over it, and being warped by it.
When I died as a mortal, my daughters fought for me out of revenge, but it almost destroyed all
three of them… and it did take the life of the wolf I had adopted as my son.” Zerrex said softly,
then he rubbed the back of his head slowly. “But it becomes difficult for me to answer without
feeling like a hypocrite. Narrius, I… I still hate Narrius. Do I forgive him? No, I‟m not ready to
forgive him for everything he did to me, but he‟s dead, and he‟s dead, so… at the same time, I
don‟t go around talking about how glad I am he‟s gone and how much better everyone‟s life is.
Because my life isn‟t entirely better. It‟s hard to say, but were there times I enjoyed myself with
him? Did he try to do good things for me, once upon a time so many years ago? Well, he didn‟t
kill me after I was born, and that‟s more than he does for most people right there.”
Camus remained quiet, and Zerrex said softly: “We can‟t go begging for forgiveness…
but time heals almost every wound in the universe. The few it doesn‟t are usually the ones we‟re
scared of healing ourselves, because it might mean letting go, or… forgetting. Forgetting what
was done to us, or for us, by others. I have someone I miss, Camus, more than I miss anything in
the universe, that hurts every time I think about her… a lost soulmate, if you will. That wound
has never healed… but part of it is because I know that… I‟m just too scared of letting go.”
The lion nodded after a moment, and then he smiled a bit as he said softly: “An
interesting concept, Lord Zerrex. Interesting indeed… but you know, to have meaning and make
everything forgivable is a concept that a lot of people would abuse. It almost makes everything
permissible… and nearly puts the blame for many things on the shoulders of victims.”

“Nearly.” Zerrex pointed out, and then he smiled slightly as he tilted his head forwards.
“And next time you‟re out for a stroll, look around Hell and tell me how many of these people
are victims. You‟ll find that almost every one of them is… and many of them earned their way
down here into Hell nonetheless. It‟s a terrible fact, and I wish things were more black and white,
than there were the guilty, and then there were the victims… but almost every person in the
world is capable of being both, with almost every crime there is.”
“Interesting.” Camus said again, then he smiled a bit as he closed his book, asking
curiously: “So does that make you in favor of the end of the universe, or do you think this is only
the first step towards universal peace?”
“I don‟t know if I‟m that much of an idealist, but I think we can eventually achieve some
kind of stability, anyway.” Zerrex replied with a bit of a smile, and then he glanced up as the lion
stood, asking: “Hey, I could use someone with a brain to be my technical support down on the
mortal planet, and you seem to have more than a capable mind… would you mind joining my
crew?”
“I‟m afraid I have to decline that offer for now, Zerrex… no offense to you, of course,
but not only am I not the strongest of beings, I also happen to be rather clumsy.” Camus smiled a
bit as he picked up his book in both hands, looking embarrassed. “Judging from your books,
we‟d be in a construction site of some kind, and I assure you I would probably end up
accidentally braining one or two demons.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, then he said easily back: “Well, that‟s fine, since it would probably
be me who takes the brunt of those accidents. Anyway, let me know if you change your mind,
okay? I‟ll be at the monastery of the Four Sisters of the Judgment Cross for the next few days, in
the mountains, but then I‟ll be heading back to the Ravenlight Estate before I return to the mortal
planet below. And even then, I‟m sure I‟ll be receiving supplies here and there from Hell, so…
it‟s never too late.”
“That seems to be a theme of yours.” Camus winked, and Zerrex laughed a bit with a nod
before the lion bowed to him courteously. “I‟ll think about it, I shall. But for now, I think I‟ll
take that walk around Hell like you suggested… see what I can see of the victims here.”
Zerrex nodded, then he watched as Camus left, the lion walking towards the doors and
holding his book in his arms as the Drakkaren rubbed at his head a bit, before he glanced up as
Anathema wandered up beside him with an open, small book in her hands, asking mildly: “Who
was that?”
“Mersault Camus. I met him in a shrine, seems like a smart guy. I was hoping that he‟d
want to help out with the construction efforts, but he doesn‟t seem too interested.” Zerrex said
mildly, shuffling through books before he glanced over his shoulder at Anathema, asking
curiously: “Poems?”
“Erotic poetry.” Anathema said mildly, and then she half-turned and held the book up out
of Zerrex‟s reach as he swiped at it, before almost toppling out of his chair. He caught himself on
the table with a wince, but the loud smack was promptly shushed by a Wentaku nearby that
glared at them. “Stop that, I‟ll let you look at it later. Speaking of the erotic, though, I realized
something. You‟re always talking about sex, but rarely are you ever having it, especially these
days. And now you have your armlet, but I didn‟t see you rush off into any unoccupied rooms
during the party. Now why is that?”
Zerrex looked at her sourly, and she looked back, seeming more curious than anything
else… and the reptile finally sighed, leaning back in his chair and saying mildly: “Because I‟m a
little self-conscious at the moment. It‟s still recently, even by mortal standards, that I came back

into existence. And while I don‟t want to lean on it like a crutch, I also… still don‟t have all my
memories back. Don‟t remember all the likes and dislikes and such of various people. And if I
was that bad a fighter with clear memories of that being one of the things I did most as a mortal,
how awkward am I going to end up being at sex?”
“My Gods.” Anathema snorted in amusement as she sat down on the table beside him,
but Zerrex only sulked as he crossed his arms over his chest and looked resolutely at the ground.
“Of all the people to be self-conscious about such a thing, it ends up being you. You‟re… such
an awkward creature, Lord Zerrex.” She paused, then added mildly, poking his forehead. “And
you have how many partners?”
Zerrex scowled up at her, then he shifted awkwardly, muttering: “Sin and I totally already
banged. It was a while ago, but we did. And it‟s not like I‟ve been abstinent the whole damn time
either, I‟ll have you know. And I totally masturbate.”
Anathema slapped her forehead, muttering, and then Zerrex sat up and looked amusedly
up at her. “But hey, maybe this is all just you trying to redirect the obvious sexual tension that‟s
developed between us.”
Now the undead Naganatine rolled her own eyes, but she looked embarrassed
nonetheless, before she said flatly: “I could masturbate too if I wanted to, I just… think it‟s a
waste with so many willing males around.”
“I will give you…” Zerrex dug in either pocket, muttering, and then he brightened as he
pulled out a handful of gold coins and slapped them down on the table. “Five bucks, everything
here, if you go over to that guy over there-” Zerrex pointed at a demon sitting across the room,
the huge, bulky ursine looking bored as he rubbed at his horns slowly and read a book. Easy
mark, Initiate-level demon who hasn’t taken on his full characteristics yet, still mortal enough to
have mortal needs and urges, and very bored… “And pick that guy up. I‟m not saying you even
need to have sex with him, just that you need to get his phone number. Or uh. The equivalent of
that here in Hell. Okay, a date.”
“You‟re a fucking idiot.” Anathema muttered, but Zerrex could tell she was suddenly
nervous, before she paused, then pointed at the pile of coins, adding mildly: “And there‟s seven
there.”
Zerrex looked stupidly at the coins, mumbling as he counted them out… and when he
looked up, Anathema was closing in on the bear, the reptile giggling stupidly under his breath as
he clapped his hands and watched with a twisted sort of gleeful fascination. Anathema was
baring down on him more like he was prey than anything else… but she seemed to get a hold of
herself before he looked up from his book, instead smiling and sliding herself carefully onto the
desk in front of him to show off what little her undead body had to offer, keeping her visible ribs
tilted slightly away from him. Good move.
She leaned down, looking at the book he was reading before she said something… and
the bear looked uncertain as he said something in return, before Anathema laughed, obviously
trying to build his confidence… and then he swallowed and his eyes bulged as she turned
towards him, almost straddling on the table, and Zerrex slapped his forehead. Bad move, hitting
the atmosphere too hot now… and…
“Crash and burn.” Zerrex muttered, feeling both victorious as well as a little bad as
Anathema leaned in with a grin… and the bear fell out of his chair in the scramble to get away
from her, before he shot like a bullet for the door, dropping his book behind him. Anathema
looked for a moment like she was about to cry, and then she scowled and pointed at the bear‟s
back just as he made it to the doors… before jabbing forwards violently with a single finger as it

glowed purple, and the bear yelped as he grabbed at the base of his spine, leaping into the air
before staggering forwards and falling over.
Anathema looked much-more pleased with herself now, and then she strutted back over
to Zerrex before dropping herself to straddle his lap, the reptile staring up at her before she
stroked under his muzzle with both hands and said softly: “I guess he just wasn‟t in a playful
mood.”
Zerrex grasped her hips automatically, and Anathema smiled slightly down at him,
kissing his forehead tenderly… before she stroked up over his chest, adding with a slight smile:
“Now why would I need to seduce any other male, when I can seduce you, Zerrex? More
importantly… I‟m still taking your money.”
Zerrex glared at her, then he reached to the side, but Anathema swept up the coins in one
hand. The reptile tried to grab her arm, but she shoved him back against the chair before raising
her hand above her muzzle and simply swallowing the seven coins, Zerrex staring in horror as
they rolled visibly through her organs to settle in her stomach, and she crossed her arms primly,
saying triumphantly: “You‟re more than welcome to try and get them back if you want.”
The reptile narrowed his eyes, and Anathema looked uncertain for a moment… and then
her eyes bulged as he punched her stomach, and she gagged before coughing out two gold coins
covered in spit that slapped into Zerrex‟s face, making him yelp as she grasped at her throat with
a wince… then wheezed when the Drakkaren seized her muzzle like an unevolved animal,
prying it open despite her flailing arms before he shoved his hand into her mouth with a wince of
disgust, feeling her throat bulge and shift and her jaw open wide to accommodate his arm with a
strange ease as he felt downwards… then seized on several objects, pulling quickly backwards
and dropping four more coins to the ground with a splatter before Anathema leaned forwards and
wretched out the last, wheezing: “What the hell are you, god of greed?”
“Hey, you dared me to. And unlike you, I never fail a dare.” Zerrex said pompously, and
then he looked at his arm, saliva dripping from it before the reptile winced as two Wentaku
approached, Anathema clearing her throat as they glared silently at the pair. “We… get the
picture. I just need to grab this book…”
Zerrex reached slowly over with his arm that wasn‟t covered in spittle, picking up one of
the construction books from the pile with a weak grin before he swept up his coins in his other
hand, and then he and Anathema quickly made past the Wentaku for the exit, both feeling gazes
on them before they made it through the main doors and portalled quickly back to the monastery.
The two looked at each other, and then Anathema smiled slightly at him… and a moment later,
the two were laughing as they leaned forwards, wrapping an arm around each other in easy
companionship.
It wasn‟t so much that Anathema had changed, it was more that she‟d opened up, started
exploring other faucets of herself without limiting herself either to books, or to imitating and
competing with her sister. And afterwards, after Anathema had vanished to go back to her duties
and made Zerrex promise he would take her with him to the mortal planet, the reptile sat
pondering this for a few moments in his room before he sighed and returned to the task at hand,
reading through the book.
It wasn‟t a construction book, per se, but instead focused on how to build a proper
managerial team in such an environment with minimal resources… and while the reptile had
most of his team already penciled in, he realized that he also needed people who would be able
to act as core administrators, who wouldn‟t want to get involved in the construction work and
who would let Priest and Huck work out the building specs, but who at the same time would be

able to keep everyone organized, in order, and would work out technical information like
budgets and needed supplies.
While Cindy would be able to do much of that – he often envied the fact she had an
immense brain as well as her immense strength, making him wonder if she was really a superhero when that was combined with her athletic physique – he knew she would be more interested
in helping out with the actual construction work. She liked hands-on work: it was why even
when she was doing research, she did it out in the field instead of from the quiet of a laboratory
setting.
Anathema wasn‟t exactly the administrative type either… she loved to sit back and read
her poetry books and make fun of him while he worked, but she also had no knowledge of either
mortal or demonic accounting or administrative procedures. Such things hadn‟t existed while she
had been alive, after all… or if they had, Naganis certainly hadn‟t had any reason to use them.
Zerrex smiled a bit, tapping his fingers against the book before he mumbled: “Sabnock would be
perfect… but Gods above, I‟d never get her out of the court chambers. And White is a Judge of
Death, but he‟s a cowboy, too. And cowboys don‟t sit at desks. Hell, I don‟t think I‟ve ever seen
White in the courtroom… he seems to telecommute all his work. Or magic-commute.
Whatever.”
Zerrex rubbed at his head, then he sighed and laid back, staring at the ceiling as his brain
tormented him… before he sat up, frowning a bit. “Wait, wait, wait. Sarah! I saw her at the
party… and she went to business school and everything, and owned the Ginsbury grocery chain!
Perfect… assuming she‟ll want to help out and stuff.”
Zerrex deflated a bit at this thought: after all, for all he knew, Sarah might have a family
of her own now… and unlike Mel, she wasn‟t the kind who messed things up. Not to be harsh to
the vixen on any account, though… Mel had lived a difficult life, even if much of the difficulty
had come from her own actions and being unable to pay the consequences of them. He rubbed at
his head slowly, making a face… and then he finally sighed, shaking his head as he muttered:
“Okay, uh… if that doesn‟t work… I have no clue.”
The Drakkaren looked lamely at the ceiling, putting his hands behind his head… and then
he finally closed his eyes, reflecting on what Anathema had said earlier before he made a face,
slammed the book in his lap shut, and tossed it onto the ground beside the bed as he flumped
down with a sigh. He muttered into his pillow as he shoved his head against it, then rolled back
and forth, trying not to think too much as the armlet buzzed quietly on his arm.
He was at least glad the thing was comfortable… it hadn‟t taken him too long to get used
to it again, and it had all manner of functions he‟d almost forgotten about… and the reptile
looked at this mildly for a few moments before he finally rose it above his head, ordering: “Black
fedora.”
A moment later, a fedora rapidly assembled itself in the Drakkaren‟s slightly open hand,
and he smiled a bit as he sat up and put this on his head, before he reached out and swept his
cane up as he stood. He thought part of the reason he was so grouchy was that his leg was
hurting… and after some tinkering with the device – nearly frying himself again when he took a
step of twenty percent instead of only ten, but finally learning his lesson about the use of the
machine – he had discovered that his leg hurt more at lower settings than it did at higher ones.
He figured this was probably important, even if he couldn‟t understand why… and he decided to
mention it to Cindy later as he sighed and got up, rubbing awkwardly at his side with a grimace
before he booted his door open.

He had a few hours left to kill before morning… so the reptile made his way quietly
through the monastery, then stepped outside and headed down the path, looking back and forth
and listening to the sounds of Hell‟s strange wildlife. He let out a soft sigh and rolled his
shoulders, wondering absently if the Damned had started to make a resurgence yet: when the
planes had suddenly merged together, most of the lower-order demons had simply been
disintegrated or teleported to some other plane of existence… but Zerrex had heard rumors that
beasts like Plasmids were beginning to make a comeback. They were the demonic world‟s
version of cockroaches, however, so Zerrex couldn‟t say he was entirely surprised by the news.
The reptile stepped through the completed gates, then he held up a hand, creating a portal
to the Ravenlight Estate, and he stepped out into his old room, smiling a bit around at it. He left
after only a moment of glancing at Blackheart where it was mounted on the wall, however, then
walked slowly down the long hallway, before he knocked quietly at a door at the far end… and a
moment later, Lily opened it with a frown before she looked surprised, immediately smiling and
reaching out to grasp Zerrex‟s arm and gently pull him inside. “I was wondering who it could
be…”
Zerrex looked around Lily‟s room with a smile: he knew that she had rarely used it with
her own castle, among other places, to reside, and the fact she spent most of her time in
meetings… but it was nice to see that she‟d taken up residence here while he was in Hell, and he
gazed back and forth curiously. A large vanity stand with three mirrors, and a tall rack beside
this that several robes hung from, with her royal mask at the top… and the huge, white bed, with
half a dozen large pillows at the head, and an armoire and dresser on the other side that matched
the rest of the furnishings in the room. On the dresser, he saw a picture of him beside a picture of
a male he didn‟t recognize… and Lily blushed a bit as she glanced at this before murmuring:
“Just… someone I met. Who supported me while you were gone.”
The Drakkaren nodded a bit as he sat down, grimacing, and Lily blushed deeper before
she looked both relieved and concerned when the reptile rubbed at his leg and put his cane aside,
sliding across the bed with her white nightgown billowing around her before she sat beside him,
touching his thigh tenderly. “Does it hurt a lot?”
“Just a little.” Zerrex smiled a bit at her, then he nudged her quietly with an elbow, saying
softly: “What about you? How are you holding up?”
“I‟m okay, Zerrex…” Lily wrapped her arms around him, resting her head against his
shoulder quietly before she murmured: “I‟m sorry I haven‟t been around much. Even by my
standards, Firenze likes to work hard… and I guess it‟s so strange…” She looked up quietly.
“Eleven years, you were gone, thought never to come back, and here we all are trying to move
on without you… but to a demon, Zerrex, eleven years is but a few minutes, even compared to
the lives your girls have lived… and yet it was different from the centuries we spent apart in so
many ways. Long term relationships were hard, but… thinking you were gone forever…”
Lily bowed her head silently against his shoulder, sighing quietly as she murmured softly:
“I suppose we all turned to our own comforts… Sin pined in solitude, Selena picked fights and
had sex constantly, and Raze just… went even more into his inner shell without you around. And
me, well… I built up my social network and fell back into the old habit of looking for the
strongest demons I could as candidates as partners.” She laughed bitterly, shaking her head
slowly as she said quietly: “I wedded Paluth… and bore two children for him, both sons. I
suppose it‟s better to… just say it now then have you find out later.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, the news hurting but… not striking as deeply as he thought it would,
as he said quietly: “It‟s perfectly normal for demons to have multiple wives and husbands,

though, Lily… I mean, we all live for so many centuries, and we can easily crisscross the world
as we please, even between worlds now…”
“But it was without your knowledge or consent. It was giving up on you, in a way…”
Lily looked up at him, smiling faintly. “And I probably would have continued to hide this from
you, you know, except that Miss Cindy came and spoke to me, about something similar that
happened with her, and urged me to remember that you‟re most hurt by lies… that above all else,
honesty matters most.”
Zerrex nodded with a faint smile, stroking her face quietly, before he asked softly: “Will I
meet them, then?”
“Oh, not… not yet.” Lily hesitated, reaching up to touch his hand quietly. “The boys…
the boys are excited, of course. To have as part of their family, the legendary Lord Zerrex,
second High King of Hell and the demon who fought and defeated Athéos, Eldest of the Old
Gods… you know the way boys are, even after… they think they‟ve become adults.” Lily smiled
faintly, closing her eyes. “Paluth, though… he‟s threatened and upset. It‟s like all of a sudden,
there‟s competition… like I‟m not the widow he married, but the female he has to fight for the
attentions of.”
The Drakkaren nodded, and then he lowered his head, saying softly: “Well sure, I‟m kind
of ticked. But I know at the same time I have no right to be, Lily, because I was… dead. Gone.
And who knows how the hell I got back… so what else was there to do? You tried to adjust and
move on… and I‟m not going to force you to choose or anything, anyway. Besides, it‟s not like
I‟ve never had this discussion with you and the others.” Zerrex smiled a bit. “As you‟ll
remember, Selena was exceedingly clear that just because we were married now, didn‟t mean she
was going to stop hunting other partners.”
“I do. But it‟s different.” Lily said softly, gazing up at him and stroking his face gently.
“We were attracted to you for… a certain reason. A certain charm you have. And we married
you for a lot of reasons… loyalty, love, title and opinion among them, just as we never argued
with who you proposed to marry for our own reasons. I mean, I think we all know Selena only
let you marry me in the first place because she loved how pissed off it made the Princess… just
as how we know you married her because she absolutely could not stand the thought of losing
her best friend. And believe me, when she lost you, it was ugly. It‟s why now that you‟re back…
she hasn‟t exactly pressured you much at all. She‟s possessive, but… she‟s scared of upsetting
you, like she knew she used to do now and then.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, and then Lily snuggled up against him, murmuring: “But, before you
can go trying to use Hell‟s rules to your advantage again, I will remind you of the fact that there
is a pecking order, even in Hell‟s polygamous relationships. No wives are ever held as exactly
equal, as no husband is… it‟s part of what helps keep the balance between everyone, recognition
of this status and usually the reasons why, too. We are all well aware, for example, that Sin is
above us in the pecking order… it‟s why even Selena tries to hold her mouth around her. We‟re
also well aware that Selena is on the lowest rung of the ladder… but I don‟t think she‟s ever
minded.”
The reptile looked embarrassed at this, rubbing the back of his head, and Lily smiled
amusedly up at him. “Oh, like it‟s hard to figure out the reasons why. She‟s kind of a bitch,
Zerrex… and I think in a weird sort of way, it‟s what makes her happiest. Because then,
whenever you choose her over us, it means so much more to her… and I know you often go out
of your way to take care of her, too. The pecking order doesn‟t just mean better and worse, after
all… it also determines who gets cared for most.”

“See, this stuff I couldn‟t even remember when I was alive. You were just all my wives,
and my one awkward husband.” Zerrex said mildly, and Lily laughed before she hugged him
quietly around the neck, and he hugged her tightly back, murmuring: “But I get it. So you‟re
saying I‟m husband number one to all of you.”
“Sin will never have another partner, I can assure you of this.” Lily stroked his face
quietly with the back of her hand, gazing up at him softly. “And Selena will never have another
husband, even if she grabs the occasional boy or girl to chew on here and there. And me? I don‟t
know if I can properly balance multiple partners. Besides, I‟m drawn to power… and I think a
defect of this is that I sometimes miss when the powerful try to use me.”
She kissed his cheek quietly, and then smiled a bit, shifting to sit with her back against
him, her arm pulled over her shoulder and hugged against her body as she sighed softly, gazing
up at the ceiling. “Yet now, there are fewer original demons than there used to be… but there are
also even fewer mortal demons. Not thousands, but millions died in the battles… among them
friends and enemies, colleagues and nuisances, mentors and children… and here you are,
arriving in the wreckage of all of this. I think you‟re a blessing, Zerrex, to all of us… after all, if
there‟s one person I trust to help us after everything we‟ve all endured, it‟s certainly you.”
Zerrex mumbled, but Lily only smiled a bit. “And don‟t think I haven‟t noticed how you
brought Anathema back, and the way you brought life into those scary undead eyes of hers. Sin
never stops talking about it… just like Firenze wants us all to harass you into a more-permanent
position, perhaps on the Grand Council, once you‟re ready to come back from your
reconstruction efforts on the mortal world.”
“I thought that job was too much of a carrot.” Zerrex said morbidly, and Lily snorted and
then squeezed his arm, before she squealed and giggled when Zerrex grabbed her and rolled on
top of her, pinning her beneath his weight before he gently kissed the back of her neck, and she
smiled amusedly into the duvet as he asked her softly: “Now how do I get the information out of
you, huh?”
“Of course everything turns to sex with you… not that I haven‟t missed it. We wives of
yours get lonely, Zerrex, and need our tending too…” Lily whispered, then she added playfully,
as she ground herself back up against his crotch, making him grunt: “Quickies like I know you
gave Selena don‟t count for all of us, you bastard. And she‟s been crowing about it, despite you
trying to keep it under wraps, you know.”
“Well… sex isn‟t the only way I can think of…” Zerrex said innocently, and Lily
frowned before she squawked and began to giggle loudly as the Drakkaren tickled up and down
her sides, grinning down at her as he kept her pinned under his weight, half-straddling her and
leaning down against her, her limbs flailing in all directions. “Amazing how vulnerable a mighty
demoness like you is to such a mortal tactic like tickling!”
“S-stop it, stop it!” Lily wheezed between laughter, and then she tried to push herself off
the bed, but it was too cushiony and Zerrex was too heavy, letting him shift his weight to keep
her pinned as his hands raced up and down. She only laughed harder, tears streaming down her
face as she shook firmly back and forth. “Okay okay! I‟ll… I‟ll tell you w-w-whatever you
want!”
She giggled harder, and then Zerrex grabbed her and shifted position, rolling her onto his
back before he leaned down and pinned her by the shoulders, squeezing into them as he leaned
down and kissed her… and instantly Lily melted, almost purring in the back of her throat as she
bucked herself up against him, breathing hard into his mouth as their jaws worked together
slowly and his tongue explored down into her muzzle, and then he pulled slowly back, half-

lidding his eyes as his hands slid along her rumpled nightgown to squeeze into her breasts
slowly, as he said quietly: “You remember you said that for later…but for now I only want to
know that you love me…”
“Oh Zerrex… I love you… let me show you just how much I love you, how much I‟ve
missed you…” Lily murmured breathily, rocking her hips quietly but anxiously up against him,
shoving her nightgown up further as she arched her back and her bosom into his grip… and
Zerrex reached a hand down, grasping the back of her skull lightly and pulling her up as her
hands reached up and slid through his hair slowly and delightedly, whispering: “Love me… let
me love you, and love me too…”
“Lily, my darling Lily…” Zerrex ground his hips slowly against her, his hat tumbling off
and rolling to the side before he kissed slowly along her muzzle, then he arched his back with a
quiet groan as she pushed her body up against him, her fingers squeezing along his scalp before
he gazed down into her rainbow eyes, taking her face gently in his hands as he whispered: “You
don‟t have to shape yourself into anything for me, you know…”
“I was my old shape while you were gone… this is the shape I prefer to be around you, so
I can feel our scales press together…” Lily stroked down his chest slowly, then rubbed outwards
to reach out and take one of his hands, interlocking their fingers quietly as she smiled softly into
his eyes. “So I can feel our bodies fit together even better. But if it makes you feel better…”
Lily winked… and then, slowly, Zerrex heard a distinct crackling as six large, segmented
spider-like legs rose up around him, growing out along either side of Lily‟s spine, before the
strong limbs wrapped slowly around his body and embraced him down against her, as she
murmured softly, feeling the large hooks on the end of each appendage tickle against his sides:
“Spider-hugs, as you call it. I know how much you like them.”
“You‟re a freak.” Zerrex replied with soft amusement, feeling the strong limbs squeeze
into him as Lily squeezed one of his hands while her other arm hand continued to massage
slowly along his powerful chest. Then he smiled a bit as she tickled along his spine, arching his
back slightly before he laughed quietly as she rolled to take on the top position, gazing down at
him lovingly as her hands played slowly through her hair, and then their mouths met, kissing
softly for a few moments before they parted, and Lily nuzzled down against his throat, her hands
rubbing slowly up and down the broad, powerful muscles of his chest.
Lily smiled softly, rubbing the sides of their muzzles together as the Drakkaren‟s strong
hands played over his sides, and then he leaned up, nipping gently along the side of her neck
with a slight smile to make her fidget and moan before she licked her lips slowly as the lizard
drew his hands down to her hips, grinding up against her before Lily reached back behind her,
undoing the loops holding her nightgown in place before she quickly shuffled out of it to let her
nude body pose overtop him, supported by the strong legs out to either side of the male‟s strong
body, and then she said quietly: “Come now, Zerrex… let‟s satisfy my urges. I need you so
badly… and after so long apart, I think you can afford to let me choose the position…”
“Anything for you, Lily.” Zerrex smiled slightly at her, and they traded another soft,
sensuous kiss for a few moments before it broke, and the two parted as the Drakkaren massaged
gently up and down her shoulders, gazing at her quietly before he bumped her gently with his
muzzle, winking. “Orders then, mistress?”
“Lover is fine… I‟m not into the twisted games you and Selena play.” Lily replied with a
bit of a smile, and then she kissed his cheek softly, murmuring: “Then you just hang on to my
body… let me take you somewhere first for once, instead of you lifting me…”

Zerrex smiled a bit at this notion, wrapping his arms around her neck and then bringing
his legs up around her hips, the armlet he wore nearly catching on the bristly hairs of a spiderlike appendage… and then he closed his eyes, tilting his head back as Lily wrapped her arms
tightly around him in return, lifting him up against her body, flexing muscles that were
surprisingly-strong as she nestled her head against his neck like he was a favorite stuffed animal
of hers, before her agile arachnid legs propelled them forwards, then positioned against the wall
before hooking into it, pulling them up with a sensational lack of effort… but then again, even
the weight of Zerrex‟s own limp body wasn‟t much to a demon, especially an original demoness
like Lily.
As the Drakkaren clung to her, he felt Lily flex and sigh, arching her back slightly… and
then another pair of strong arms pushed their way slowly out of her sides, and Lily smiled
awkwardly even as they wrapped around him and another pair of breasts pushed their way out of
her chest, grinding against him as she let out a soft sigh, as her tail lengthened, then split near the
bottom into two stinger-like spikes, these scratching the surface of the wall as long, proud antlers
pushed their way slowly out of either side of her skull, the female murmuring embarrassedly as
her body thickened and bulked out slightly, runes of strange shape, size, and color all pulsing
faintly over her form: “I am a demoness… a monarch of demons, even… and my body… this
body… is the body with which I feel I shall best worship at the altar of my husband…”
“Your body is my altar…” Zerrex murmured softly, as she kissed his neck quietly, all
four of her hands massaging along his back as he pushed forwards against her, squeezing tighter
around a body that was more muscular than supple now, her arachnid legs clinging tightly to the
wall before they began to move again, and the reptile felt her four breasts bounce before grinding
into his chest as she moved upwards… and a moment later, they were upside down, Lily hanging
from the ceiling with him resting atop her body.
It was an awkward position, but Zerrex smiled a bit nonetheless as she wrapped her lower
arms around his waist while her upper arms played slowly through his ivory locks, gazing up at
him lovingly as she breathed softly, whispering: “Now love me, Zerrex…”
The Drakkaren leaned forwards, kissing her slowly as he slid his hands over her body,
grasping gently into her lower set of breasts and squeezing the luscious swells slowly to make
her moan quietly into his muzzle, her nipples sensitive and perked against his hands. At the same
time, her own lower set of hands slid downwards, massaging lightly over the male‟s firm
buttocks and then sliding down and between their bodies so she could fumble at his thigh, her
dexterous fingers quickly pulling his jeans open as her body flexed and her back arched slightly,
their jaws continuing to work together hungrily as her arachnid legs shivered with bliss as she
pressed him up closer towards the ceiling above.
Zerrex breathed quietly, their mouths parting before she nuzzles into his neck and made
him grunt softly, feeling her kissing along it slowly as he slid his hands away from her bosom to
reach down and grab at his pants and boxers, shoving them down and worming his body back
and forth on top of her… and Lily growled softly in pleasure, grinning a bit as her body ground
back up against him and her upper arms squeezed tightly around his neck, anchoring him to her
form as she began to pant a bit harder, rocking her hips with every movement and making Zerrex
both flush and growl in return at the pleasure it heaped throughout his system.
The Drakkaren‟s flaccid, thick shaft coiled out from his pants as they were finally kicked
down and away, falling with his boxers to land on the bed below, and then hardening member
ground its way up over Lily‟s stomach as he breathed softly, his hands sliding up over her hips…
then he wrapped an arm around the female‟s neck as he lowered his head, at the same time

adjusting himself with his other hand to slap his thick penis up between their bodies, grinding
loosely against her taut stomach. Lily groaned in pleasure, then it took on a slightly-higher pitch
as Zerrex‟s muzzle settled over a breast, suckling slowly at one large nipple as his tongue twisted
delicately around it, his teeth pressing against the soft flesh as his hand sought the valley
between her legs, rubbing up and down a trembling labia that was already blossomed and wet,
dripping onto her tail below and leaving small rivulets that trailed their way along the thick
bottom of the appendage as she murmured his name.
Zerrex didn‟t reply, nuzzling into her bosom before he moved to a lower breast, suckling
teasingly back on it for a few moments to make her groan quietly before he rose his head… and
they met in another hungry kiss, his shaft throbbing between their bodies, now pulsing at its
fully-erect thirty-two inches of size, fat and thick and hot between their forms as he ground along
her toned front. Their jaws worked together in delicious delight, their tongues dancing and
entangling before they slowly drew back and apart, Lily half-opening her eyes to bite at his
lower lip before he could pull entirely away, breathing hungrily as two of her hands gripped into
his hips and the other two rubbed slowly down to his shoulders, letting him slip slightly down
her body as he grasped her hips and allowed himself to slide back.
Their bodies angled themselves, the thick obsidian member pulling gently along her taut
stomach, making her shiver in delight as the heavy head of the member ground over her scales
and Zerrex grunted in soft pleasure, feeling pre already leaking to leave a further sheen along her
body… before it touched something hot, and wet, as Zerrex was almost down past head-level
with her lower pair of breasts, his legs in the air and Lily‟s hips lowered, her back arched
downwards slightly… before he looked up at her as she squeezed into his shoulders, and slowly,
so slowly, as he gripped into her sides and began to suckle gently on a breast he hadn‟t yet
teased, she rose her hips… and moaned quietly as Zerrex‟s weight and the angle of their bodies
made him start to slide forwards, her arms and strong legs trembling as a bit of dust hailed down
from the ceiling at the strain her arachnid legs were putting on it, but at the same time, she felt
strain herself as by only sheer force of gravity and weight, Zerrex began to slide upwards, and
the head of his thick, massive member began to push its way slowly but firmly into her, guided
purely by body and instinct alone as the throbbing tip dug slowly through her wet, burning folds.
Inch-after-inch slid in, and Lily moaned, rocking her hips as if begging for more… but
Zerrex couldn‟t do much other than let himself continue to slide lazily downwards as she kept
her trembling body raised, the female panting for breath as she squeezed into his scalp with her
upper two hands and pulled on his hips with her lower pair. The male, meanwhile, continued to
tease her breasts, even as he began to slide past… and then he rose his back slightly, grasping
into her shoulders before using that to pull forwards as he swung his hips, curling his knees up
underneath either side of her legs, and Lily screamed in bliss, throwing her head back with an
almost-delirious look of pleasure on her face as almost a foot more of his shaft was instantly
buried into her tight, dripping sex, making her gasp with delight as her legs kicked out on either
side of him.
Zerrex grunted in pleasure, then he groaned, burying his head forwards against her as she
clung to him, his own arms wrapping around her body as he tried to buck again… but it did little
else other than jerk a few inches of himself back and forth, making her shudder but not electing
the reaction he wanted. He breathed hard as he slipped towards the hilt, slowly and lazily,
pleasure setting his mind on fire and knowing he wouldn‟t be able to last long with the mix of
exotic and erotic feelings rampaging through his system… before an idea came to mind as Lily
arched her back, moaning in bliss again as she rolled her hips slowly and made him slide in a bit

faster for a few moments… and then he gritted his teeth, bringing his legs back as far as he
could.
It strained his back and made muscles that weren‟t supposed to flex, flex… but after a
moment, he managed to get his feet placed firmly against the ceiling that thankfully was not too
far away, Lily having raised their joined bodies higher in her bliss… and then he tried to thrust
forwards, pushing off the ceiling, and although he slipped a bit… his shaft still thrusted,
smacking to the hilt as his testicles swung lightly into her tailbase, and Lily cried out in ecstasy
and surprise, her eyes bulging as she swung her upper two hands out to push against the ceiling,
like she was about to fall upwards… and Zerrex grunted softly before he began to thrust firmly
and quickly, reaching down to grip into her hips as Lily moaned and shifted her body back and
forth in bliss, a slick squelch sounding with every hard pass of the Drakkaren‟s cock into the
tight grip of her passage as he breathed hard, her lower pair of hands sliding around to grasp into
his buttocks as she moaned his name loudly over and over again, instantly reacting by bringing
her legs up and spreading them as wide as she could, one of her arachnid appendages ripping a
gash through the ceiling and sending down a hail of dust.
He thrusted in and out, in and out, his thick cock delving deep into her with every pass as
Lily rocked her hips back against him, moaning softly, her four breasts pressing up against
Zerrex‟s body and swaying together, sometimes slapping together as his hands slid down to her
buttocks after a few moments, urging her to pull her hips higher as he began to thrust a bit harder
down into her, every pass spreading her blossomed sex wide, wet juices leaking down from her
vagina in a steady flow that had already coated the reptile‟s testicles, the wetness of the sound
only adding to the sexuality of every meaty slap of the huge orbs against her buttocks and base of
her tail.
Lily was in ecstasy, moving in time with the Drakkaren and moaning in bliss, her body
trembling as she reacted to every action of the lizard and her hands clutched into his hair, while
at the same time her lower hands rubbed up and down his lower back, scratching over the scales
every now and then when he ground into a particularly sensitive spot. She groaned in bliss,
breathing harder as he grunted quietly, and then he tilted his head upwards with a groan as she
licked slowly over his throat before biting teasingly against it as one of her hands stroked down
to the back of his neck, the other staying locked in his hair as he thrusted downwards and gyrated
her hips, and her bite tightened for a moment before she threw her head back with a cry, her
features flushed and eyes closed in either intense pleasure or exquisite pain… but Zerrex was
willing to bet the former as she began to rock her hips slightly out of time with him, gasping hard
in and out as her sex clenched around the almost three feet of cock invading her depths.
She cried out over and over, moaning his name and giving wordless, inarticulate sounds
of high bliss as he continued to thrust in and out of her, and the n she threw her head back and
screamed as her passage tightened again against the reptile‟s hard obsidian length before it
started to rhythmically contract, at the same time releasing a hot torrent of her sweet nectar that
burst down her passage, releasing in a torrent out either side of the Drakkaren‟s hammering cock
as her orgasm hit with frightening force, and Zerrex could only groan as Lily‟s entire body
trembled beneath him, rocking up against him and rising her like a wave of pure sexual lust as he
kept up his thrusts as best he could, grunting hungrily as she arched her body and he curled his
down against hers in response, her spread legs doing their best to clutch around him as her split,
scorpion like tails swung upwards and buried into the wall beneath them, anchoring her as her
arachnid limbs shook as they loudly ripped through plaster and wooden beams beneath.

Zerrex could only groan in pleasure, doing his best to resist, to keep himself stable even
as he started to thrust harder and faster, body flexing and muscles bulging against his scales as
his huge testicles ground up and down along the base of her tail, his huge shaft tearing deep into
her over and over as her passage clenched and her sweet fluids burst out around it with every
hard slam of the Drakkaren‟s thirty-two inches deep into her, and her arms all wrapped around
her body as she began to kiss him hungrily, up his neck, then over his face before their mouths
met, and Zerrex forgot everything except pleasing her as all four of her hands dug into his back
deep enough to leave bloody claw-marks, his own hands gripping into her shoulders hard enough
to make her bones audibly groan, but neither noticed the pain as their bodies worked together in
hungry, lustful need, as Lily screamed into his muzzle between muffled moans and the rough
twisting of their tongues, her breasts pressing up against him as Zerrex began to make shorter,
harder thrusts before he gyrated his hips several times, then arched his back as he slammed
forwards with a grunt to make her tear her mouth away so she could scream and hang her head
limply backwards as every other part of her body shoved up against him, crushing him back
against the ceiling for a moment as her orgasm finally began to peter down to a stop, after almost
ten long, pleasure-filled minutes like Zerrex had almost never experienced before.
He knew her passage must be sensitive… but now the reptile was growing closer to the
verge himself, and the only thing he could do was hammer his cock into her tight, gripping
depths as Lily cried out with his name again and again, tears of bliss dripping from her eyes as
her wet sex continued to leak steadily, dripping down to the bed below that was already saturated
with her fluids as the Drakkaren pistoned in and out of her with hungry grunts, his feet slipping
every now and then against the rooftop… but now that he was positioned closer to it, able to get
more leverage and put more force into every thrust, grinding his cock inside of her and making
her giddy and crazy with sexual euphoria. Their bodies worked together, panting hard, spasming
against each other as Zerrex gritted his teeth, grunting like an animal as he began to thrust harder
and faster inside of her… and then he threw his head back with a groan of pleasure, wrapping his
arms around her body before she pulled him down into a kiss at the moment his shaft began to
stiffen up completely inside of her, moving back and forth like almost three feet of thick
diamond as he hammered into her sex over and over, fluids splattering all along the Drakkaren‟s
crotch and their lower bodies as his testicles smashed down into her with almost enough force to
leave bruises behind.
Then the reptile almost bit into the kiss, groaning hotly into her muzzle as Lily clawed
into his back again and he grabbed the back of her head, forcing their muzzles deeper and nearly
choking her on his thick tongue as it delved towards her throat, then her eyes bulged and she
cried out, kicking at their as his first volley exploded into her like a meteor, hammering into her
insides in a long, immense spray, before he began to piston fiercely back and forth, releasing
blast after blast after blast into her depths, never slowing, never stopping, thrusting hard enough
to rip one of her spider-legs out of the ceiling and make her scream into his muzzle before their
mouths pulled apart with loud cries that mixed in the air, her four breasts slapping up against his
chest as she arched her back and her body spasmed.
His testicles smashed into her over and over, the huge, heavy orbs smacking almost
painfully into her and spreading the bruises growing over her scales, sending out loud,
deliciously-wet sounds that mixed into the chorus of their voices, droplets of seed hailing in
every direction as more of his load flooded back out her vagina as he continued to fill her with
potent and surprisingly-large blasts of seed. As volley after volley released, all Lily could do was
revel in the ecstasy of it all, however, screaming for more, yelling the name of her husband, cling

to him and moan into his neck as another of her legs tore free of the ceiling and spasmed, her
body feeling like it was on the verge of falling… but the way she bucked every time he thrusted
now, the way their bodies moved uncertainly with only four of her remaining legs buried in the
roof as dust and plaster hailed down around them… it only made every thrust all the better and
the seed filling her up feel all the hotter, flooding not only her sex but a lustful need she hadn‟t
even known she had.
And finally, Zerrex began to slow, flushed and his muscles flexed above her, scales and
body bulging as he swallowed and gazed down at her lovingly, and she looked back, pressing
their muzzles end-to-end but not kissing this time as he gripped her shoulders and she gently
rubbed over his scratched, slightly-bloodied back… and then she threw her head back, letting her
legs spread with a sigh as she simply tore her arachnid appendages out of the ceiling before
letting herself fall, and they landed hard enough on the bed to snap it, Zerrex‟s still-buried shaft
slamming to the hilt in her and sending out another gush of his seed free from her body, her
painfully-hard nipples scratching against his chest as her painfully-sensitive loins screamed in
both delight and protest at the sudden hilt of his cock and the rumble of impact on the nowbroken bed, laying in a puddle of mixed juices that had poured down from above as well as
plaster, dust, and a few pieces of ceiling that had broken away entirely… and then the two gazed
at each other softly, and then kissed gently for a last, long moment, before Zerrex slowly pulled
free as he pulled out of her.
He groaned softly, left poised over her for a moment as his huge cock swung up and
slapped his chest gently, a few droplets of white seed hailing down from the black member that
was almost stained white, and a gush of his load burst out of Lily‟s stretched sex, several long
ropes of semen connecting her vagina to the lizard‟s cock as if inviting them to have another
round… and then they both flushed as they looked at each other, before Lily‟s eyes begged a
request… and Zerrex smiled a bit, settling himself down against her body as she murmured
softly, her four arms and spider-legs both wrapping around him tightly: “Thank you so much,
Lord Zerrex… although I have to say, you‟re producing a bit more than I remember you
producing… unless, of course, you were in full-form or especially aroused…”
“I think I‟ve been pent-up for a while… not to mention you make me especially aroused.”
Zerrex kissed the side of her throat gently, and Lily blushed again, before she smiled softly and
stroked his face quietly with one of her hands, the others rubbing gently up and down his back.
He gazed at her softly, and she gazed back… and then he rested down against her, saying
quietly: “I‟ve been neglecting you all, and I‟m so sorry for that. I do love all of you… and Gods
know I miss times like this. Not just sex… but the after-sex, you know?”
“How could I not?” Lily whispered, and then she kissed the other side of his neck,
making Zerrex tilt his head and smile a bit as he closed his eyes, pleasure pulsing through his
frame before she said quietly: “No one pleases me like you. I shouldn‟t say that, but… I think I
just did anyway.”
She blushed a bit, and Zerrex laughed quietly as he stroked her face slowly… then the
two leaned forwards and kissed quietly, before Lily gently rolled to push Zerrex onto his back,
the reptile making a face as he landed in plaster and seed, but Lily only laughed as she snuggled
up onto his chest, saying lovingly: “Oh, fine, then just wait a moment…”
Lily held a hand out, and the runes on her pulsed for a moment as she murmured a
cleansing spell, and a moment later the Drakkaren felt his scales tingle lightly as they were
cleaned completely, as was the rest of his body, Lily‟s, and the bed, although the furnishing was
still broken and the sheets disheveled. Then the demoness curled herself against his body with a

soft sigh of pleasure, two hands stroking his body as the other two arms wrapped around him,
and Zerrex loosely put an arm around her as he asked with soft amusement: “Now why didn‟t
you ever take this form more often?”
“Protocol and procedures and discomfort.” Lily said softly, smiling a bit back at him.
“I‟m a shapeshifter, Lord Zerrex. Shapeshifters are supposed to stay in a „naturalized‟ form,
instead of assuming their true body, to prevent detection and identification. I‟m also an ancient
original demoness, raised as a princess: there are a lot of rules in the monarchy about that, among
other things. And I was just… always worried you never found me beautiful in this body, much
as you like my spider-legs.”
“I find you beautiful in your true body, Lily, I do… although the question remains,
despite how many times you answer it… why mimic a lizard like me, when you‟re such a pretty
lioness?” Zerrex nudged her gently, and Lily smiled softly at him before poking him with one of
her antlers, making him laugh a bit and push at her lightly.
“I told you… I like… being like you.” Lily said after a moment with a blush, before she
wrapped her arms around him, curling herself against his body as she murmured gently:
“Haven‟t you ever wanted to be anything else, Zerrex? So many species out there to choose
from, and that‟s only in the mortal races… then there‟s types of demons and angels, all with their
own types of powers, unique abilities, and then entirely different worlds with entirely different
strains of logic and science…”
“Complicated.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he smiled a bit as she kissed his throat
gently, hugging her close as he said thoughtfully: “I dunno, though. I guess I kind of like being a
lizard… I like scales, and the way they make my muscles look.” He rose a bicep, flexing it and
letting Lily feel it as she made a sound of adoration up to him, batting her eyes… and then she
softened, blushing as he lowered his hand to squeeze a breast slowly, saying quietly: “And I do
love the way they look on beautiful females like yourself.”
He lowered his head, kissing her breast softly before he gently lapped at her nipple… and
Lily arched her back with a quiet sigh, then curled up against him when he laid down on his
back, looking at him with a gentle smile. “And what about being a Lust demoness?”
“I know what Lust means, after spending so much time in Hell, Lily… they encompass
everything from material lusts to fertility spirits… and you‟re more the latter than anything else.”
Zerrex said softly, embracing her tight against him, and Lily blushed before he kissed her
forehead softly. “I love you, my High Princess of Hell.”
“I love you too, my husband, Lord Zerrex…” Lily replied softly, and she buried her head
against his neck, smiling quietly as a tear of joy fell down her cheek, trembling a bit as she
curled against him. “You‟ve brought all my wildest dreams to life…”
Zerrex gazed down at her softly… and then he and Lily both winced and stared as the
door was kicked open, and Selena walked in and put her hands on her hips, glowering at Zerrex.
Immediately, the reptile tried to scramble for the side of the bed, but Selena reached out and
snagged his tail, making the reptile yelp before he was dragged firmly backwards off the bed as
she sighed, and then she looked at Lily as the female covered herself with a bed-sheet with her
lower hands, one of her upper pointing at her as she shouted: “Get out of my room, Selena! And
leave Zerrex alone!”
“Hey, stop assuming I‟m just being a bitch!” Selena shot back, then she blushed as she
looked at Zerrex, rubbing the back of her head and muttering: “Oh, right. I‟m doing that…
what‟s the mortal saying, „shit first, ask questions later?‟”

Zerrex giggled stupidly from where he was laying on the floor, and then Selena booted
him hard in the testicles, and his eyes bulged before he wheezed and curled up in the fetal
position. She winced, rubbing the back of her head, then looked dumbly at Lily as she said flatly:
“Selena, those were probably sensitive. We just finished having sex. More importantly, Lord
Zerrex has the armlet now… or were you not paying attention?”
“Oh hell, right, his powers are… sorry, Zer.” Selena grinned embarrassedly down at him,
then, as she looked over at Lily in all her demonic glory, she blushed deeper, starting to look a
little concerned for her own life at the way Lily‟s eyes were a swirl of angry color. “Seriously!
The Sisters are uh… taking part of the morning off for some kind of meditation, though, so they
asked me if I‟d find Zerrex and do some basic training with him.” She rubbed at her corset
slowly, looking embarrassed still more than anything else before she fiddled with a silver ring as
Zerrex slowly got to his feet, still holding his crotch with one hand and mumbling. “Now that he
has the armlet, we can better determine his abilities… Ixin and Priest spent about an hour
arguing what the armlet should be set at and everything, but I‟m going with my gut feeling
instead of their calculations, since neither of them stop and think about how weird Zerrex is.”
Lily looked at her suspiciously, but then Selena rose her hands, and although her face
twitched a few times and it was visibly hard for her, she slowly asked: “May I please leave with
Zerrex, Lily?”
Both demonesses looked surprised: Lily that Selena had asked so politely, and Selena that
she had actually been able to form the words. Then they both looked at Zerrex, and the reptile
muttered something under his breath about codependency issues before he motioned at his
boxers awkwardly. “Lily, do you mind?”
“Not at all. Just be gentle with yourself, okay?” Lily looked at him softly as she tossed
him his clothes, and Zerrex smiled a bit before he nodded and caught them, straightening them
out. He mumbled as he climbed carefully into his boxers and pants, feeling awkward at how the
two females were watching him, Lily with such affection and Selena licking her lips slowly even
as he tried to keep his tail down and his back to her, and then he finished doing up the fly of his
pants before wincing at the sight of his squashed hat. He picked the fedora up, then shook it
briskly… and it instantly popped back into position, the reptile looking much-more-pleased with
himself now as he put this on his head and then tapped a short command into the armlet that
formed a shirt over his naked chest.
Finally, he picked up his cane, before Selena asked curiously: “Wait, what‟s the armlet
set at? I‟m thinking we should train at about twenty percent, and I‟ve heard that you have
some… nasty side effects sometimes from making big steps with that thing.”
“Uh… I‟ve been messing around with it a little, so it‟s at ten percent now. I‟m okay with
little jumps of around ten percent, though… I just need to catch my breath afterwards, take a
minute or two to let the buzz in my head settle, you know?” Zerrex looked over at her, and she
nodded before crossing her arms, obviously wanting Zerrex to do it now. The reptile muttered
under his breath, and then Lily and Selena both watched in fascination as he simply adjusted the
dial on the armlet instead of tapping the button, moving it from “MANUAL” to “20.”
Energy sizzled over Zerrex‟s body, and the reptile winced as he flexed, feeling the
emotions of both Selena and Lily clearer now as he took a short, sharp inhale before breathing
slowly out as the energy settled, and the reptile gripped his knees lightly, lowering his head
forwards and closing his eyes as he breathed slowly for a few moments. He could feel both
females looking at him, and then he smiled a bit to himself as he reached out and picked up his

cane, saying quietly as he shook his bad leg out: “Okay, I‟m ready to go. Leg feels a little less
stiff, too, but that could just be from the stretching.”
He grinned over at Lily, who blushed a bit and looked upwards, and Selena followed her
gaze before she gaped for a moment at the roof, then glowered at the two, muttering: “And
usually I‟m the one into all the kinky shit. Okay, come on, Boss, enough fucking around, we
better get going so we have time to go over everything.”
Selena held up a hand, creating a portal, and Lily waved almost shyly as Zerrex waved
back, trading smiles… and then he stepped through the portal and out into a wasteland, a sharp
wind blowing by and sending up a spray of sand past the lizard‟s knees before Selena followed
him through. The portal closed behind her, and she slapped Zerrex on the back, saying mildly:
“And here I thought I‟d get first dibs on you.”
“Yeah, well. I heard you already got laid plenty while I was gone.” Zerrex smiled over at
her, though, able to sense somehow Selena wouldn‟t take this the wrong way… and the Dius
snorted laughter before she punched him hard in the right shoulder, then winced and stepped
backwards, shaking her hand out as Zerrex put his hands behind his head, saying airily: “That‟s
how hard my muscles are, babe.”
“Oh, fuck you, we both know that was just your stupid arm. I guess that‟s intact then.”
Selena rolled her eyes, then she paused before motioning around at the arid wasteland they were
in, another short breeze blowing by as Zerrex looked up at a dust storm in the distance, watching
as it swirled slowly away from them. “Recognize this place?”
“We always used to train here, didn‟t we?” Zerrex said slowly, glancing over at her…
and Selena smiled before Zerrex knelt, touching the cracked, sandy ground as he murmured:
“Yeah. Except it looks with weather across Hell, this place is one huge dust-pit.”
“We call it the Windy Wastes now.” Selena nodded, making a face as she stood up, then
said mildly: “But thankfully, the air currents here swirl down towards a basin, keeps most of the
dirt near ground level. As you can see, though, out in the distance there‟s always huge
sandstorms… strip the flesh right off a minotaur, this weather shit is way more dangerous than I
remember it being.”
“You lived in Ire, Selena… the deserts were mostly to the south, and across the seas.”
Zerrex smiled slightly at her, tilting his head towards her. “And if I recall, in a moderate climate
area. Nothing much to get excited about there weather-wise, except for freak thunderstorms and
a little snow now and then.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Selena waved a hand dismissively, and then she crossed her arms, and
Zerrex mimicked the pose, the two looking at each other before she finally said hesitantly:
“Boss, I missed you like Hell. I know you probably went through this shit already with everyfucking-one else, but I‟m gonna keep it short, I promise. So here goes.” She took a deep breath,
then said firmly: “I went crazy when you were gone. I fucked a lot of people. I fucked a lot more
people up. Often, I fucked up the people I fucked. I missed you like crazy and I threw most of
my faith in with the psychotic drivel your daughter Marina was spouting. And I am very fucking
glad she was right. There, okay? I… I love you.”
“I love you too, Selena.” Zerrex stepped forwards and hugged her tightly, and she
embraced him firmly in return, and suddenly everything was okay before he looked down at her
and asked mildly: “But one thing bothers me… you‟re being suspiciously nice.”
“Oh go… die again.” Selena muttered, throwing a knee up towards his crotch, but Zerrex
winced and quickly threw his waist backwards, barely avoiding it while still supporting himself
against Selena, who was steadfastly refusing to let go of him as she grumbled before finally

mumbling: “I kinda. Sorta. Was getting politeness lessons, okay? Between the fucking and the
raving, I mean, I may have… been assigned to a little anger management by Firenze, if I wanted
to keep my job. I thought it was retarded, and it really was retarded, but then they moved on to
teaching me etiquette, and much as I fucking hated it… I stayed in the class because it reminded
me of you. All your goddamn frustrating stupid little rules you apply to yourself, all the ways
you measure things and… you know, how you‟re so fucking polite you‟re rude…”
Zerrex made a face at her, and she screwed up her face in return before finally shoving
him away, huffing and putting her hands on her hips sourly. “Look, we can talk about that shit
later. I have a job to do. As you may or may not remember, I was your teacher originally, after
all, and the best goddamn Inquisitor had until that cunt Feldspar had me fired.” Selena stopped,
looking awkward, then she mumbled: “Psychopath. Fuck I miss her crazy-ass sometimes.
“Anyway, okay. Your claw works. I‟ve heard that your size-shift ability obviously works,
and to epic proportions… what about tentacles? I‟m just trying to get in mind exactly what you
can do here first, we can go over specifics later. Can you form and shape them, or can you just
produce the Wrath-base tentacles from your arm?”
Zerrex mused, then he flexed and leaned forwards slightly, and a tentacle pushed its way
out of his back, long and dark-fleshed. It simply tapered to an end, and it grew and stretched,
curling back and forth dexterously towards Selena before the reptile muttered: “It feels like… I
have a little better control of them when they‟re coming out of different parts of me. Remember,
I used to only have good control over the ones extending from my arms… but these are about
that good now. Not precise… but good.”
“Good.” Selena held out her arm, and Zerrex wrapped the tentacle around it before
squeezing… and after a moment, Selena nodded, murmuring: “Excellent, strength seems to be in
order. Shape it now. Don‟t you dare make it into anything naughty, though.”
Zerrex grinned at her, tempted to… but at the sour look she gave him, he sighed and
mumbled before concentrating, and then end of the tentacle bulged and thickened before it split
open, a spike of black metal pushing its way out. Selena touched this, looking at it curiously…
and then Zerrex brought it back towards his face, as she said softly: “Now it looks like you can
use that stuff of Mephistopheles even in the tentacles… that means you have heightened control
over your own body.”
“I love how these things all mean other things.” Zerrex murmured, inspecting the metal
with something like fascination, and then he retracted it and the tentacle into his back, grunting
and putting a hand on his hip as he leaned on the cane still in his other hand, smiling a bit over at
her as Selena visibly struggled to restrain a retort. “But I get what you mean, yeah. Organic
control… that‟s what produces tentacles in the first place, right?”
Selena now looked pleased to once more be in unquestioned authority, nodding with a
slight smile. “That‟s right, Boss. Complex cellular reproduction, and part of the reason why your
tentacles work so great is because you also have incredible regenerative powers… it lets you
abuse and create more tentacles, because your body is able to produce a variety of new cells so
quickly.” She paused, then rubbed at her muzzle thoughtfully. “We know your energy abilities
work, and you were mocked by Ixin into showing off control over earthen matter… but let‟s try
shapeshifting.”
“Oh hell no.” Zerrex made a face, holding up his hands and shaking his head quickly. “I
suck at shapeshifting, Selena. I‟m really, really bad at it, and you know this as well as I do. I‟ve
only ever been able to change my size, hide my boy-parts so that you couldn‟t kick them, and
uh… I can shave my head to make myself look like a normal lizard for a few hours, but that‟s it.”

“Then fine, we‟ll bring in a shapeshifting coach.” Selena rolled her eyes, then she said
mildly: “Call Sammy here, I‟ll have him take a message to a friend.”
“Your friends often try to molest me.” Zerrex said pettishly, but then he sighed, nodding
and closing his eyes as he sent a mental signal to the pseudodragon, and a moment later Sammy
popped into existence on top of the lizard‟s head, the skeletal pseudodragon chirping loudly as he
settled down and looked curiously around. Over the last while, Sammy had been exploring and
reacquainting himself with every corner in Hell… not that he didn‟t often spend time with his
master and friend, and Zerrex smiled despite himself as he held a hand out and the little skeleton
hopped down onto it, looking at him curiously with his eldritch eyes. “The bitch has a message
for you to carry.”
Sammy chirped, then he hopped out of Zerrex‟s hand and ran over to Selena, leaping up
onto her huge breasts, and she winced before sighing and making a face, Sammy half-sitting on a
boob and clinging against her muzzle… but her affection for him was clearly displayed as she
only mumbled: “Fuck, he‟s as bad as you are, Zerrex. Anyway, Sammy? Go and find Carmen.”
Sammy gave the equivalent of a giggle at this as the Drakkaren winced, instantly
covering his chest as he said sharply: “Carmen is not a shapeshifting coach, she just pokes me in
awkward places to make awkward things appear on me! Why the hell don‟t we just bring in
Lily?”
“Carmen, I‟ll have you know, is one of the best shapeshifting coaches in Hell.” Selena
said mildly, and then she added: “And yeah, Lily‟s a shapeshifter, but she uses her power like
most people breathe: it‟s unconscious, and she doesn‟t understand how it really works, or how to
show people how it works. Carmen, on the other hand, taught me a lot, both when I was an
Inquisitor and she was one of my superiors, and when we… kind of bonded, I guess.”
She smiled a bit, and Zerrex sighed and rolled his eyes, nodding sulkily. Selena and
Carmen had become fast friends, once Selena had gotten over Carmen being a higher rank than
her… and although they threatened and yelled at each other a lot, they shared a lot of similar
interests… but he was nervous nonetheless, as one of those interests involved torturing him.
“Anyway, how‟s Sammy going to find Carmen?”
“How the hell does Sammy find anyone?” Selena asked honestly, shrugging and looking
amused. “I dunno, Boss. But it was like when Anathema brought the little guy back from
wherever his spirit had been roaming, she gave him the power to track down anyone or anything,
anywhere. The little dude‟s like a homing missile… I just wish… we could do something about
his condition.”
Zerrex looked at her with honest confusion for a moment… and then he realized what she
was talking about, and he smiled a bit, saying quietly as he held up his cane and stroked along
the dragon-headed handle: “The fact he‟s a skeleton doesn‟t change anything, Selena. He‟s my
pet. My friend. And he‟s just as adorable as he ever was, somehow. Plus I kind of like sticking
things inside his ribcage.”
Selena muttered under her breath, and then a portal opened a moment later, and Carmen
strode through, looking masculine in only a pair of dragon-scale pants… but despite a flat chest,
she still had nipples, and pierced in each was a large, silver ring, as she leered over at Zerrex
before making a face as Selena said sharply: “We‟re teaching him today, Carmen.”
“Fuck, those etiquette classes really rammed a stick up your ass.” Carmen muttered, but
then she sighed and nodded, looking mournfully at a pair of bolt piercings as she bounced them
in her hand before tucking them into her pocket, and she became serious as she walked over,
carefully touching along Zerrex‟s body as he winced and glanced back and forth, Sammy

chirping as he sat at Selena‟s feet to watch. “Okay, yeah. Organic re-composition, also known as
shapeshifting… you interested in that, Zerrex, or do you just have a feeling about it, Selena?”
Before Zerrex could open his mouth, Selena glared at him, then said quietly: “I think he‟s
more capable of it now, but we could really use your help. You‟re the best person I know at
changing the state of a person‟s body… if he‟s capable of shapeshifting, I think you can teach
him. Furthermore, I know you can find out quicker than most, just by forcing his body to change
here and there.”
“Okay. First, then, let‟s get you sexless. Then you take off your clothes, even though I
shall inevitably get horny.” Carmen said in a voice that was somehow completely serious,
although her eyes twinkled mischievously. Then she paused, glancing sideways at Selena as she
asked carefully: “He does know how to shapeshift that much at least, right?”
Selena nodded, crossing her arms, and then both the females watched with entertainment
as Zerrex muttered, before he took a slow breath and concentrated. He felt a retraction, similar to
the feeling he got when his tentacles were fully withdrawn into his body after straining them in
some kind of use, and a moment later, he mumbled embarrassedly as put his cane aside, then he
pushed down his pants, his groin smooth and solid-scaled, no trace of any genitals left behind.
Carmen whistled at this, and then she reached for the armlet… but Zerrex winced and pulled
away, saying quietly: “That has to stay on.”
Carmen looked at it, and then back at Zerrex before she nodded slowly, saying carefully:
“It‟s… not really a problem, but that thing might restrict you from more-advanced shapeshifting,
or affect how much I can „sculpt‟ you, so to speak. But I do need you to relax, clear your mind,
and just trust me then, okay? Try to make your body numb to my touch, or think about
something distracting. I‟ll first try to „mold‟ you into a different shape, to see how you and your
body react to that… and if I can change the aspects of your body myself, it means you should
easily be able to learn how to shapeshift. If I can‟t, it means you‟re either being really stiff – and
seriously, that is not a sexual pun – or you‟re not capable of any moderate to major
transformations. I‟m getting the same feeling Selena‟s leaning on, though… you got the right
sizzle to your energy, and the fact you can already do a lot of minor transformation means this
should probably work. But again, the key word here is relax.”
Carmen patted him on the shoulder, looking at him with a smile, and Zerrex gazed back
uncertainly before she said quietly: “I‟m still one of your concubines, Zerrex. The key word in
there being „your.‟ I won‟t do anything without your permission, I won‟t ever take advantage of
you. My orders, they all come from you.”
“I… Carmen…” Zerrex looked at her for a few moments, the huge, muscular female
gazing at him with adoration… and then he finally nodded, not wanting to argue, not wanting to
reveal the uncertainties in his body and the fear of possessing yet more powers, and wondering
when he was ever going to reach his limits. “Okay. Go ahead.”
“Stop stressing.” Carmen said soothingly, and then she hugged him tightly for a moment,
before stepping away and taking his face in his hands, murmuring a gentle prayer in demonic
Zerrex recognized from the time spent at the Sister‟s Monastery; the prayer to the ageless, said
aloud not to any god in particular, but as a thanks to the universe itself in general for existing.
Then, Carmen began to gently massage his shoulders, and Zerrex let his eyes slip closed and his
naked, genderless body relax under her skilled hands, enjoying the feeling of warmth spreading
through his form and knowing she was just loosening up his muscles first so she could then start
using her powers on him.

Carmen, an original demon like Lily, a member of a mighty and powerful clan in Hell,
and technically the great aunt of Cherry: the reason Cherry herself was so powerful, after all, was
because her lineage not only had housed the essence of the Fifth Sister for so long, demonic
blood had been mixed into her family from a random encounter that had sprung into a random
romance and betrayal. Demons and angels both had been known to either possess people on the
mortal plane to use as containers so they could indulge themselves in certain matters of the
body… but also, demons and angels had sometimes physically escaped to the mortal plane even
when the planes had been separate dimensions, even thousands of mortal years ago and longer,
to explore and mix with mortals out of fascination and sometimes other, less-noble and lessmoral reasons… although rarely did intercourse with a supernatural being result in a child being
born.
These children often had powers of their own… and there were thoughts throughout
Heaven and Hell that all mortals who possessed powers had, at some point, an ancestor of
supernatural heritage, although others admitted that there was evidence towards a strange mortal
evolution, where more and more people were slowly gaining special abilities as their genetic
structure mutated and evolved. Zerrex, however, couldn‟t keep these thoughts coherent as
strange, not-unpleasant feelings spread through his body, and he began to let his mind fall loose,
his eyes closed and head tilted back as Carmen stroked and molded his form.
Half an hour later, she stepped away and patted Zerrex‟s face, a huge, bright grin on her
face. Zerrex opened his eyes, blinked a few times… and then Carmen looked over at Selena and
winked, as the female gaped and Sammy rolled back and forth on the ground, apparently
giggling. Zerrex frowned at him, and then Sammy hopped up and looked over his body slowly…
and then the little pseudodragon lowered his head and mentally nudged Zerrex.
The reptile closed his eyes with a frown… and then they snapped open even as mental
images played out through his vision, before he looked down at his body… and gaped, suddenly
realizing why he felt so strange, before he stared at Carmen and spluttered: “You… you turned
me into a chick!”
“A hot chick.” Carmen said triumphantly, and then she poked one of Zerrex‟s… breasts.
I have breasts. I have breasts. Holy hell, I have breasts. “I still can‟t change the colors of your
scales at all or anything… but the fact I was able to turn you into a female, combined with the
fact I was even able to modify your facial features and stuff, means that you can probably
transform into just about anything. You just can‟t change the base colors of your body.”
Zerrex‟s eye twitched, glaring furiously at Carmen he – she – covered herself, and then
she wriggled uncomfortably before touching quickly over her body, brushing along her groin and
feeling how that had changed down there, a bit of a shiver running through her legs at the feeling
that went through her body… before she realized her body was narrower and lither, and that
Carmen had thinned out the musculature she – he? I am so confused, am I still a guy or am I
really a chick? – had possessed as a male, before biting her tongue as she took a slow breath and
mumbled: “Okay, Carmen. Before I beat you until you change me back… like… do I feel the
same way you feel when… you know?”
Zerrex reached up, awkwardly cupping her breasts and feeling a strange sensation tickle
through her body, and Carmen grinned widely, leaning in and leering. “Well, see. I‟d have to do
some… special… tests to make sure, but babe, I can say otherwise that you are all-girl now. The
real question is what‟s considered gay; me eating you out or a hot guy pounding your pussy?”
“Carmen!” Zerrex almost squeaked, and then she sulked and covered her breasts,
bringing her legs tight together despite the new thoughts rampaging through her mind and

instead focusing on how much she wanted to punch the gleeful female out at the moment. “I hate
you. Change me back, now.”
“Don‟t do it. This is training.” Selena said mildly, shaking herself out of her stupor… and
when the two looked at her, she had a short fit of giggles before swallowing them and covering
her muzzle to attempt to hide a wide grin. “Okay, maybe this is also hilarious and amazing. But
seriously, Zerrex… if you‟re going to learn anything, you need to do shit by yourself. If you
want to be a guy again, you need to do it yourself… and no, it‟s not cheating to use your hands to
rub yourself to try and get those sensations back.”
Then Selena paused, realized what this sounded like, before she fell over laughing, and
Carmen joined her as Zerrex merely sulked, fuming a little even as she closed her eyes and
concentrated. At first nothing happened… but then she felt her body changing, little by little,
once Carmen and Selena had both stopped laughing and instead started watching… and slowly,
Zerrex grasped her breasts, then pulled them towards her… and they melted into her chest as her
groin slowly became sexless, then male.
With the hardest parts out of the way, Zerrex let out a sigh of relief, chest becoming
smooth and masculine again… before he looked down over himself, making a face. His body
was still slender and sleeker… so he grasped his face, rubbing slowly over them and feeling his
old, familiar features emerging as his scars pulsed slowly back into being over his body, his
biceps bulging as muscle and thickness returned to his form… and then he relaxed and sighed,
swaying once on the spot and grabbing his head as a dizzy feeling swept through him, and a
moment later he sat down hard, grunting, naked but feeling too sulky to care. “Did I do it?”
“Hey, great work, Zerrex!” Carmen smiled warmly as she scrambled over to sit beside
him, and then she hugged him tightly around the body, the reptile flailing a bit but then sighing
as she pulled him back against her own strong chest, kissing his cheek tenderly. “I didn‟t expect
you to get a hang of it so fast… but look on the bright side. Now that you know your body can
do that… you should be able to change with a little more ease. It‟s just like flexing a muscle: you
just need to build it up and practice, practice, practice.”
“I guess.” Zerrex said moodily, and then he sighed, smiling despite himself as Carmen
squeezed him firmly and growled at him. “Oh fine. Thank you, concubine.”
“Better.” Carmen said cheerfully, and she let go of him, jumping up to her feet and
cracking her back before she looked down and asked almost shyly: “Hey, like. I got nothing to
do today, so… do you mind if I stick around and watch? I‟ll keep my hands off, but I can also
make a pretty damn good sparring partner, you know. No offense or anything, Selena, but you
still need to work on not getting the shit beaten out of you in fights.”
“Fuck you.” Selena said irritably, but then she grunted and nodded. “If it‟s okay with
Zerrex, it‟s fine with me. Besides, maybe you can still be some help to us… since we just did
shapeshifting, Zerrex‟s body should be limbered up, and I‟d like to see if we can bring out his
Expression and Personification.”
“He‟s a god now, Selena.” Carmen pointed out, and then she glanced over at Zerrex,
explaining with a bit of a smile: “See, most Gods hang out in one, mortal-like form. And a lot of
gods and especially demigods, like Loki, only have the one form, even if they can polymorph
themselves into other things as they wish. But some Gods – particularly demonic and divine gods
– have forms called Ascensions. Not „Ascended,‟ like what a lot of mortals become when they
go to Heaven, their version of Hell‟s Initiates… yeah, I know it‟s confusing. It‟s why I think we
should – and technically can – stick with calling your Ascension form a Personification, since

you‟re a god from Hell and thus a demonic god. Only a few ranks above Incarnation, when you
stop and think about it, so no biggie.”
“Thanks, Carmen.” Zerrex smiled dryly at her, but he did feel strangely soothed
nonetheless: the knowledge was odd and surprising, and he rolled his shoulders slowly before he
nodded slowly, asking quietly: “But what about my old middle-form then? That no longer
exists?”
“Oh well. It‟s just that Gods are usually in their pretty bodies, or the ones that can go full
out, do go full out: they don‟t middle-up like you and most demons do, because of the way their
powers work.” Carmen replied, nodding with a quiet laugh as she sat down and rested back on
her hands, then she made a face as the wind blew hard and shot a spray of dust over her features,
rubbing at her head quickly. “Fuck, ugh. But yeah, I mean… I guess technically, you could
become the Expression if you wanted to… it just wouldn‟t do anything anymore other than look
cool. To fully-activate all your godly abilities, to basically… open the floodgates, so to speak,
you need to turn into full Ascension.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, looking down at the armlet thoughtfully, and Carmen grunted.
“That‟s what I was wondering about, too. I mean, I think you could shapeshift to full Ascension
right now, if you really wanted to… but I don‟t know how much that thing would impede it, you
know? And it might also kind of bust it, and… that could be bad. Gods that can go into
Ascension mode, after all, only go Ascension when they‟re being hard-pressed by something
that‟s kicking the shit out of them.”
“Enough, Carmen, you‟re going to worry him to death.” Selena said mildly, and Carmen
huffed, but then nodded moodily, recognizing the nervous look on Zerrex‟s face. “Listen, Zerrex.
I have faith in you. And yes, it‟s true: only certain Gods can Ascend-” She glared at Carmen,
who closed her muzzle before she could correct Selena‟s confusing use of the word. “But I
believe if you have it, you can learn to control it. A lot of the Gods that can‟t control their
Ascensions were either too consumed with power or too scared to ever use it. Is that you, Boss?
A corrupt douchebag or a fucking crybaby coward?”
“No, I… no.” Zerrex said finally, looking up, and when Selena snorted, he stood up,
opening his mouth… then looked down and cleared his throat, quickly climbing into his pants as
Carmen grinned and leaned forwards towards him, licking her muzzle.
Selena sighed as Zerrex did up his fly, looking embarrassed and with his train of thought
visibly interrupted, and then he cleared his throat and said finally: “Maybe I don‟t have a lot of
faith in myself, and these powers… scare the hell out of me, okay. But what I do have faith in, is
the people around me… and everyone‟s been telling me that I can control these powers, and
they‟ve never hesitated in saying that. Plus I got this cool armlet, so… you know. I‟m willing to
give it a try.”
“That‟s what I want to hear.” Selena nodded firmly, then she motioned for Carmen to
move, and the female scuttled backwards as Selena stepped away herself, Sammy running
curiously around her feet before sitting beside her to watch as she said softly: “It should be just
like bringing out your Personification. Do you remember what that feels like?”
“Yes… and I see putting these on was stupid.” Zerrex sighed, undoing his pants
nervously and climbing out of his clothes, kicking them aside before he looked up and dumbly
realized his hat was still on his head, and he smiled a bit as he took this off and pressed a button
on the armlet. Immediately, the nanomachines dissolved back into the device, the fedora
vanishing in a matter of seconds before Zerrex rolled his shoulders slowly, breathing quietly as
he mumbled: “Well… here goes nothing.”

The reptile first let his mind clear slightly, taking a deep, slow breath… and then he
exhaled, focusing himself as he did so before he closed his eyes tightly and flexed his body. His
form almost seemed to ripple, his armlet beeping a few times before the Drakkaren‟s body
expanded, growing steadily larger as he curled his biceps forwards in an almost bodybuilder like
pose.
Then the Drakkaren gritted his teeth as horns pushed their way out of his skull: a pair of
large, tall bull horns that bent forwards after a moment into long L-shapes aiming out past the
end of his muzzle, and a pair of huge, curling ram‟s horns that grew outwards just below these.
The reptile‟s teeth became almost too large for his muzzle, and his hair twisted around his head,
growing longer and more ragged, crawling down his back as spikes jutted forwards out of his
spine, made of smooth, black metal. His muscles became larger and more defined as at the same
time, his form became slightly sleeker, and the scales on his right arm tore away to reveal the
warped metal beneath it, pushing out and pulsating, growing into a claw that was too large for
his body with glowing blue cracks and chunks of steel standing out from it… before it trembled,
then shrank slightly, compressing as the cracks in the metal shut and it instead became an arm
made of solid, overlaid metal plates, down to a metal claw that was a perfect replica of a hand,
the shoulder turning into a rounded cup that locked perfectly into the scales covering the
Drakkaren‟s body.
His claws became hooked talons, a spike pushing out of the back of his heel before his
legs snapped backwards, his stance changing to unguligrade as the Drakkaren grunted in
surprise, and the scars covering his body pulsed as his tail snapped back and forth, lengthening
behind him as a deadly cone of black metal pushed out if the end of it, four large, L-shaped
spikes growing out around this. Plates of the same substance pushed their way out of his shins to
form spiked shackles that protected his entire lower legs, the Drakkaren breathing quietly as he
rolled his head on his shoulders and began to relax, standing almost thirty feet tall now and the
armlet thankfully expanded with his size, as he looked down at it with a slight smile, figuring
that Priest must have enchanted it… and then his eyes bulged before he stumbled, then bent
forwards, and he roared in pain as blood exploded from his back before a huge pair of wings tore
free, glowing with white light… and Zerrex stared over his shoulder in shock, blood dripping
down his back as he realized they weren‟t made of energy, but for the first time… he had real
wings.
He didn‟t know why it amazed him so much, or why they shone with such bright
radiance, made up of scales shaped like feathers… before he slowly closed them, realizing they
were incredibly flexible, almost rubbery… and that the back of each wing was covered in dark
metal. Yet they were strangely light, and Zerrex spread them to full glory, reveling in them as he
turned around, before he glanced down as he realized that a lower pair of fins had also sprouted
from his back, made of steel and spread to either side beneath the wings almost like tuxedo
tails… and then Zerrex rolled his shoulders and laughed a bit, looking down at Selena as he said
quietly: “Interesting, huh?”
“I‟ll say.” Selena said mildly, pointing at his crotch… and Zerrex looked down at his
immense malehood, before he cleared his throat awkwardly and concentrated… and a moment
later, he was genderless. Then he stared in shock as plates of black metal sprouted over his lower
body, instantly encasing his crotch and surrounding the base of his tail and waist, before growing
into leaf-like plates that dropped down over his groin and hips as more black-and-purple metal
spread up his chest, encasing his muscles so tightly and perfectly they replicated the look of them
as they formed a strange breastplate, covering his front and back entirely.

Carmen whistled at this, and then she backstepped… and as she did so, she grew, until
she was almost matching height with the Drakkaren. Zerrex gaped at her, and she merely grinned
widely, beating on her huge, masculine chest cheerfully. “What, don‟t you remember our first
meeting, Lord Zerrex? I‟m an original demon, and all we original demons are fucking huge…
it‟s just best for us to hide our size half the time, remember?”
“Kind of.” Zerrex rubbed awkwardly at his head, and then he smiled a bit as Carmen
patted his chest, saying softly: “I sort of feel it. But at the same time, I don‟t.”
“Your energy is running all through his alloy… it‟s like you‟ve completely absorbed the
powers of Mephistopheles now, broken down his energies and mastered his abilities in your
body…” Carmen whistled, then she hesitantly reached out and touched a wing… and when it
didn‟t burn her, she smiled and stroked over it wonderingly. “It‟s… it‟s warm. And I don‟t mean
just warm, it‟s… warm.”
Zerrex looked at her curiously, and Carmen stepped back, rubbing at her face slowly
before she gazed over Zerrex quietly again, at his scarred features and then over his body… and
then she reached down and carefully picked up Selena in both hands, holding the Dius up and
putting her down on Zerrex‟s shoulder, and she made a face but then sat down on it as Zerrex
tilted his head carefully towards her. “Fucking assholes, not all of us can size-shift so fucking
easily… goddammit, you‟re both lucky we‟re out here in the Windy Wastes, where no one‟s
likely to see us… the last thing we need is a cocky Gigataur who wants to start a fight with a
giant or some arrogant-ass Wrath demon…”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, Carmen crossing her arms and looking impatient as Selena ranted
for a little while, and then she finally tired and asked mildly: “Is this your full Ascension?”
“I… don‟t know.” Zerrex said honestly, and he rubbed at his forehead slowly before he
lowered his head, saying quietly: “Remember… how I was a split Lust and Wrath Incarnation,
and how I was usually a mix of both, but could interchange between sins based on my emotions
and stuff? This is… something like that. I feel like this is… part of who I am, but not all of it.”
Zerrex paused, then he flexed and rolled his shoulders, adding finally: “But then again, I don‟t
even know what I am.”
“Oh, yeah, because it‟s so hard to figure out.” Selena muttered, and Zerrex shot her a
glower before she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Anyway, this is more than enough for now… do
you feel more powerful at all, like you can do anything… I dunno, special?”
“Dude, I‟m covered in armor and I have wings that almost made Carmen cry. I think that
counts.” Zerrex said flatly, and then Carmen punched him with a glower before she winced and
shook out her hand, the reptile grinning stupidly as he barely felt the blow. “Selena did the same
thing to me already. Except now almost all of me is like this.”
“Your face ain‟t, and I can always break that.” Carmen pointed out mildly, and Zerrex
huffed before he paused and held up a hand. Carmen frowned… and then Zerrex arched his back,
and four large tentacles pushed their way out of holes that formed in the reptile‟s steel armor, all
of them long, and almost half as thick as the reptile‟s forearm as they twisted around his body,
then two of them wrapped around her waist and two wrapped around her wrists, Zerrex looking
stupid as he lifted her into the air and Carmen giggled dumbly. “Okay, holy fuck. How‟d you
manage that on top of everything else?”
“I dunno, I guess I just… did.” Zerrex said lamely, and then he rubbed the back of his
head slowly as he put Carmen down, before the tentacles retracted slightly and twined
themselves around his waist and lower legs, hardening into the same black metal after a few

moments and leaving it looking as if they were simply part of his armor. “Can anyone explain
this to me before I turn into a tentacle beast or something?”
“Dude, you‟re my tentacle beast!” Carmen flung herself forwards and hugged him around
the neck, making Zerrex gargle as he flailed his limbs, and the two almost crushed Selena with
their antics before she leapt away. Then Sammy appeared out of nowhere on Zerrex‟s muzzle,
and the reptile looked at him dumbly before he squeaked, and Zerrex sighed with a nod, gently
pushing Carmen back. “Sammy‟s got a point. We better shrink down before Selena kills us,
because I think you may have just stepped on her.”
Carmen winced, looking down and back and forth, but Selena had retreated to a safe
distance, where she was now looking at them sourly. The two looked at her embarrassedly, and
then they both stepped away, Carmen shrinking down quickly and Zerrex doing so much more
slowly, stuttering now and then in his size change as bit-by-bit, his appearance turned slowly
back to that of his normal form, until he was finally standing just over eight feet tall once more,
his horns the last thing to finish retracting into his head and leaving him in his naked, male
mortal body.
Selena was still looking moodily at him, and Zerrex shrugged awkwardly before she
sighed and rubbed at her forehead, muttering: “I guess I earned that one myself. Fucking Hell…
and put on your damned pants, Zer.”
Zerrex mumbled something as he ran over to his boxers, snatching them away from
Carmen to quickly climb into them before he hopped into his jeans, and then Carmen reached for
his cane… but with a flick of his wrist, the cane shot away from her and Zerrex caught it,
grinning at her before he huffed as she stuck her tongue out and blew a raspberry. Then Zerrex
turned around and saw Selena looking at him thoughtfully, and he made a face. “What… what
exactly are you thinking of now? Shouldn‟t I be going back to the Sisters or something?”
“Not yet…” Selena said mildly, and then she glanced over at Carmen, saying dryly: “We
aren‟t allowed to leave him in too ugly a shape, but I do want to test his magical and elemental
resistance. So… why don‟t you throw shit at him until he starts bleeding?”
Carmen coughed and cleared her throat awkwardly, rubbing the back of her head and
looking over at Zerrex, and then Selena crossed her arms as the two fidgeted, saying plainly:
“Well, if you prefer, we can just leave you to find out on your own, the next time you get into a
battle with some mages…” This made them both grumble, Carmen looking apprehensive and
Zerrex looking miserable before he sighed and held up his hands. “Good. Zerrex, you take the
shots, Carmen, you hit him with mid-level spells. Enough to leave a mark, not enough for those
marks to be deep or permanent.”
“Sorry there, Zerrex. I promise I‟ll kiss „em better afterwards.” Carmen rubbed the back
of her head, grinning a bit, and then she winced when the lizard only looked up at her sourly.
“Okay, okay, I get it. Any time you want me to stop, just let me know, right? The two of us can
easily take bitch-tits.”
“Fuck you.” Selena said sourly, and she motioned for them to move forwards, and finally
Carmen nodded with a grunt, steadying herself as Zerrex did the same, wincing and wondering if
he should tell them his pain resistance wasn‟t exactly up to par… but he also figured that this
would be good practice in its own way for dealing with things. “Zerrex, go ahead and block or
dodge the attack if you need to stop or you‟re just not ready, but otherwise, I promise we‟ll take
it nice and slow, okay?”
Zerrex nodded with a mumble, and then he took a slow breath before nodding again and
anchoring himself… and Carmen immediately planted both feet side-by-side and rose a hand

high in the air, shouting an incantation… and a blast of lighting shot down from the sky,
hammering into Zerrex and making him arch his back as he howled in pain, electricity sizzling
over his form for a few moments before the thunderbolt flickered out, and the reptile coughed
smoke as he leaned forwards on his bent knees, clenching his eyes shut. Selena and Carmen
exchanged winces, and then the lizard slowly opened one eye, rasping: “What the hell happened
to mid-level spells?”
“Hey, it‟s been a while since I‟ve practiced multiple-element shit, okay?” Carmen said
flatly, but she looked more disgusted with herself than anything else, as she punched her own
head a few times lightly. “Okay, hitting you with something lighter next.”
Carmen created a fireball as Zerrex steadied himself, and then she flung it hard at him…
and Zerrex half-brought up his arms, then winced and threw them out to the side, the fireball
colliding with his chest and exploding to knock him back a step… but then he shook his head
with a grunt, muttering: “That‟s better. But this is still stupid.”
“You have a better way for us to test if your resistances have increased or decreased?”
Selena asked mildly, and when Zerrex grumbled under his breath, she snorted. “Didn‟t think so.”
Carmen created a ball of light next, which she threw hard at Zerrex… but then a portal
appeared, and a hand reached out and snagged it, crushing it out of existence as Carmen stared
before Anathema emerged, looking disgruntled. The undead Naganatine brushed at herself
slowly, then she looked over at Zerrex, sighed, and turned her glare on Carmen and Selena, who
looked slightly cowed by the presence of the being. “You fucking idiots.”
“Her idea!” Carmen immediately blurted, pointing at the Dius, and Selena glared at her
furiously as her eyes turned pitch-black for a moment, then she winced as Anathema snapped her
fingers, getting the attention of them both.
“I felt that he was under attack, and I hurry on out here, and what do I find? Three idiots.”
Anathema muttered, then she caught sight of Sammy as he slunk behind Selena. “Four idiots.
And what is this supposed to accomplish, anyway? Testing his resistances like this is pointless
for one thing and stupid for another. It‟s like children playing an idiotic game of „say uncle.‟”
The three mumbled, and Sammy added a chirp, but Anathema only sighed and rolled her
eyes, finally motioning at the portal. “Zerrex, you look like crap. Clean the burn marks off your
body, then come back to the Sister‟s. They want to talk to you about something anyway. Carmen,
come with me, Cherry wants to speak with you about something.”
“Always got time for my niece.” Carmen said cheerfully, then she ran over to the portal
before smiling at Zerrex, raising a hand to him and adding: “No hard feelings, right?”
“Only the good kind.” Zerrex said after a moment, smiling a bit, and she laughed and
nodded, gazing at him fondly for a few moments before nodding and slipping through the portal
after Anathema, the portal vanishing once the two were gone. Then Zerrex groaned and stretched
slowly, before he looked up as Selena approached, wincing a bit and holding his hands out. “No,
no, I‟m okay, I can heal myself.”
“Oh go to hell, I can deal with minor wounds fine.” Selena muttered irritably, and then
she reached out and grabbed the lizard‟s shoulder with one hand, her other hand glowing faintly
as she drew it over his chest with an expression of acute concentration, and bit-by-bit, the minor
wounds and scorched scales on the Drakkaren‟s chest began to heal.
Finally, she drew back, and nodded even as she rubbed at her head embarrassedly, and
Zerrex rubbed awkwardly at his chest. Some of the healing looked messier than the cuts over his
body, pinkish here and there and scales humped up slightly in other places, but as he brushed
blackened scale and soot off from the hits he‟d taken, he thought it was decent enough. He

smiled at her, and her emotions settled a little before Zerrex brought up his armlet, turning it
back to manual setting and tapping ‟10‟ in again before wincing at the feeling of the rapid drain,
grasping his skull in one hand and half-staggering forwards.
Selena caught him by the shoulders, and the two looked at each other quietly before their
mouths met in a slow, passionate kiss… and then Selena drew back a bit, smiling faintly before
she snuggled herself into his chest, and he wrapped his arms tightly around her, just holding her
in the silence that followed for a few moments. Then, as he gazed down at her, he said quietly,
taking her face in his hands gently: “I can be a few minutes late, you know…”
“No, you should go.” Selena pushed her face into his hands anyway, closing her eyes…
but then she blushed, reaching up to take one of his hands gently in both of hers as she
murmured: “You should, before we end up having sex all over the place here, in the dirt and
filth.”
“And what would be wrong with that?” Zerrex asked with a slight smile, and Selena
laughed despite herself, before they traded a short, quick kiss… but then she drew her head back,
gazing at him with soft entertainment.
“Nothing wrong with it, Zerrex… but… I dunno. I want sex with you, yeah… but I want
to prove first that it ain‟t all about the sex.” Selena said quietly, grasping his shoulders gently,
and Zerrex tilted his head curiously as she blushed. “I mean… we fight, we have angry-sex. We
make up, we have make-up-sex. We fuck, and we make love, and we have surprise-sex, and
birthday-sex, and sex days and sex nights, and all I did while you were gone was get my brains
fucked out. Even for a Dius like me, that‟s bridging on abnormal… not… nymphomaniac
abnormal, just… like I‟m mixing up love and lust all the time. I want to prove, not just to you or
me, that I love you… but to anyone else who‟s ever judged me while you were gone, or while
you were here… and show them that it‟s so much more between us.”
She curled herself against him, then shook her head and drew back, casting a cleansing
spell over the lizard that made his scales sizzle a bit before she blushed and created a portal with
her other hand, grumbling: “Now get your ass out of here before I start fucking your brains out
anyway.”
“Selena, I know you love me.” Zerrex said softly, but Selena only huffed and motioned at
the portal, still looking embarrassed. So finally, the Drakkaren rolled his eyes, then he walked
over to her and kissed her forehead gently, making her smile… before her eyes bulged as one of
his hands slid down her stomach and grasped her crotch crudely, squeezing firmly into it as his
other hand grabbed a breast, and she shoved him away before yelling curses and glowering at
him, throwing several fireballs in his direction.
Zerrex cackled and dashed through the portal, suddenly understanding why and how
Cherry was able to take such pleasure in some of the things she did, and then he skidded to a halt
outside the Sister‟s monastery as the portal closed behind him. Not wanting to take the chance
that Selena would create another one, he ran through the gates and headed quickly up the path,
beginning to think curiously about exactly what she had said.
He knew that he and Selena weren‟t exactly the most balanced of couples out there: there
always had been and always would be a power struggle between them, albeit a strange one. She
wanted the same controls she always had, and he wanted dominance… and to make things more
complicated, she encouraged his dominance and he wanted her to have her control.
Sex had become both a battleground and a means of working things out sometime in the
far-flung past for them, and Zerrex smiled a bit as he approached the monastery now: he didn‟t
think it was necessarily a bad thing, but he also fully-understood what Selena had meant. Even

though he hadn‟t been back for very long now, even though he was nervous about sex… he and
Selena had already had three little quick sessions together that she had always murmured
throatily wouldn‟t hurt at all. None of them had lasted very long, but they had all almost been
scarily-rough, and they had been quick to part afterwards, Zerrex returning to work or rest while
Selena went off to her High Throne duties, looking both satisfied and something like shameful.
Yet this had been the first time they‟d really… talked. Done something other than sex.
Been in each other‟s company for more than a minute before the clothes were off, and Zerrex
was glad for it. He lowered his head thoughtfully as he pushed through the monastery doors, and
then he looked up in surprise to see the Sisters, Earth coming forwards first and taking a hand
gently as she said warmly: “We were all waiting anxiously for you, Lord Zerrex… we were just
coming outside to see if you were approaching! If you don‟t mind, we‟d like to finish up the
outbuilding now, and then talk to you about the ritual that will be taking place in two days‟
time… Lady Sin, Lady Anathema, and Queen Carmen will all be participating, and it‟s going to
be quite an event.”
“Settle now, sister.” Fire said amusedly, but she was grinning despite herself as she
nodded, the other females radiant with just as much happiness. “You‟ll excuse us, Lord Zerrex…
but we don‟t often get the experience or the pleasures of building such a place of worship, to the
things that we hold so sacred… and least of all with such exalted beings such as yourself and the
Fifth Sister helping out.”
“Although our eldest sister could do with some tempering…” Air said mildly, rubbing at
her head slowly. “She‟s outside right now, trying to finish off the well by herself… but I fear she
doesn‟t exactly understand what she‟s doing. She also demanded to tell Queen Carmen herself
about the ritual, and I fear she may not exactly explain it in the best of manners…”
“Believe me, Air, Cherry may possess the essence of the Fifth Sister, but she definitely
got her mouth from Carmen‟s side of the family.” Zerrex replied with mild entertainment, and
the Sisters laughed quietly at this, looking embarrassed even as they did so. Then Zerrex shook
his head, turning back towards the open doors and asking mildly: “So what do we have left to do,
then?”
Zerrex felt more than a little proud of himself, by the time the day of the blessing of the
monastery rolled around: in two days, he had not only helped finish off the monastery, he had
also finished his list and submitted it to Firenze for approval, who had nodded after a moment of
reviewing it and agreed to get in touch with Heaven and make a request to Lord and Lucifer, but
he didn‟t think any of the names on the list would prove a problem to get. Although the operation
was officially a Hell one, with a few angels mixed into the ranks, Heaven‟s Grand Council could
later do its usual thing and attempt to take all the credit for themselves.
The fourteen candidates he chose included his entire core family, as Zerrex now often
heard it referred to – and including himself, that was six people, since apparently Lone and
Mahihko counted as two individuals – Priest, Huck, Anathema, and, in a stroke of genius,
Balthazar, who he felt would be more than capable of keeping an administrative handle on
things. To support him, however, he‟d requested that Mercy come as well, since the two knew
and were used to each other, and Sarah Ginsbury… and last, but not least, he‟d asked for the
Hezrow brothers, Dray and Terrance, since the two might not be the smartest kids on the block
but would probably eat broken glass for him if he asked them to.
Balthazar was already in Hell, as it had turned out: he was writing a book on the cultural
differences of Heaven and Hell, and the positives and negatives of both… but when Zerrex had

caught up to him in the Western Province and suggested his idea, Balthazar had been utterly
delighted. Even after all the years and all he‟d done, he was still piling blame on himself over
what had happened… and with the love he had for the mortal planet, being able to be part of the
restoration effort in any way made him positively glow with pride and joy.
Sarah he was waiting for a message back from, but he knew it could take a while: Heaven
could drag its feet for days with something as simple as a message, and Zerrex wasn‟t exactly
going to hold his breath. If she showed up, she did… if not, he‟d either sub in someone else or
just leave the spot open, in case she was able to make it. But for now, he was only going to try
and pay attention to the task at hand… which thankfully, was a very simple one.
The Sisters were currently walking around the inside of the monastery, murmuring
prayers and singing hauntingly-beautiful hymns together with their voices moving in perfect
synchronization. While they spread black rose petals – picked and plucked while Zerrex wasn‟t
around, thankfully, but how they‟d managed such an immense quantity of it and where they had
found them all, he sure as hell didn‟t know – all throughout the monastery, Zerrex was supposed
to walk around the grounds, ringing the rose-shaped bell he held in one hand and tossing rose
petals out with the other. He had pointed instructions to not disturb any spirits that wandered by,
no matter how tempted he was… and Zerrex had been tempted quite a few times, with the
strange, transparent Drakkai that slowly strode by to enter through the monastery, usually
kneeling in front of the doors or making the sign of the Judgment Cross before they strode inside.
Cherry, meanwhile, was in the outbuilding, spreading more petals and murmuring the
same songs under her breath, and every time Zerrex caught a glimpse of her through the window,
she looked visibly uncomfortable. He knew it wasn‟t the spirits, or the ceremony… but the fact
that she was singing along to their hymns without even knowing the words, like the Fifth Sister
had awakened inside her and briefly taken over her mouth and motor functions… and Zerrex
smiled a bit as they caught a glimpse of each other through the window, nodding slowly to her…
and she nodded back, continuing to sing the entire time in her rough, low voice.
Sin and Carmen were at the well, both with necklaces made of gold beads and brilliant
gemstones hanging around their necks, pouring bucketfuls of water down the well to slowly fill it
up. They filled the buckets from enormous metal tankers on heavy, deadly-looking iron wheels
that had rolled in from one of Hell‟s rare lakes, and although Sin was taking her time and
seemingly-enjoying the mundane task, Carmen was trying to rush along, looking a little more
than disturbed with the ghosts that floated or walked by now and again.
Anathema, lastly, was sitting on the roof of the monastery with Sammy, apparently
unnoticed by the spirits… but since she refused to leave, the Sisters had given her a job, too,
which was to keep a head count and ring a bell of her own on occasion to help guide the spirits
in. Next to her rested an ancient reaping scythe, made of gnarled black ironwood and with an
immense, curved blade made from bone and fortified with silver. The Sisters had given it to
Anathema, for „just in case…‟ and although Anathema had scoffed about not needing a weapon
to deal with any wild spirits, she had taken it anyway, apparently not minding as much as she
was putting on.
Then a chime sounded from inside the monastery, and Zerrex stopped ringing his bell as
he headed towards the doors with the others, pausing to shrug off the basket of black roses
hanging from his shoulder and put it aside with the bell. He traced the Judgment Cross in the air
before glancing aside to watch Cherry as she lowered her head, then shook it briskly, seeming to
gather her senses. They entered side-by-side, and then quietly, automatically took each other‟s
hands, looking very much like children as they walked down the carpet towards the front, where

the Sisters were waiting with soft smiles on their faces at the head of a congregation of ghostly
Drakkai spirits.
Carmen, Sin and Anathema all waited at the back: there was literally no place to sit in the
rows of benches filled with ghosts. Zerrex was tempted to wave, but he knew he had to strictly
abide by the rules of the ceremony, as he and Cherry turned, before he glanced in surprise at her
as she said in a soft voice that wasn‟t at all hers, her eyes glowing strangely: “My lost friends…
my siblings from a world that has collapsed… all of you, please bow your heads as we pray.”
Zerrex bowed his head as well, even as nervousness ran through his system… and then
Cherry stepped forwards past him, spreading her arms as she threw her head back and whispered
into the silence, in a voice that carried it through every corner of the hall more effectively than if
she had been shouting: “We are the lost souls of Acheron, who have come from a world that has
ended, and been brought welcome into Hell. And here we now bless this monastery, imbuing it
with our faiths, our spirits gathered here to push the strength of our belief and love of the worlds
into wooden beam, every inch of ground, every blade of grass that surrounds it.
“Earth, Fire, Air, Water, and I, their leader, Light…” Cherry hugged herself quietly, and
Zerrex realized after a moment this wasn‟t Cherry speaking: this was the Fifth Sister, and never
before had he seen her take over Cherry‟s body. He had always thought she had been completely
broken down over the years, left mindless and with only her powers passed on from one
generation to the next… and he felt another chill run through him, as she turned and approached
the altar, saying softly: “Our monastery with consecrated with belief and prayer. Our altar… we
built upon bone and the blood of our friends and family, fallen in battle for freedom.”
Then Cherry‟s eyes flickered before she smiled over her shoulder, then looked down and
pushed her hands into the top of the altar… and runes spread across the surface before cracks
spread through the top of it. Instead of shattering, however, the lid of what Zerrex now realized
was a lodestone casket only rose up… and Zerrex gaped, stumbling away as Cherry reached
down and lifted a dead body above her head: a body that looked exactly like that of the rest of
the quadruplets, and he realized with a chill that they were quintuplets, as Cherry – no, that’s the
Fifth Sister – said softly: “Let sacrifices be made. Let worlds rise and worlds fall. Let us continue
our journey, and be not derelict or deficient in faith. The Goddess and matriarch of our family
killed me, and thus she was slain herself, by her own creation. The Prophecies continue to prove
true and our faith is rekindled anew… so let me rise anew. Let my body rise anew.”
And Zerrex realized how sad the Sisters all looked now, as they quietly closed the lid of
the lodestone casket, making it once more an altar… before Cherry‟s body turned and laid the
body down on it, before she took a slow breath and bowed her head, facing away from Zerrex as
she said gently: “The Judgment Cross will again be whole… and all it will require is the sacrifice
of the body who was too weak to save the creature who should not have been saved, who would
bow to Naganis but at the same time all we, godless worshippers, stand for; the souls of my
Sisters, consigned by her naïve move, to a god too afraid to do what must be done when the time
comes. Thus I have awakened. Thus was this monastery built, with his energies and hers. Thus
was a trap set, and now sacrifices must be made.”
“We‟re so sorry…” Earth whispered, and Zerrex could only stare in horror as he
staggered away, the Fifth Sister turning around in Cherry‟s body before she flicked her arm out
to the side… and the Great Diviner appeared on it, the shackle shutting tight around her arm as
the sword appeared in her hand. The Four Sisters stood in front of her, a wall that all stood ready,
Fire raising her cleaver as their eyes glowed. “Zerrex, we… we can‟t go against our Sister. And
she is right… she is right…”

They closed their eyes, trembling, as if trying to resist… and then the Fifth Sister said in
her soothing but dangerous voice, from Cherry‟s body: “I am sorry too, Lord Zerrex. I did not
want it to turn out like this… Cherry was a powerful container, a powerful body… and a
powerful tool. But you don‟t even know what we are, who we worship, what we must
represent… and although we have served you for many years… that bond must now be broken.
The world below cannot be saved… so instead, we must flee.”
“We must flee. We cannot fight.” the Sisters murmured in unison, and Zerrex snarled
before he looked over his shoulder… and his eyes widened at the sight of Sin and Carmen, both
laying unconscious, while Anathema had been pinned to the wall by the scythe. It had pierced
through her heart, leaving her in visible agony as she pushed weakly at it… and the not-Cherry
smiled coldly at him.
“All your strongest friends have already been removed, in case you tried to call for their
help… that scythe will keep the powers of the undead bitch bound, and Sin and Carmen did not
detect or even feel the energy surging through the monastery because it was yours… not until it
was too late, and they had already become too drained to do anything.” the Fifth Sister said
softly, then she looked down at the Great Diviner quietly. “I was asleep for so long, you know…
had Cherry never held this weapon, had she never been pierced across it even, in the battle
against her mother seemingly eons ago… I would never have awakened. But I must now take
control, Lord Zerrex… this is nothing personal. Nor is her death… the sacrifice of her container
is the only thing that will bring all her life force into my body. Afterwards, I shall leave with the
Sisters… they have done you no harm… they can do nothing but follow my orders.”
She gestured at Fire, who immediately rose her huge, rusted sword and smashed it down
into the floorboards, even as she trembled visibly at the pain it caused her to damage the
monastery so… and Zerrex narrowed his eyes before he rose his armlet, before he took a slow
breath and turned the dial from „Manual‟ all the way to ‟80,‟ not daring to underestimate the
powers of the Sisters combined… and then, as his hand hovered over the „Enter‟ button, he said
quietly: “I know they love you. I know they love you more than anything in the world. But even
they think this is wrong, Light, or whatever your name is. I don‟t know why they‟re bound to
you, but if there‟s one thing I‟ve come to understand, it‟s that you can die and it won‟t kill them,
but it just might free them from your control. Don‟t make me hurt them, Light. Don‟t make me
kill you.”
“Brave.” Light said softly, and then she slowly turned her head aside and sliced a cut
across Cherry‟s face with the Great Diviner, only smiling as her eyes continued to glow. “But
can you do it without killing Cherry?”
“I have to.” Zerrex said simply, and then he hit the „Enter‟ key on the armlet… and a
moment later, arched his back in pain: yet strangely, the huge jump in percentage didn‟t make
him hurt as badly as he thought it would, even as energy sizzled over his body… but he played it
up, howling in agony and tilting his head back and forth before falling backwards on his ass,
pretending to be dazed.
“Now, now, Lord Zerrex. I can feel your emotions and your energies, because of that
foolish soul-bind Cherry made with you.” Light said softly, and Zerrex winced from the ground
before Light pointed at him, saying quietly: “Sisters. Keep hitting him until I tell you to stop.”
Immediately, Fire lunged at him, smashing her sword down, and Zerrex cursed as he
leapt backwards, before he winced as Light flung the Great Diviner at him, her movements
spookily-fast and graceful… but then she snarled as the sword was deflected off to the side,
energy crackling through the air before the Drakkaren winced as Air threw an open palm at him

and a blast of immense force struck him. He flew backwards, but simply let himself fall away,
crashing on his back in the entrance hall and rolling a few times before wincing as giant spikes of
rock shot out of the wall on either side of him and the ground behind him, glancing quickly over
his shoulder and then leaping backwards, gracefully flipping through the air just as the spikes
exploded outwards, tearing the Entrance Hall apart.
Zerrex rose a hand, and then he cursed as the ground beneath him turned to mud, water
rapidly bubbling upwards and the lizard beginning to sink before he created a sphere of energy as
Fire ran towards him with a roar, charging out of the doors with her massive sword in flames…
and he threw the sphere hard not at her, but at one of the statues behind her. It exploded with
enough force to send chunks of rock hailing into Fire‟s back, making her curse and stagger…
and then she screamed and grabbed her head at the same time as the three others did, falling all
over each other as the security orbs sprung to life and created a narrow field of anti-magic
around the facility, giving Zerrex more than enough time to scramble out of the mud, then wince
before he ran forwards and punted Fire hard under the jaw.
She flew bonelessly backwards, and Zerrex watched in shock as the three other Sisters
flew back in the same movement to crash on their backs as well. He knew that the fact they were
all stunned from the security devices had something to do with it, but he also remembered that
they all acted as one entity… and they did at least feel each other‟s pain. Immediately, Zerrex
rose a foot, not liking what he had to do but knowing it was possibly the only way to end things
before they got messy… and then he cursed and leapt out of the way, rolling to safety as the
Great Diviner shot past him before both large orbs – as well as the statues that had been holding
them – simply exploded, and Light shouted angrily: “Kill him, kill him!”
Fire was up on her feet in a moment, slamming her sword down into the ground as Earth
rolled to a crouch and shoved her hands downwards… and a huge half-arch of rock formed as a
gout of magma erupted from the ground next to it, following the curve of the rock to fire straight
at Zerrex, and he cursed and leapt out of the way before a jet of water erupted from the ground,
hitting the magma and sending up steam as it was instantly cooled, turning to rock as sicksmelling fog enshrouded the area… but Zerrex‟s eyes flashed, becoming itchy and painful for a
moment before he could suddenly see purple outlines of figures hiding in the steam… and then
Air shoved a hand forwards, and a blast of force struck the weak, half-burning-hot, half-freezingcold rock formation, sending chunks of deadly stone shrapnel flying at Zerrex.
He cursed, half-hiding behind his right arm as chunks of rock bounced off him, then
winced as Fire‟s cleaver spun towards him like a wheel of flame, turning around… and ducking
just in time to avoid being grabbed by one of the Sisters, before he dove out of the steam cloud
and let the scales fall away from his rocky arm, flexing it as he shot a blade out… and then he
heard Earth shout an incantation, and his arm trembled before simply exploding, the reptile
howling in agony as he staggered before falling to the side.
He leaned heavily on his one hand, breathing hard, pain making it hard to see as Fire ran
in, then slashed him across the chest with her burning cleaver, leaving a smoking, deep wound as
the reptile staggered backwards into Water, who shoved a hand into his back and knocked him
forwards as ice spread over his lower spine… and Fire smashed him in the stomach with a knee
before she spun her sword around in a circle above her head and slashed it hard into his lower
back, making Zerrex scream as she sawed the rusted cleaver slowly back and forth through his
spinal cord. He screamed again, the burning-hot and ice-cold of his scales causing them to blister
and peel off as his spine was nearly disconnected, before Earth slammed her hand down and sent

a spike of rock through Zerrex‟s chest, hefting him upwards and leaving him suspended,
impaled, as Fire drew her cleaver back.
Then Air closed her eyes, holding her hands up and only slightly apart as Light watched
from a distance, Cherry‟s arms crossed and a cold smile on her face, before Air brought her fist
back as reality around it seemed to tremble… and Zerrex‟s eyes flashed open, glowing solid
green before the female was blasted with a terrible psychic force, and she stumbled backwards
with a howl as she unleashed the blast of force upwards, the recoil driving her down into the
ground as the other Sisters winced. When they looked back, Zerrex was simply gone from the
spot… before a moment later, the reptile appeared behind Fire, driving his elbow down into her
collarbone and snapping it from behind like a twig, making her gasp and gargle as her eyes
bulged before he wrapped his arm around her neck and twisted savagely, and it broke as she
dropped her cleaver and collapsed to the side: not dead, but unconscious.
Earth screamed, falling to her knees as the others grabbed at their heads, but then Air rose
a hand and fired a blast of force into him, knocking Zerrex flying backwards to crash and roll
before Water held up a hand, and the Drakkaren was blasted into the air by a geyser that erupted
from the earth below him, before the lizard arched his back and flexed his body… and a new,
rocky arm formed, the claw at the end of it flexing as the lizard snarled before it thickened and
grew, taking on its old warped look again. Earth immediately rose a shaky hand, beginning to
chant an incantation… and Zerrex dropped like a stone, dodging two blasts of force from Air
before he punched the ground, and the earth beneath Earth exploded, sending her rocketing
through the air to land on her back with a grunt, stunned.
Fire slowly shook herself out of her unconscious state, beginning to climb back to her
feet… and Zerrex ran at her before Water shoved her hands into the ground to turn the soil
beneath his feet into muck. The Drakkaren, however, concentrated, and a platform of blue energy
formed under his feet, growing in front of him and vanishing behind him as Fire looked up in
surprise before scrambling for her sword… and Zerrex booted her hard into Air and Water, who
both twitched before all three were smashed to the ground by their sister‟s form. They collapsed,
and Zerrex snatched up the cleaver, leaping off the shield of energy with a roar before all three
sisters screamed and shot a massive wave of mixed elemental energy at him, the huge, spinning
vortex of fire, lightning and freezing water too large for Zerrex to dodge.
It swept towards him… then past where he had been moments before, and the Sisters had
time to look stupid before Zerrex reappeared beside them, eyes glowing with cold rage as he
slammed the cleaver down through the backs of all three of them, and they howled in mixed
agony before falling still, a puddle of blood spreading out from their bodies. Earth, meanwhile,
shrieked, blood exploding from her mouth and nose and eyes… and then she fell face-forwards
onto the ground in a dead faint, and the Drakkaren finally turned his eyes towards Light, who
shook her head in slow disgust… or rather, Cherry‟s head.
“They fought badly, and you fought worse… the only difference is that you can stand up
to blows, while they are connected… but I‟m not like them. I am the Eldest Sister, in the
container of someone you love, wielding a sword and pure energy…” Light brought the blade
up, the sword glowing with a radiance so bright and terrible it made Zerrex wince and shield his
eyes, making even the rage bubbling away inside of him settle some. “You can‟t fight me,
Zerrex. You can‟t win against me. Surrender… what‟s losing one person when you have so
many?”
“She‟s not just a person. She‟s my daughter, my lover, my soldier, my loyal servant…
and I will not let a betrayer like you take her away from me.” Zerrex said coldly, and Light

snorted, looking disgusted… before she twitched, and Zerrex realized she was playing for time,
as he said softly: “And looks like she‟s a match for you herself.”
“B-Boss…” Cherry whispered… and then she snarled and shook her head violently,
before her eyes glowed as Light took control again, shouting: “Enough!”
She swung the Great Diviner outwards, and a lash of bright white energy shot from it in a
crescent blade, Zerrex wincing and sliding away from this, his right arm swinging up… and the
crescent caught the end of this, slicing off three fingers so quickly and easily Zerrex didn‟t even
feel it, as he gaped down at the sight of his hand… then winced as two more crescents of energy
shot at him before not-Cherry lashed the Great Diviner outwards, and Zerrex narrowly threw
himself out of the way of both the energy and the sword, leaping to the side and spinning his
body as he tucked his arms in to avoid the energy blades as the sword itself swung by his head.
Then Light grabbed the chain and twisted the blade into him, and Zerrex cursed as the
sword slashed across his chest before the chain wrapped tightly around his legs, and Light swung
him around and slammed him hard into the ground before electricity shot down the chain, Zerrex
howling in pain before the ground exploded beneath him and Light flexed, grinning, as the
lighting was followed by a burst of fire. It washed over Zerrex as he was held aloft by a wind
that threatened to rip the scales off his body, his eyes bulging at the power of the Fifth Sister as
she shouted: “I am the Center of the Cross, that which connects! I am the master of all
elements!”
Then she spun him to the side and smashed him down into the ground, and Zerrex
grunted as he caught himself against the earth before rolling and shoving his arm out, two thick
tentacles covered in bony thorns lashing outwards… but Light easily ducked and swung the
chain of the Great Diviner upwards at the same time, catching and constricting the ends of the
tentacles with a snort of amusement before she simply glared at them and they exploded,
Zerrex‟s entire arm pulsing with pain and recoil as he was knocked sprawling, the remaining bits
of the appendages retracting quickly back into him as she grinned cruelly. “What easy prey you
are!”
Zerrex slammed his rocky hand down against the ground, and the earth beneath Light‟s
feet rumbled, the female looking down with a curse as the chain went from slack to tight… and
Zerrex yanked both of his legs backwards, jerking the Fifth Sister forwards and making her
stumble before he slammed both feet down into the ground, sending out a shockwave of energy
that made his back ache but launched Light flying. She sailed into the air, cursing, and then her
eyes bulged as Zerrex snapped his legs to the side, and she was jerked violently downwards,
barely catching herself on one hand and deftly springing back to her feet… but it gave Zerrex the
time he needed to jerk one leg free from the coils of chain.
Before he could pull his other foot away, Light snarled and grabbed the chain, dragging
him across the ground… and Zerrex seized up a clump of earth, throwing it at her face in a
childish move that made her wince and swing a hand out automatically in more disgust than
anything else… and Zerrex yanked his leg hard forwards. This time, however, Light didn‟t fall
towards him, stepping forwards once and anchoring herself before she shoved her other hand
downwards, and a blast of typhoon-level wind blew down into Zerrex, pinning him flat into the
ground and making his eyes feel like they were being crushed back into his brain and his teeth
tingle and ache as she shouted something at him he couldn‟t hear over the wind.
Then the wind began to grow cold… and Zerrex realized he was simply going to be
frozen if he didn‟t do something quickly. Then the reptile cursed, feeling desperation tug at his
senses before he shoved himself back against the ground… and the earth beneath his body

parted, letting him be dragged downwards before it promptly snapped shut, and he was left in a
small, open cavern as he heard Light howl in frustration above.
He realized that the chain was still wrapped around his foot, and Zerrex wiggled out of
this, then tensed himself and concentrated before he vanished… and he reappeared behind Light,
who was struggling to yank her entire forearm out of where it had been seemingly-swallowed by
the ground, surrounded by chunks of rock that kept clanging and screeching against the manacle.
Zerrex walked up to her and seized the back of her neck, and then he cursed as electricity ran
through her body, the female snarling at him and trying to pull away… but Zerrex then grabbed
one of Cherry‟s fins, and Light‟s eyes bulged before she howled as the Drakkaren instinctively
channeled the lighting through his body and back into her.
She jittered and pulsed, then arched her back with a scream, and pure white light burst
out from her body in an unfocused blast, knocking him flying backwards and charring his scales
as he skidded several meters along on his back, the female ripping herself free of the ground at
the same time before she spun and threw the Great Diviner hard with a snarl the moment it leapt
back to her hand, and Zerrex howled in agony as the sword ripped through his crotch, grasping
the blade sticking halfway out of it as blood stained his jeans and he twitched a few times,
gasping in agony as he was slowly reeled in towards the smoking crater Light was standing in.
She grinned savagely at him, as Zerrex twitched and howled… and then she cursed, grabbing at
her head again with a snarl before she tore the Great Diviner free from the Drakkaren, and
Cherry screamed: “Just fucking end me, Zerrex! I won‟t be a toy for her!”
Zerrex snarled as he scrambled backwards, holding his bloody crotch in one hand before
he climbed to his feet… and Cherry twisted back and forth, howling as she grabbed her head
before her eyes glowed as the Fifth Sister straightened, snarling and easily dodging a sphere the
Drakkaren threw at her head… before she snorted and sidestepped as the sphere twisted around
and shot at her back, Zerrex staring as the blue orb headed straight for him… but then he simply
caught it again in one hand, absorbing the energy and raising his blood-covered hand that had
been gripping his crotch to release a concentrated blue beam.
Light dodged to the side, then scissor-kicked over it, twisting her body around in midair
and throwing the Great Diviner over her shoulder, and it smashed into Zerrex, making him curse
as the blade lodged into his ribs as Light landed gracefully on her feet, then rolled her shoulder
as she snapped her hand out, and the blade was torn free, flying around her in a high arc before
she spun back towards Zerrex, taking the chain in both hands and slicing it quickly towards the
reptile. The Drakkaren barely ducked beneath the attack, then charged forwards, seeing his
opening… but Light stomped on the ground, causing the earth beneath his feet to crack and
making him stumble before the blade spun completely around her head, and then the chain struck
Zerrex in the side of the neck, making him gargle before it wrapped violently around his throat,
and then Light slapped a hand out with a grin, and the Great Diviner gave a loud twang before it
wrapped over his muzzle, under the chain, and back over his muzzle again for the sword to
neatly catch in the metal links.
Zerrex choked, reaching his hands up to try and force the links at least off his muzzle…
but immediately, Light stepped forwards and kicked his wounded groin, making his hands
tremble as they grasped that instead before she twirled the chain almost daintily around his body,
the metal links continuing to lengthen and grow until he was entirely restrained by no less than
five tight-cinched rows of metal links, and Light smiled coldly at him, her eyes meeting Zerrex‟s
as she said darkly: “Nothing you can do now, Lord Zerrex. It seems in the end, your strength
really is only the stuff of legend… all fabrication and lies.”

Zerrex snarled, then he gave a muffled howl, eyes bulging as Light ran electricity through
the chains: not enough to be lethal, but more than enough to hurt, as Zerrex fell on his side and
began convulsing violently, and the not-Cherry looked down at him contemptibly before she
snapped her fingers… and flames exploded over his body, beginning to char away his scales as
his form continued to sizzle and crackle, and she said softly: “All that power… and you can‟t do
a thing to me…”
She rose a hand, and clouds began to slowly gather overhead, darkening the world as she
took a slow breath… and then she cursed, staggering as the ground beneath her feet trembled and
she fell heavily on her rear, and she looked over in shock at Earth, who smiled weakly… then
collapsed on her bloody face. It was enough to jar Light‟s concentration however, and Zerrex
took the moment to leap up to his feet, swinging his head back before Light looked at him
stupidly… and he smashed his face into hers, and she gaped as Cherry‟s skull cracked and she
toppled backwards, and Zerrex anchored himself before he leapt sideways, spinning his body to
rapidly undo the chain around his arms before he seized tight hold of it and roared as best he
could through the chains still around his throat and muzzle as he jerked her into the air by the
manacle and swung her viciously into the monastery behind them.
She smashed through the wall with a scream of pain, and Zerrex ran energy down the
links, making it glow bright blue before the same sapphire glow appeared through the hole in the
monastery wall… and then there was an explosion of energy, the entire side room of the
monastery she had been thrown into – likely an office – exploding and crumbling in on itself. He
knew it wouldn‟t keep Light down for long, but hoped it would be long enough, as he tore the
Great Diviner out of its own links and unwrapped it from his throat and muzzle, then threw it
straight down into the ground and seized the hilt of the sword, concentrating… and a moment
later, the ground turned into not rock, but solid, magical crystal, which spread upwards and
around the hilt of the blade as Zerrex let go of it, anchoring it into the ground.
The chain went slack, then jerked… and the sword didn‟t budge, the crystal vibrating
strangely but not cracking. Then Light jerked on it again from beneath the ruins of the monastery
room, before a rush of fire and electricity shot down it and exploded uselessly against the
crystal… and a moment later, an explosion of white energy went up, knocking boards and beams
flying before a bleeding Fifth Sister emerged, her eyes glowing with fury, and Zerrex felt static
singe his form before he was knocked flying by an explosion of white energy, before another
struck him, then another as Light screamed at him furiously.
He flopped bonelessly into the yard, bouncing off the stone path and then rolling into the
grasses as he groaned, wincing at the agony throbbing through his body… and then he slowly
staggered up to his feet, breathing hard and watching as Light scrabbled at the Great Diviner‟s
manacle, then tore it off and threw it hard into the crystal anchor Zerrex had formed around the
sword itself, cracking the brittle substance. Light, however, was apparently too focused on the
Drakkaren to take the time to break it away, and Zerrex was glad for it, as he held up his hands
and concentrated, gathering his energies and at the same time trying to suppress his own growing
rage and anger: he couldn‟t afford to let his power take control of him now, and possibly kill
Cherry while he dealt with Light.
She glared at him, and Zerrex held up his hands on instinct, as if to block a blow… and
white energy crackled to either side of him, knocking chunks of metal off his warped arm and
burning his flesh-and-blood one, but doing little else apart from stunning him slightly. Light
snarled at this, then she threw a hand out, shooting a crescent wave of the same energy at him,

and he winced before ducking under it and throwing a sphere of energy at her in return… but she
easily dodged, and instead slammed her hands into the ground.
Zerrex slammed his foot down, however, and the two earth elemental attacks met
somewhere between them, sending an explosion of mud and goo up, blocking Zerrex‟s vision…
and a moment later, several fireballs hit this curtain, turning it from goop into hardened clay,
which Light then blasted with an immense cyclone of air. It knocked sharp, blinding shrapnel
into Zerrex like a tidal wave, making him stagger with a curse before another deadly blade of
white energy ripped through the clay storm towards him, and Zerrex threw himself flat, covering
his head as the blade passed over him before he winced and jumped to his feet just in time to
avoid a barrage of small fireballs that forced him backwards.
He realized at this rate he was never going to get close… and now Cherry‟s nose was
bleeding, and he didn‟t even think Light realized or cared that she was taxing the resources of
Cherry‟s body, draining her of all her vital energies. Zerrex cursed, wishing he had never made
that stupid deal with her, clenching his eyes shut as a blast of lighting ripped by him and he
staggered behind one of the few trees, before leaping away with a yelp as it erupted into
flames… and then an idea struck, and Zerrex drew his fist back before he concentrated as hard as
he could.
Cherry‟s body appeared in front of him, and Light looked at him stupidly through her
eyes before Zerrex smashed her across the face as hard as he could, and the female staggered
backwards with a howl, visibly rattled. She turned to try and stagger away and put some distance
between them, but Zerrex concentrated, and she reappeared in front of him just as Zerrex swung
his fist up in an uppercut… and this time, both the light and Light were knocked visibly from
Cherry‟s eyes, drool and blood flying from her mouth as she sailed bonelessly into the air before
crashing down and laying prone, and Zerrex panted hard before he rolled her quickly onto her
back, clenching his teeth together and knowing she wouldn‟t be stunned for long. “But
Possessions, oh Possessions, those I remember just how to deal with…”
In the light of the inferno of the tree, Zerrex reached down and seized Cherry‟s shoulders,
before he closed his eyes and reached forwards with his energies… and the female‟s eyes
snapped open, Light screaming through her mouth before the cry became more guttural, rougher,
as Zerrex pulled back not just with his muscles… but with his energies as well. A translucent,
semisolid white shape was slowly torn out of Cherry as her back arched, her limbs flailing
uselessly and blood exploding from her jaws as she howled in agony… and then Zerrex roared as
he staggered backwards and ripped the flailing form of Light from Cherry‟s body. The Fifth
Sister screamed wordlessly, her spirit floating into the air and then wrenching itself away from
Zerrex, and the lizard fell backwards, gaping at the sight of the furious female… and then she
looked down at Cherry before she grinned insanely at Zerrex, visibly snapped after all her years
of being passed through the minds and souls of others.
She raised herself higher… and a ghostly hand reached out and seized her by the shoulder
almost gently, the spirit looking over her shoulder in shock, then recoiling in silence from one of
the Drakkai from the congregation… and as Zerrex looked back and forth, he watched as more
of the specters surrounded them slowly… then ignored him and Cherry‟s bloody, moaning form,
instead encircling Light, pushing towards her as she looked desperately back and forth… and
then, like a body of water and not a mass of spirits, she dropped, and around her all the other
spirits dropped, the surface of the cluster rippling… before Light tried to lunge high, and the
spirits moved up after her, grabbing her from all angles as she screamed soundlessly, clawing at

the air before the entire mass of ghosts flickered violently, and then vanished if they had never
been there at all, taking Light with them into whatever dark void they had crawled from.
Zerrex crawled slowly over to Cherry, groaning in pain… and then she reached up and
punched him weakly across the face, and he fell on her, making them both wheeze in pain before
she rasped: “Fucking idiot… should have just fucking killed me…”
“I won‟t lose you, Cherry…” Zerrex mumbled, then he rested his head on her huge
bosom, asking weakly: “Besides, wasn‟t this more fun?”
Cherry gave a stupid laugh at that… and then she fainted, and Zerrex moaned weakly
before he collapsed overtop her, his vision becoming fuzzy even as saw the legs of several
people slowly approaching him, and he mumbled something about sleep before letting himself
subside to the pain, wondering stupidly if a pattern was starting to develop here.
Zerrex awoke ten hours later in the outbuilding of the monastery, Cindy carefully tending
to both his and Cherry‟s wounds and Marina sitting quietly nearby with her hands in her lap,
looking sorrowful. Cherry was already sitting up, looking silently out the window, sadness in her
eyes as she clutched a small orb quietly in her hands… and as Zerrex half-sat up, he recognized
it as the calming stone Sin had given him.
Cindy walked over to him and quietly helped him sit, and Zerrex grunted as Marina
walked over to his other side, gently taking one of his hands. She squeezed it quietly, and Cherry
shook her head, as if awakening from a stupor, and she let the stone roll away as she looked over
at Zerrex with a weak smile. “Hey, Boss. Fuckin‟ great to see you‟re still alive… you okay?”
“Yeah, just a little sore.” Zerrex mumbled, nodding slowly, and then he glanced at his
armlet and noted it had been reset at ten percent power. He rolled his shoulder, then smiled at
Marina and Cindy… but they were both quiet, and he nodded and waved for them to go, which
they both gladly did. Zerrex looked around the room, which smelled of Hez‟Rannan roses and
Hez‟Rannan soil… and then he quietly sat up and said softly: “Don‟t blame yourself.”
“It was all my fucking fault!” Cherry shouted angrily, leaping out of bed and throwing
the calming stone into the wall, and it exploded into glass shrapnel before she howled and spun
around, shoving the bed over and then kicking it again and again and again until it was little
more than a broken hunk of metal and torn mattress, and she promptly fell on this, punching it
twice before grabbing the broken frame and bursting into hard sobs. “I-I-I c-could have
fucking… fucking killed you… this is the second fucking time I failed you, Boss, and what do I
have to give up now? I‟m w-worthless, so fucking worthless!”
Zerrex reached down and grabbed the back of Cherry‟s collar, making her gargle as he
yanked her up to her feet, and then he slapped her hard across the face, glaring at her. Her head
twisted to the side in surprise, and then she blinked twice before looking shamefully down at the
ground, rubbing at her head and mumbling as she quickly brushed at her tears. “Sorry… I… I‟m
sorry. I think I‟ve just been wanting to explode for a while now and… this… fuck, you‟re right.
Fuck. I know it wasn‟t my fault, but goddammit, I saw everything that happened and it sure as
fuck feels like my fucking fault…”
“Do I have to hit you again?” Zerrex asked sharply, and Cherry winced before smiling
weakly at him, as he grasped her shoulder in one hand and tilted her head quietly upwards.
“Look, Cherry. It wasn‟t your fault. It was more the Sisters‟ fault than it could ever have been
yours, and we can‟t even completely blame them, because they were completely under the
control of the Fifth Sister. Goddammit, I… I was more scared that I had hurt you than that you
would kill me.”

He hugged her impulsively, and she hugged him tightly back, both of them covered in
bandages and bruises, Cherry snuffling and trembling as Zerrex clutched into her, whispering:
“And the only reason I beat the bitch in the first place was because you trusted me enough to
sign over your soul… because you pushed me to learn if I could summon you with my mind…
because you were wrestling for control with the bitch the entire time. Maybe I even owe you my
life.”
“Fuck that, I owe you that and my soul and my fucking everything else.” Cherry said
roughly, shoving him away before she looked down shamefully at the wreckage of the bed, and
then she sighed, grabbing at her skull before saying finally: “Punch me in the face.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then Cherry murmured, glancing away quietly: “I… I think I
lost my precognition when she died. I‟m not sure, but I… I dunno. I feel like there‟s something
I‟ve lost… like I ain‟t all me anymore.”
Zerrex sighed, then Cherry looked at him pointedly… and he swung a fist up at her,
pulling the punch at the last moment. Cherry dodged it anyway, however, smiling a bit as she
caught his fist, and she murmured softly: “Why didn‟t you try and hit me with full strength?”
“Because you scared makes me scared.” Zerrex said softly, and she looked at him quietly
for a long time before their eye contact broke as she lowered her head, curled up against him, and
began to cry again.
He let her this time: it was honest sorrow, honest sadness, not like her panicked tantrum
earlier, and he sat down and helped her curl up some in his lap and rocked her gently in his arms
for almost half an hour. Then Cherry started to regain some of her old confidence and
brazenness, and she mumbled as she pushed her way back to her feet, before rubbing at her
tattered clothes as she said quietly: “I guess now for the tough part, huh?”
“Oh shit.” Zerrex muttered, grabbing at his skull as he remembered the Sisters… and he
sighed and nodded, and the two trudged slowly towards the door leading out, pushing it open.
Marina was sketching by the door quietly, and she smiled faintly up at her father, then pointed at
the monastery before he even needed to ask, the reptile saying softly: “Thanks.”
“Any time, Daddy.” Marina said quietly, gazing up at him with gentle compassion… and
then she glowered at Cherry, who only looked embarrassedly away. The two continued onwards,
and they found Cindy exercising in front of the doors, doing pushups from a handstand position.
“I don‟t think that‟s a good idea.” she said mildly, as Zerrex reached for a door… and
then she lowered herself, touching her head against the ground before shoving herself up in a
handspring, reaching out and grasping her father‟s wrist as she looked at him imploringly.
“They‟re in rough shape right now and-”
Cherry stepped forwards and swatted Cindy‟s hand away, baring her teeth at her before
she grabbed her by the shoulder and pinned her against the broken archway, making her stare in
shock. “They almost killed him. They almost got me killed, too. And they betrayed us, Cindy. I
get why, better than you ever might… but now they need to face up to what happened, no matter
how fucking upset they are. No mollycoddling them just because they were our goddamn
friends!”
“Cherry…” Cindy looked at her silently, and Cherry looked away before letting her go as
Zerrex reached out and grasped her shoulder. She looked silently at Zerrex, who looked quietly
back… and then she sighed and nodded, storming off and throwing her arms out before she
yelled wordlessly at the sky, then fell back on her rear and curled her legs up to her chest,
trembling. Cindy started for her… then stopped, only lowering her head as she whispered:
“Daddy… why does it have to hurt so much?”

Zerrex didn‟t have any answer for her… so instead, he just sighed and shrugged, then
pushed the doors open and walked through, heading into the monastery‟s worship room and
looking back and forth, unsurprised to find it had been torn apart, likely after the battle. Benches
were stuck in the wall, on the rafters, and shattered into pieces… and the lodestone altar had
been split down the center, flames consuming whatever remained inside it and the lid buried
through the beautiful stained glass window at the back of the room, the Sisters laying in front of
the altar as if dead, blood dripping from wounds over their naked bodies, their items cast aside,
all facing the symbol of their broken faith. The only thing that told Zerrex they were still alive
was the fact that their heads were all raised, and one of them was trembling as she sobbed
quietly.
The Drakkaren walked past them, looking down into the altar at the charred remains of
the Fifth Sister… and then he kicked the lodestone casket hard, making it tremble and sending
another crack through the material before he turned around, looking over the four, three of them
looking down in shame and Earth covering her face as she sobbed, bloody tears leaking from all
of their faces… and then he spread his arms and asked quietly: “What were you thinking?”
“We had to obey her.” Fire whispered, looking away shamefully… and the shame alone
told him the rules could have been bent in some way, and the mumbling of Water and Air only
increased the rage in the Drakkaren, before Fire said meekly: “But it worked out-”
“The monastery is destroyed, I had to fight all of you at once while you tried to kill me, I
almost lost Cherry, and she‟s a complete emotional wreck! Oh right, and Light is dead and you
four have obviously thrown faith to the winds! How the fuck did any of it work out?” Zerrex
shouted angrily, and Earth collapsed on her face into brazen wails, as Fire flinched away and
Water began to take hitching breaths, Air shaking in fear and sadness.
There was silence for the longest time, and then Zerrex finally spat to the side before he
looked over at Earth, and she looked up in terror, curling into the fetal position as he stepped
towards her and shaking violently… and then Zerrex reached down and silently touched her arm,
saying quietly: “You‟re the only one who did the right thing out there at the end of the day.
There‟s no need to cry, Earth. You at least tried… not like the others.”
Zerrex stood, and he was tempted to kick Fire in the stomach… but instead, he simply
took a breath and stepped past her, walking back towards the doors as he said disgustedly over
his shoulder: “I‟ll be leaving now. Think about what you‟ve done, and patch yourselves up…
and I‟d recommend getting ready for another thrashing, once Cherry can stand to look at you…
because she‟ll have a lot to say to you three especially.”
The Drakkaren stopped at the door, and then he added quietly: “You were my mentors. I
told you again and again I trusted you. And I don‟t hold you entirely responsible for your
actions, because if I did, I would have killed you all in battle. My only piece of advice is to
remember that the others may not be nearly as forgiving as me.”
Zerrex turned away, then he grunted as Cherry shoved past him, looking in surprise as
she ran into the hall with tears streaming down her face, and the Sisters looked at her in shock…
and then Cherry smashed her motorcycle boot into Fire‟s stomach, making her vomit blood
before she grabbed a broken half of bench, picked it up, and flung it into Air‟s face as she began
to get up, her neck cracking loudly and sending her down in a heap as Earth screamed. Cherry
lunged at her next as she scrambled against the wall, and then she snarled as she leaned over her,
planting her hands solidly on the surface before he boot lashed out once, twice, thrice into
Earth‟s face, shattering her muzzle and knocking out her teeth before she fell over in a
screaming, sobbing wreck.

“Cherry, stop!” Zerrex shouted, but Cherry only snarled as Water tried to run away,
throwing a fireball into her back that made her stumble before her eyes glowed as she made a
violent rising gesture with her hands, and the flames turned white hot and erupted upwards in a
wave that turned Water‟s scales almost completely black, the female vomiting smoke as smog
rolled off her body before she fell forwards into the door she was trying to escape through,
leaving a long trail of blood behind her, eyes blind and unseeing, charred by the flames. Zerrex
stared in shock, his rage vanishing into horror as Cherry ran over to Fire, then slammed her boot
up between her legs, and Fire screamed as Cherry twisted the toe back and forth into the female‟s
naked groin, the female‟s legs bucking obscenely before Cherry brought her foot back and
smashed her heel down hard, blood exploding up from the horrendous wound that was left as
Fire‟s eyes bulged and she arched her back with a shriek of agony.
Zerrex snarled, jumping towards her as Air lay on the ground, gasping… and Cherry
grabbed her by the legs, half-turning and flinging her hard enough into the lodestone altar to snap
it almost completely in half, spilling out the ashen, broken remains of Light as flames vomited up
over a broken bench, and this caught quickly. Flames greedily spread up the walls, yellow and
crackling, and Cherry looked at these before she covered her face and shoved past Zerrex as the
four females struggled to pick themselves up, moaning weakly, laying in broken and bloody
messes… and before Zerrex could figure out whether he should help them or not, a strong hand
grasped his shoulder and turned him slowly around.
The lizard stared at Sin, who shook her head slowly as she said quietly: “We cannot help
them now, Lord Zerrex. They have chosen their path… they must decide if they live or die. I
know how hard it is… but we have to move on now, and let them make their decision.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he looked at Earth, who was weakly crawling towards
him, gurgling through her broken muzzle, staring up at him… and the reptile looked at the
Naganatine, who hesitated, but then let go of him, knitting her hands together in front of her
waist. The Drakkaren turned, walking over to Earth and kneeling by her… and she grasped his
shoulders, hauling herself up as she trembled violently and whimpered: “I‟m so sorry…”
The reptile nodded quietly… and then she looked at him with mournful, pleading eyes,
whispering in a slurred, broken voice: “Save my Sisters… leave me to die if you have to, but
save them, please… I have no right to ask, but we lost our guide… our light…”
Zerrex didn‟t know if she was using her name or not, and he sighed, conflicted… before
he picked up Earth in his arms and walked out, saying quietly as he passed Sin: “Traitors are
punished justly in Hell. But we don‟t leave behind the broken and crippled who beg for mercy.”
Sin frowned as the fires spread behind her, but she was unfettered as Zerrex walked out
and put Earth gently down on the grass, Cindy looking horrified as she dropped beside her… but
Earth shoved her rudely away, turning onto her side as she moaned weakly… and Zerrex didn‟t
have time to argue, heading back into the monastery to pick up Fire next, who was bleeding
profusely from the crotch as he grunted: “It‟s not that I‟m trying to be better than them, and I
won‟t be worse, either…”
He carried Fire past her, dropping her with much less care on the grass and making her
howl in pain, but then stare at him with thankfulness nonetheless, as the lizard headed back into
the burning monastery… and he found Sin had already picked up Water from the far corner, the
charred female leaking foam from her mouth as Zerrex hefted Air up, and the Naganatine said
quietly: “It‟s about doing the right thing, isn‟t it?”
“Exactly.” And with that, both walked out of the worship room as timbers above began to
creak and break, and the moment the two stepped out of the entrance, the roof caved in, sending

a rush of smoke vomiting down the throat of the entrance hall and out the mouth of the open
doors, Zerrex and Sin both coughing as they stepped quickly away from the monastery as it
turned into an inferno, and Zerrex tossed Air down near fire as Sin followed his actions, the three
mumbling their thanks over and over again as Cindy began to tend to them. Cherry stood in the
distance, tossing baleful glares in the direction of the Sisters even as Selena, of all people,
worked to talk to her and calm her down… and Zerrex thought it was only working because
Selena had not only been the person who had once terrified Cherry most in all of Hell, but was
probably the closest to being able to understand what she was going through, with how Feldspar
had betrayed her.
Anathema was sitting nearby with the scythe on her shoulder, looking disgusted… and
Sammy was at her feet, moping. Zerrex walked towards her on instinct, kneeling down and
holding a hand out to the pseudodragon… and Sammy whimpered before approaching him with
his head down, as Anathema said quietly: “He wants to say sorry for not coming to your aid…
but he remembered dying last time, and I think he lost his nerve and hid to watch the fight
unfold, instead.”
“I don‟t blame you, Sammy… it doesn‟t make you a coward.” Zerrex said quietly, then
he picked the pseudodragon up and hugged him tightly to his chest, and Sammy curled against
him with another whimper. “Now stop that. Imagine if you had interfered, and something had
happened to you, too, on top of everything else? I never would have forgiven myself, and Cherry
would be an even worse mess, thinking that she had hurt you.”
He hugged him tight to his body, smiling softly down at the little skeletal beast as he
chirped quietly, looking up at him and searching his eyes… but Zerrex was honestly grateful he
had kept back, even if it was only out of terror, and everything he had said was true. What he had
also been scared of, too, was hurting Sammy himself… he and the little pseudodragon hadn‟t
been training much, after all, and he didn‟t know if Sammy would still react the same way to his
energy abilities.
“Cute.” Anathema said mildly, and then she looked back and forth almost furtively
before stepping forwards, looking up into Zerrex‟s emerald eyes as she touched his chest silently.
“Are you really okay, though?”
“Yeah. Are you?” Zerrex reached up quietly, stroking her heart… and it stuttered under
his touch, Anathema quickly drawing back and clearing her throat as she composed herself, a
faint tinge in her cheeks as she dropped the butt of the scythe against the ground.
“Fine.” she said gruffly, and when Zerrex grinned at her, she smacked the top of the
scythe against his stomach, making him wheeze and drop Sammy, who made a barking noise at
her. “Oh shut up, you, he deserved it. Anyway, this is a relic from pre-Reaper times, used by
Death Messengers… obviously, unlike the scythes Reapers use, it doesn‟t have any kind of
sentience of its own, and its design is for purely harvesting souls. It breaks down supernatural
energies and absorbs them… but I simply ordered my body to wriggle itself free and ejected my
soul to avoid being broken down. Simple.”
“That‟s simple?” Zerrex asked flatly, and Anathema shrugged, giving him that old „it is
for me‟ look that made him sigh and roll his eyes. “Alright, I get it, you‟re superior. Where‟s
Carmen, then?”
Anathema shrugged a bit, looking over her shoulder as Cherry yelled a bunch of
expletives in a row. “I think she‟s taking a breather back at her home. Whatever else, I have to
say the Sisters know their stuff… binding me to the wall with this scythe, inscribing runes in
every board you used and then hiding them, and making you use your hands on every task in

every part of the home… no wonder the living weren‟t usually allowed inside. The monastery
was turned into almost a living thing that ran off the energies of you and Cherry… the moment
they stepped inside it, it must have been silently draining them.”
Zerrex made a face, shaking his head in slow disgust, and Anathema looked at him
almost softly for a moment before they both glanced to the side to see a figure trudging up the
path, breathing hard as it called out to the reptile. Zerrex frowned a bit, walking towards him,
and then he rose a hand to Camus as the lion wheezed his way up the last of the hill, carrying a
large book under one arm. “Lord Zerrex! What happened, was there an attack?”
“There was a betrayal.” Zerrex said quietly, glancing towards the wreckage, and then he
frowned, changing the subject quickly. “What are you doing here, though?”
“Oh, I, well…” Camus smiled a bit, looking awkward before he finally held up the book,
an ancient tome on mortal architecture during the renaissance period. Zerrex blinked, then he
took it with interest, paging through it as Camus said embarrassedly: “I bookmarked some pages
that might be of note to you… during that era in Ire, they came up with a few interesting
construction and repair techniques, since by then, most of Ire had fallen into disrepair… you
might find it useful.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, then he looked up with a bit of a smile, saying quietly: “Good
idea. We won‟t have anything more than the equipment we can salvage, so I‟ll pass this along to
my son, Priest… he should be able to put it to use. I really appreciate this, Camus, you didn‟t
have to go through all this trouble for me.”
Camus only smiled a bit, though, shrugging before he glanced past to the ruins of the
monastery… and then he made a face, holding up his hands as Anathema approached him with
the scythe, pointing it at him and asking dryly: “And just what are you, anyway?”
“A journeyer.” Camus said after a moment, frowning at her… and she frowned back, her
eyes cold and distrustful. Zerrex looked from one to the other, and then she sulked and lowered
the weapon as Camus relaxed visibly, sighing and rubbing a hand through his mane. “I… didn‟t
mean to startle you at all…”
“Oh shut up, ex-mortal.” Anathema said dourly, and then she leaned on the pole of the
scythe, glancing over him curiously. “Tell me, why do you wear the robes of your mortal
religion, still?”
Camus smiled a bit at this, shrugging and looking down at them quietly. “I like to think
that there‟s still some kind of higher power watching out for all of us, I guess… maybe not a
god, but something… distinct, something that helps people who do the right thing at the end of
the day. A presence in the universe that… balances things out.”
Anathema looked at him for a few moments, and then she grunted as Sin called her name,
nodding and walking away. Camus watched her leave, and he rubbed the back of his head
slowly, mumbling: “Well, she‟s a pleasant one, is she not?”
“She just takes some getting used to.” Zerrex said with a quiet laugh, glancing over his
shoulder at her, and then he looked back at Camus, asking softly: “You sure you don‟t want to
come to the mortal planet with me? I could use the help.”
“I‟d be of no good use to you there, Lord Zerrex.” Camus smiled at him, then he reached
out and patted him on the arm lightly. “But perhaps I can dig up some more reference materials
for you, from here and Heaven. I can go fairly freely back and forth, after all, and I know Heaven
has a much-larger historical archive than Hell does… if only because it likes to peep in on every
little thing mortals do.”

Zerrex nodded, and then Camus half-bowed to him, saying kindly: “I should be on my
way, though. I have no wish to interfere here, and it looks like you have business of a sensitive
nature to attend to. But until we meet again, then, yes?”
“Until then, Camus. Take care.” Zerrex bowed back to him, and then he smiled and
waved to the lion as he turned and headed quickly down the path. A moment later, he was joined
by Cherry, who frowned at the lion‟s back… and then she glanced over at him, rubbing the back
of her head quietly.
The two stood in silence, and then they sighed at the same time, turned towards each
other, and clunked their heads together firmly, pushing their skulls against each other‟s as Cherry
muttered: “I really want to make me a Sister skewer right now, Boss. We should get the fuck out
of here before I give in to that urge. Also, we should get the fuck out of here before Firenze finds
out about this shit. He‟s going to completely throw a fit about this one… the Sisters helped him a
fuck of a lot after all.”
“The Sisters helped everyone in Hell.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he sighed, bringing
his head back in time with Cherry and bumping their skulls together again as he mumbled:
“Belief is dangerous. Especially when you believe in a person.”
“Fucker, don‟t you start moping and shit.” Cherry mumbled, and then she hugged him
tightly before saying finally: “Come on, I know where we can go and not be disturbed. You…
you wanna get anyone?”
Zerrex glanced up towards the monastery, where Sin and Cindy were taking care of the
Sisters as Anathema strode around the burning building, apparently looking for something, and
Marina sketched quietly by the outbuilding… and then he shook his head, saying quietly:
“Everyone seems busy. Best we just go ourselves.”
Cherry nodded, and then she opened a portal and dragged him through it, and the two
stepped out onto a large, rocky cliff that looked down onto the construction work going on in the
Circles below… and Cherry embarrassedly kicked a few bottles of liquor and some porn
magazines over the side of the cliff, before sitting down on an old wooden chair and motioning
with one hand at several other weather-stained furnishings, which included a couch crawling
with bugs, an armchair with a seat that had been torn to pieces by something and was bleeding
fluff into the air, and another wooden chair. Zerrex decided to go with the last, dragging it over
by Cherry as she shrugged, then flicked her wrist at the couch, which burst into flames and made
both her and Zerrex wince and bring their feet up as several very-large, horrible-looking bugs
fled in all directions from the blaze, from tiny worms to spiders the size of Cherry‟s head. “Yeah,
figured it was about time for a new one of those, anyway.”
“Yeah.” Zerrex leaned back in the chair, then he swatted at a large, black, cricket-like
thing that leapt up onto his knee, and it gave a hissing noise before jumping away. The
Drakkaren made a face after it, then he sighed and crossed his legs, looking at Cherry quietly as
she stared into the flames. “Cherry…”
“Don‟t, Boss.” Cherry said softly, and she smiled faintly over at him. “You don‟t gotta
waste your words, trying to make me feel better. I‟m the one who gave herself to you, after all…
and the one who fucked up royally.” She held up a hand as Zerrex opened his mouth. “I know, I
know. You‟re gonna tell me it ain‟t my fault. And maybe this ain‟t entirely, but still… I could
have done something. Should have done more… I should have fought harder, goddammit, or at
least paid attention to what the Sisters were doing instead of just fucking around.”

“We were all deceived.” Zerrex murmured quietly, then he sighed as he settled, the last of
the bugs scurrying away, and Zerrex leaned forwards a bit, looking towards the fire as he asked:
“How long have we been friends with them? How long have I looked up to them?”
“Since before you died. They saved my life and… got me the Diviner… but fuck, who
knows? Maybe they planned this shit ever since they fucked with your mind.” Cherry made a
face, spinning fingers around her head. “They ain‟t demons, after all. Demons are usually dumb
and interested in the immediate and moderate-term, even if you got the ones like Lily and
Firenze who can do those closed sessions that used to last literal centuries at the very fucking
least. And angels? Angels don‟t give a shit as long as they either look good or are left the hell
alone. They‟re happy, and that happiness makes them into sociopaths, like it does a lot of
mortals. They got what they want, so they stop caring about the rest of the fucking universe.
“But Gods? Gods are sneaky, especially the demigods like the Sisters technically are…
and they‟re conniving fuckers, too.” Cherry said angrily, and Zerrex knew that she still hadn‟t
worked through what had happened eleven years ago, as she snarled and clenched her fists.
“Gods plan things billions of years ahead of time, and worse, the motherfuckers got the patience
to wait it out and act it out in a lot of cases. And they love their absolute dominion and order,
too… like that son of a bitch, Athéos…”
Zerrex nodded and rubbed at his muzzle slowly… and then he said quietly: “I… I don‟t
think that the Sisters willingly betrayed us. I don‟t know how much they even knew about this,
Cherry. Somehow, they must have been getting orders from the Fifth Sister, without us
knowing… but Gods know they don‟t need to actually talk to communicate with each other.”
“That excuses none of what they did.” Cherry muttered moodily, kicking at the ground as
she rubbed at her face compulsively at the same time. “Not one bit of if, uh-uh, none of it at all.
They fucking betrayed us, after all the shit you‟ve done for them… they fucking tried to ice us
both, Zerrex, and Gods know what they would have done to the other three, and even little
Sammy, if they‟d had half a fucking chance… and all for what, to have their nutjob of a leader
back? Shit, and here I was, thinking that Light must have been some brave hero for standing up
to the Goddess…”
“Maybe she was just made in the Goddess‟s image… maybe we just spent too long
hearing about her through the eyes of the four that adored her…” Zerrex said quietly, glancing
over at Cherry, and she grunted. The reptile looked at her for a few long moments, but then he
decided it was probably best not to push her too much, as he sighed and looked moodily into the
flames himself: “By the way, the next time you ask me to kill you, I‟m cutting off your legs but
keeping you alive.”
Cherry cleared her throat at this, the female now the one looking awkward, and Zerrex
looked over at her flatly, saying quietly: “What‟s the point of me coming back with all these
powers and battling these… things, like Gods and Broken and whatever the hell Ultima was… if
I can‟t save one goddamn life? Cherry, I care about you. It was… well. It wasn‟t hard to hurt
you, but it hurt like hell to fight you for real instead of the games we usually play. It hurt more to
see you being used like a puppet, though… and while I‟d never let you hurt anyone else, either,
if I can save you… I‟m going to goddamn well try. Even if I do have to remove your goddamn
legs.”
“Well, as long as I have my tits, right?” Cherry said dumbly, and Zerrex looked at her,
then got out of his chair, picked it up, and smacked her with it, knocking her sprawling as the
chair exploded into shrapnel and the female covered her head with a yelp. “Okay, okay, grouchypants! Point is fucking well taken!”

Zerrex muttered under his breath as he walked over to the edge of the cliff, then he
glanced down at the construction below, watching as a massive demonic machine of some sort
slowly hauled a load of rubble almost straight up the side of the cliff. It was shaped almost like a
crab, with a huge flat top on which the debris had been stacked and six agile legs on a rotating
lower body, which were currently slamming into the side of the cliff as it climbed, letting it
climb up the rocks with ease… and the reptile shook his head slowly at the sight of the demonic
machinery, before he looked over at Cherry as she approached, asking quietly: “What have they
been doing with the debris?”
“Easy. There‟s a processing plant only a few klicks away, they take all the garbage there,
process out the usable materials, and produce new girders, tiles, bricks and cement and shit. The
uh… only problem is that we occasionally end up with a body or two in the mix, and those don‟t
always mix… exactly well with the other stuff.” Cherry made a face and nodded, rubbing the
back of her head. “Plus it kinda freaks the mortals who haven‟t been here for too long yet, when
they find a dead body in the wall. Well. I guess that might freak anyone out a little, trying to nail
up your favorite picture only to split the wall open and get some dead body leering out at you.”
“Not everyone in Hell is a murdering psychopath like us, remember.” Zerrex replied
mildly, and Cherry grunted, rubbing the back of her head as she grinned embarrassedly over at
him.”
“Yeah, I know, I know Boss. Some of „em love to fuck too, and others just are assholes.”
She smiled a bit at him, and when he sighed, she grunted and nodded, before shoving him
playfully, and Zerrex winced and flailed his arms for balance before he turned around and
punched her in the shoulder. She cursed wincing in pain, then made a face and muttered: “Shit,
fuck, shit… didn‟t see you that time. Precog must be a little messed-up at the moment…”
Zerrex looked at her softly, and Cherry grumbled under her breath before she created a
fireball and tossed it back and forth from hand-to-hand, looking around before she threw it into
the armchair, and it exploded into flames as Cherry mumbled: “You know what sucks the most,
though? Precog was what let me be real goddamn useful. I ain‟t like you, used to taking the
shocks that come with blocking some blows… nor am I uh. All that good at dealing with
surprise.”
“I never knew that from all the times your first response was always to dive for a gun
when someone woke you up early.” Zerrex said flatly, and Cherry cleared her throat, muttering
about lifestyle choices. Then the Drakkaren wrapped an arm around her shoulders, squeezing her
quietly as he said softly: “Whether it ever comes back or stays gone… we‟ll adjust, Cherry. You
are who you are. Your powers don‟t change you.”
“Hypocrite.” Cherry said immediately, and Zerrex put her in a chokehold, making her
wheeze and flail her arms uselessly against him before rasping something that sounded like „I
take it back,‟ and Zerrex let go of her, the female falling on her ass with a grunt before she
glowered up at him, rubbing at her throat slowly. “I could totally sue you for sexual assault, you
know.”
“How the hell was that sexual assault?” Zerrex asked flatly, looking at her mildly as she
slowly climbed back up to her feet.
“Because I am sexual, and you‟re an ass.” Cherry retorted pompously, and the two
looked at each other for a few moments, then they both laughed and hugged each other, and as
they stood on the cliffs together, everything was okay for a little while.

Zerrex bounced agitatedly from foot-to-foot, adjusting the yellow hardhat that was too
small for his large head for the thousandth time that morning. They had been delayed for roughly
a day so that Firenze could track down his father, have large, burly Royal Guards escort him into
the Throne Room, and then chastise him for almost eight hours straight, with occasional fits of
questions and to ask him if he was really okay.
He could tell that Firenze was upset about the Sisters, though, possibly more than even he
still was… he had known them his entire life, after all, and they had been trusted members of not
only Hell‟s council, but people who had aided and helped him through the long, hard years he‟d
spent in almost solitary confinement, who had helped develop his original control manacles and
collar with Sin, who had toiled seemingly always in the name of the place they had adopted as
their home.
At least Firenze had been tact enough to not bring Cherry in to explain herself, even
though she had been moody all the same when Zerrex had finally been released and told that
they were delaying the shuttle for a day… but he thought it didn‟t help part of the reason for this
delay was so that Cherry and Zerrex could be thoroughly checked over by medical crews. Cherry
was still having precognition issues, but it was working in random fits, and she seemed to be able
to force it to work for a few short minutes if she concentrated hard… but it left her with a
throbbing headache and bitchier than usual. Otherwise, they checked out fine, and Zerrex was
only too glad: by now, he knew the others were likely getting impatient.
And now here he was, standing with a clipboard in hand, all fourteen names – including
his – checked off and everyone except him securely sitting in the passenger bay. The ship they
were using was called a Vivian-Class Cargo Cruiser… the name came from a constellation in the
northern quadrant of space, which had an hourglass type shape to it… much the same as the
shape of the ship behind him.
Well, perhaps dumbbell wouldn‟t be far off either: the front cockpit was armored and
shielded, almost spherical in shape and with a single large, black-tinted window in the front of it.
From the back of this fed the passenger column: a narrower hallway coming from the back of the
huge sphere, forming a long octagonal tube with two open doorways, each with a long set of
stairs unfolded that hovered just above the ground.
The back of the machine was then dome-shaped in nature, immense and made up of five
different engines: two huge super-jets at the top of the machine and three smaller thrusters lined
along the bottom. The machine became almost rectangular where it connected into a cargo area
already full of metal crates filled with raw materials, and everyone had been permitted one bag
of their own personal belongings, which was stored in the passenger compartment, which was
connected to the cargo room. If Zerrex knew Priest at all, he was probably in the back, checking
everything over and grumbling about this or that… and the reptile smiled a bit, as he looked at
the huge „skis‟ the vehicle rested on, connected by solid metal poles to each section above, then
the four turbine thrusters that connected to the central column of the machine, as he murmured:
“I just hope this thing gets us where we need to go…”
“Sir!” A dog in a pilot‟s uniform approached and saluted, and Zerrex glanced over him,
noting the small ridges sticking out of his cheekbones and the small, triangular horns he had.
Pride demon. That’s either good or bad. “Ready to go whenever you are now… loading has
finished, everyone has checked in, and our clearance is green.”
Zerrex looked up at the skies above, then around the huge shuttle-yard, at the few
spaceships currently landed… then he finally nodded and sighed, reaching up to adjust his
hardhat slowly. “Anything that lets me take this stupid hat off is good.”

The pilot smiled and nodded, then gestured towards the stairs… and as Zerrex began to
walk towards it, he was tackled from the side, knocked over as the pilot leapt out of the way with
a surprised grunt before the Drakkaren looked up blankly at Vampire, the huge black wolf
pouting as he asked in a whiny voice: “Why isn‟t my name on the list?”
“Because I could only fit on fourteen people. Besides, I wasn‟t allowed to bring you.”
Zerrex struggled free from beneath him, and Vampire frowned now, looking moody as the two
climbed up to their feet. “You‟re a Captain of the Royal Guard, in line for a promotion to
Commander if you don‟t screw the hell up again.” Zerrex paused, then took his hard-hat off and
put it on Vampire‟s head with a smile, and the wolf brightened stupidly at his, clinging to the
sides of it and pulling it tighter down on his head. “Besides, who else am I going to trust to
jealously guard my stuff from Selena and others?”
“I heard that.” Selena said irritably, as the Dius in question approached with Sin, Lily,
Amiglion, and Firenze. She elbowed Vampire out of the way, then grabbed Zerrex in a hug and
kissed him firmly, and he kissed her slowly back, before their mouths parted and she asked
softly: “Didn‟t think I was just going to let you go, did you?”
“Nah.” Zerrex hesitated, then he smiled a bit at her, taking her face in his hands as he said
gently: “I know it sucks that we didn‟t get to spend more time together, but… I might need your
help with a job on the mortal planet, after I get established. Assuming I can count on you, of
course.”
“Oh, eat me.” Selena snorted and hugged him firmly around the neck, nodding against
him, then she glared at Firenze when he opened his mouth. “Stuff your fucking protocols back
into your pants.”
Firenze coughed and held up his hands, deciding it was better to back off for the
moment… then he suddenly looked almost childish as he asked quietly: “Dad, can I go say
goodbye to Priest and the others real quick?”
“You‟re the High King, you can do anything you want, Firenze.” Zerrex said amusedly,
then he smiled and reached out to touch his shoulder, nodding and saying quietly: “Go on ahead,
though. Priest will be really glad to see you. Just be careful not to say anything stupid to Cherry.”
“Hey, I‟m not like the rest of my Thrones.” Firenze smiled a bit, then he ducked past
Zerrex when Selena swung at him and Sin and Lily exchanged looks as Amiglion shrugged
cheerfully.
Selena pulled away from Zerrex with a sigh, then grunted and motioned at the others…
and Lily and Sin both smiled to her before they traded hugs and short kisses with the Drakkaren
as well, and then Zerrex stood with an arm around Sin and Lily before Selena barged up and
hugged her around the middle, not fighting for space but still clinging tightly to him, but it only
made the reptile laugh as Amiglion rolled his eyes. “Dude, you get all the hot chicks.”
“Want Anathema? I‟m sure I could convince her to go on a date with you.” Zerrex said
mildly, and immediately Amiglion winced, staggering backwards and waving his hands wildly as
Grim bobbed slowly up behind him.
“Hell no! You keep her dude, she‟s uh… kind of scary.” Ami said finally, and then he
yelped when Grim tapped him on the shoulder, before he spun around and slapped at the scythe
wildly. “I told you to wait over there!”
Grim shrugged in that way he did, then he spun around once as he floated higher in the
air, and Zerrex smiled, waving back to the scythe as he drew away from his wives, before
carefully prying Selena free. He gazed around at them softly, feeling how lucky he was… and

Lily hesitated visibly before she said softly: “If you can spare a moment more… perhaps… well.
My… other boys are over there, they really would like to meet you…”
Zerrex smiled softly after a moment, feeling touched that Lily was letting him into this
part of her life as well… and he nodded, saying softly: “I‟d be honored.” A pause, and he
glanced over at the pilot, who was arguing angrily with Vampire as the black wolf simply looked
gleeful, still clinging to his hat, and he sighed as he rolled his eyes. “I definitely have the time.”
Lily only smiled and nodded, however, and then she hurried off to the side for a moment
as Sin and Selena gazed at Zerrex. Selena opened her mouth, and Sin cleared her throat… and
Selena glared at her before she nodded sulkily, glancing over at Zerrex and muttering: “You‟re
handling this better than me, anyway. I know if I was you, and found out someone had knocked
one of my wives up, whether I was gone or not… I would be so fucking pissed off.”
“You‟re possessive, though. I try to love, but also to let things grow as they will.” Zerrex
stopped, then he said softly, as Lily came back holding the hands of two smaller demons:
“Besides, Selena, I thought polygamy was common throughout Hell.”
“Yeah, well… I‟m possessive.” Selena said lamely, and Sin hid a bit of a smile before
even the grouchy demoness softened at the sight of Lily‟s children. “They are cute, though.”
One of them was just starting to develop his demonic characteristics, almost gator-like in
nature but with armory plates starting to grow over scales that were already taut against large,
quickly-developing muscles. His eyes were rainbow-like, like Lily‟s, and he was wearing only a
loincloth, as he clung to his mother‟s hand and gazed up at Zerrex with a strange shyness, his
thumb in his mouth… and the other boy was even younger, toddling along with big, expressive
brown eyes and looking more like a tiny minotaur than anything else, even if his features were
leonine instead of bull-like and his horns were just beginning to sprout. He clutched a stuffed
animal in one hand, and Zerrex knelt in front of them, gazing from one to the other as Lily said
softly: “Boys, this is my other husband, Lord Zerrex Narrius. You can feel free to call him
Zerrex, though, he doesn‟t mind at all… isn‟t that right?”
Lily gazed up at him softly, and Zerrex looked back with a quiet smile, nodding and
feeling her nervousness: but he understood. She wanted this to go well… and he wanted to do it
right himself, as he said gently: “That‟s right. What‟s your names, though?”
“Pallas of the Twilight.” said the larger child as he carefully removed his thumb from his
mouth, looking almost abashed, before he looked at his brother, who was just clinging to his
animal and looking at Zerrex with interest before he slowly began to chew on the head of his
stuffed toy. “And this is Dorian of Surreal Dreams. We‟re the sons of Paluth… our father
couldn‟t come, though, he was busy.”
“Dad busy.” Dorian agreed, looking a little sad, and then he let go of Lily‟s hand and
toddled awkwardly forwards, touching Zerrex‟s knee curiously. “You busy?”
“I…” Zerrex paused, then he sighed as he heard an echoing bang inside the passenger
car, and both the pilot and Vampire stopped arguing to run towards it. “I have some children of
my own I have to take care of, but for now I‟m just waiting for things to sort out. Why‟s that?”
Dorian shrugged, and Pallas mumbled something to his younger brother, but Dorian
simply continued to look up at him curiously. Then Zerrex smiled a bit before he reached down
and gently picked Dorian up, resting him on his shoulder and making him giggle as he clung to
his hair, before the Drakkaren held his other hand out and concentrated… and a moment later,
Sammy appeared in it, and both Dorian and Pallas looked delighted as Zerrex said gently: “This
is my friend, Sammy, the Knight Dove. He might not look like much, but he‟s real talented and
very affectionate, isn‟t that right?”

Sammy chirped and jumped up on his hind legs, hopping around in a circle before he
threw himself into a backflip and landed neatly on his feet, making the children clap… and then
Sammy chirped again before he did a quick figure eight around the feet of Zerrex and Lily,
before charging up the male‟s body and scrambling on top of his head, inspecting Dorian‟s face
curiously. Dorian looked a little frightened at first, and Lily frowned a bit, but Zerrex gave her a
pointed look… and a moment later, as Dorian put an ear of his stuffed animal into his mouth to
chew slowly on, Sammy lowered his head and chewed on the other ear… and the two smiled at
each other before Dorian reached his hand up and stroked quietly along the bony face of the
skeletal pseudodragon.
Zerrex issued a mental command as he saw Pallas staring in wonder, and Sammy
immediately rolled off Zerrex‟s head, his body twisting neatly in midair so he landed at the feet
of Pallas and chirped at him, standing on his hind legs… and the gator-child giggled before he
patted his head a few times firmly, looking pleased. Then Zerrex heard another bang, and Lily
smiled a bit, saying quietly: “I think Zerrex has to go now… don‟t you, husband?”
Zerrex sighed regretfully, then he nodded and handed Dorian gently over to Lily, who
smiled a bit as she rested him on her shoulder. The two kids gazed up at Zerrex, and the reptile
said softly: “Why don‟t you take care of Sammy for a few hours, though, huh? I think he‟d like
that… wouldn‟t you, huh?”
Sammy chirped, nodding up at Zerrex and looking bright, and the reptile smiled: he knew
that however much the pseudodragon pretended to hate it, after all, he adored attention of any
and all kinds, even when Mahihko squeezed the hell out of him. Of course, the lizard was careful
to send the little pet a message with his mind, reminding him that he‟d be called sooner or later
for scouting… and Sammy cocked his head and gave him a sour look, before Lily said
embarrassedly: “I don‟t know, Zerrex, Paluth isn‟t exactly fond of pets…”
“Please, Mom, please?” Pallas tugged on her hand a few times, and Lily sighed, looking
down at him before Dorian whimpered a little… and she gave in, nodding and smiling a bit.
They immediately both giggled and celebrated, and Lily frowned slightly… and Zerrex tilted his
head, wondering what was wrong. As a mother, Lily had always been exceptional, after all… but
then he paused, remembering how even Lily had possessed a few faults that needed to be trained
out of her, and he cleared his throat, getting her attention.
“Kids are wonderful.” he said softly… and when Lily turned deep scarlet, he knew she
had reverted to a few of Hell‟s methods of raising children, which Zerrex had never approved of.
Things like the Mark of Silence that sat on Mercy‟s stitched muzzle and had ostracized her from
the beginning of her life, overly-harsh punishments for things sometimes out of the children‟s
control… and he could see that she wanted to defend herself, before Selena stepped between
them, glancing at Zerrex and then at Lily.
“You do have beautiful kids, Lily. Fuck, wish I could have some more, almost.” Selena
said mildly, and the children stared up at her with big round eyes, as if seeing her for the first
time. Then she smiled frostily at the female, making a tremor run through her. “Then again, I
remember my old childhood, too. I always get scared of repeating the same mistakes again and
again, that my parents made with me. That I made with my kids. How most things mortals suck
ass at, but a few of them they‟ve started getting right over the years.”
“Y-Yeah.” Lily stuttered, and then she carefully put down Dorian, kissing his forehead
softly and murmuring: “Go with your brother. Pallas, why don‟t you go back and wait for me by
the gates, with Felicity and the other Royal Guards?”

“Okay mom.” Pallas smiled up at her, taking his brother‟s hand, but he glanced
uncertainly over his shoulder even as he led Dorian away. Zerrex watched him go, his gaze soft,
before he glanced down at Sammy and motioned to him with his head… and the pseudodragon
chirped and ran off as Lily knitted her fingers together.
Finally, she glanced up and said meekly: “It‟s not that bad, really… and I… I have every
right to raise my children however I want to.”
Selena smiled and nodded, leaning past Lily to make sure the children were out of
sight… and then her hand shot up lightning-fast and seized her by the throat, lifting her off her
feet as Lily‟s eyes bulged and Zerrex winced, grabbing Selena even as she snarled: “Fucking
hypocrite! Who‟s the one always reminding us that we‟re all family? In extended families, every
member of the family connected by blood or marriage gets a say, as long as they‟re within two
connections… and we‟re both married to Zerrex, which is one. Fucking. Connection. Remember
how you lectured me all the time about how I raised my kids? Reminded me how often I fucked
up? Lily, spill your fucking guts or I swear to Gods…”
“Selena, enough.” Zerrex said curtly, and Sin stepped up to the Dius‟s other side,
grasping her other arm… and the red-scaled female trembled violently, before she dropped Lily
and backed off, muttering angrily. Zerrex then turned his eyes to Lily, saying quietly:
“Corruption baths. That‟s why he‟s so developed, isn‟t it?”
“It‟s… it‟s… the same thing that was done to me…” Lily murmured, looking away and
wincing, apparently trying to forget how she had always been trying to escape from her
upbringing… but Zerrex knew by the pain in her eyes that she couldn‟t. “We never beat them,
though, or… or hurt them…”
“You hesitated.” Selena said darkly, and then she looked up as a haggard Firenze
emerged with a bloody Vampire, the wolf rubbing at one eye slowly before Cherry stepped into
the doorway and yelled obscenities after them, shaking one fist. “Zerrex, you need to go. Let‟s
have that girl-talk time now.”
“I…” Zerrex made a face as he heard the engines beginning to power up, and he sighed
and nodded, before he touched Lily‟s shoulder quietly and murmured: “I trust you, but…
don‟t…” He stopped, not knowing the words he wanted to say, and then he simply shook his
head, murmuring: “I‟ll be in touch.”
Zerrex left, heading for the stairs and suddenly uncomfortable with everything going on
around them: he knew that no one was without flaw, but it scared him how everywhere around
him, people had reverted to old ways at the first chance they got. It made him wonder if he
would too, sooner or later… and more importantly, if changing one‟s self was even truly
possible.
He climbed up the stairs into the passenger hall, then closed the door behind him before
he looked at the awkward group of people, harnessed into cushioned seats on rails that could be
pushed back and forth, shelving units above their heads with heavy belts wrapped around the
duffel bag each was allowed to bring. Zerrex sat himself down in the empty space between
Cherry and Priest, facing Marina across the open hallway… and she looked at him curiously
before her mental fingers tickled through his mind, then she nodded slowly, frowning a bit as she
rested back and realizing the moral quandary he was in.
As they prepped for takeoff, Zerrex didn‟t ask the embarrassed-looking Cherry or Priest
what had happened, likely able to guess: Firenze had said something about the Sisters, thus they
had both flipped out. The Drakkaren sighed a bit as he strapped on his harness, adjusting it with a
grunt as he wondered if he even had any right to step in with Lily‟s parenting techniques… but

he knew that even though she always meant well, that she could never be seen as an abuser…
practices like regular Corruption baths were designed only to make someone more powerful, and
kids were often scared as hell or warped by them. It was one thing for an adult to be submerged
in the stuff… but even then, Zerrex knew that he‟d been scared as hell the first few times he‟d
taken dips in the ooze, even when he knew he had to in order to heal up after particularly-rough
battles.
Lily had been raised as a princess of Hell, going through the royal treatment every day,
made to believe she was above others and with much of her moral compass stamped out of her,
retained only because she had so many fantasies about the mortal world above. And since she
had existed for eons, it was very easy for her to have become set in certain ways and ideals, not
realizing that childhood should be all the more precious to demons because it lasted so short, and
they were shaped so much by it, just as much as children of mortals were by theirs. It was
strange, in Zerrex‟s eyes: they grew up almost faster than mortal children into adults… and yet
once they matured, that was the form they would exist in for possibly millennia, or even longer.
Zerrex rubbed at his face slowly, muttering under his breath about complications as the
ship rumbled loudly, and then Cherry nudged him with an elbow and glanced at him, and he
scowled at her, making her pale and shrink back into her seat. Priest nudged him from the other
side curiously, and Zerrex shot him a glare, too, and the huge Dragokkaren flinched visibly at the
look on his father‟s face and curled his head as best he could into his jacket, both looking cowed.
It left Zerrex looking moodily at his feet as vibrations and rumbles shot through the vehicle, and
then they lifted slowly into the air, Zerrex too moody to bother being panicked by this event as
he tapped slowly at his armlet.
Five minutes later, their flight began to smooth out, and the pilot tiredly announced: “We
have now passed through the atmosphere and are on our way towards our destination, the mortal
planet. Estimated time of arrival is eighteen hundred hours, mortal time. So that means you have
at least six hours to enjoy our travel. Please be advised, however, that the cockpit is off limits to
all personnel who do not have a clearance level of A or above.”
“What‟s that mean?” Anathema asked from down the row, as pneumatics hissed loudly
and artificial gravity engaged, and Priest smiled awkwardly as he undid his harness, standing up
and stretching out slowly.
“That means only me and Dad have the authorization to talk to the pilot. Which… I am
going to go do. Right now.” The Dragokkaren grinned lamely at his father, then he scurried
quickly off towards the front of the hangar, making Zerrex wonder how it was someone so smart
could sometimes look and act so much like Cherry.
Then he turned his eyes to the female beside him as she twiddled her fingers, before
finally mumbling: “He… apologized for what happened with the Sisters, and maybe I
overreacted a little. And well. You know Priest. He loves his Momma. And then just maybe
Vampire and the pilot asshole showed up and tried to separate us all and things got a little out of
hand. Why do you look like someone just took a shit in your bed?”
“Wife problems, you wouldn‟t understand.” Zerrex mumbled, knowing his phrasing
would piss her off but half-looking for an argument. Cherry did glare at him, but surprisingly,
she only sighed and wrapped an arm around him, squeezing him companionably, and Zerrex
winced. “Cherry… sorry.”
“Oh hell, what for? I start shit with you all the fucking time.” Cherry shrugged, smiling at
him, then she paused and added mildly: “Besides, I wouldn‟t understand. Cindy rode me like a
dude when we were together.”

Cindy, sitting next to Balthazar, immediately turned beet-red at this, and Mercy covered
her muzzle to suppress silent giggles. Balthazar, however, barely seemed to notice, before Zerrex
looked up as two huge Dragokkaren undid their harnesses to come over shyly and beam at him,
much like Lone and Mahihko sometimes did.
Dray and Terrance Hezrow had been exiled Hez‟Rannan aristocracy who had been
murdered after the Great War by Irenic forces, and sent to the Circle of Minor Sins in Hell: in
other words, paradise in many Hez‟Rannan beliefs. The younger brother, Dray, was cramped in
the shuttle with his height of fifteen feet tall, covered in black scales with tiger-like stripes of red
throughout them, accenting his immense, bulging musculature. His eyes were obsidian, the same
color as the spikes that stuck out of his arms and the arch of curved thorns that went from temple
to his forehead to his other temple, the huge male currently crammed into a set of mechanic‟s
coveralls.
Terrance was even larger at sixteen feet, and his musculature was even thicker, almost
seeming to dwarf his brother. His scales were dark blue, lightening over his chest, but he
possessed the same almost-tiara of bone thorns over his skull, as well as a row of spikes that
went down his spine and all the way to the tip of his tail. He was dressed in the same uniform as
his younger brother, and the two Dragokkaren looked at each other before they both smiled and
the older brother fumbled: “Can we do anything for you, Lord Zerrex?”
“What are you, stewardesses?” Cherry asked flatly, and they both looked at her sourly
before returning their fawning gazes to the Drakkaren. Cherry snorted, then she said cheerfully
before the lizard could speak: “You know, the Boss‟s favorite drink is Frost, and there should be
a bunch of it in one of the crates back there… or was it in the food compartment, near the
cockpit?”
“We‟ll go find out!” the brothers said in unison, and then they hurried to either door,
Zerrex rolling his eyes as Terrance almost bowled over Sarah, the border collie half-falling out of
the way before she blushed and climbed quickly up to her feet. She smiled awkwardly at Zerrex,
and he smiled back at her as she headed over to sit with Cindy, Balthazar, and Mercy, as people
shifted places around the wide passenger area.
Anathema sat down on Zerrex‟s other side as Marina continued to sketch across from him
on her notepad, looking at her father adoringly. Mahihko and Lone, meanwhile, were staring at
some movie on a flat-screen television that had slid out of the wall, and Zerrex looked over at
them as he asked curiously: “Is this like that other shuttle?”
“Oh yeah, shit all over the place.” Cherry said mildly, and then she leaned back in her
seat, looking up at seemingly-flat shelf bottom… before she easily pried a hidden panel open,
tapping a few buttons beneath it and then closing it as a thick column of floor rose up to become
a table. “You know, I‟ve always wondered how hygienic this is. I mean, if you fuck on it, does it
count as a tabletop or the floor?”
“A question for the ages, Cherry.” Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then he looked over at
Anathema, who was gazing around raptly at everything. “I thought you were used to technology
by now.”
“I don‟t know if I‟ll ever be used to it.” Anathema murmured… and Zerrex privately
agreed as he nodded slowly, resting back in his seat and crossing his arms as he closed his eyes,
only wanting to get away from everything for a little while before his anxieties could take hold.
A little over six hours later, Zerrex awoke with a snort and a grumble, looking stupidly
around as he realized dumbly the entire ship was shaking and everyone was strapped back in,
before he winced and cursed as there was an especially large rattle, and then a bang before

everything ceased to rumble as the pilot said tiredly through the announcement system: “I would
like to announce that we have safely landed on the mortal planet, and unloading should begin
immediately. Thank you.”
“Good to see you‟re awake, Gramps.” Cherry said mildly, and Zerrex grunted at her as he
opened his harness, reaching up to the shelf to struggle with the belts as Cherry threw her own
bag over her shoulder, already standing with a grin. “Come on, people, move it, move it!”
“Cherry, this isn‟t the military.” Cindy said crossly, and Zerrex yawned as he yanked his
duffel bag down, watching as Priest spun a valve and then jerked the handle on the door leading
out of the shuttle, a set of steps automatically unfolding when he pushed it open. People began to
filter out, and as Cherry began to bounce past, he grabbed her by the back of the collar, making
her gargle, then motioned for Cindy to wait, too.
“Go start unloading cargo, I‟ll send Priest to help you, and… wait.” Zerrex frowned a bit,
looking for the clipboard he‟d tucked away before he cursed as he failed to find it, figuring he
must have put it down somewhere and lost it. “Where‟s Huck? I thought I checked him off the
list.”
“Oh, he got tired of being ignored, vanished into the cargo room, probably got squished
when we landed.” Cherry said cheerfully, and Zerrex sighed, taking her bag from her and
shoving her away, before he smiled awkwardly at Cindy, and she shook her head with a look of
faint amusement, handing over her duffel bag as well. Then the lizard turned and headed for the
stairs, walking down them quickly and stretching slowly as he made a face, looking at the
deserted wastes in front of them.
Nothing but dead earth that had been charred in places was off the broken highway they
had landed on, a few stranded hulks of cars laying here and there and a single ramshackle
building of some kind they could probably lay up in for the night… and Zerrex sighed, looking
around to see Priest already frowning and tapping away at buttons on his PDA, as everyone else
simply took their time to look slowly around the area they had landed in. To think… once this
was Ire, one of the most powerful nations in the world… and one of the most conflicted,
irresolute, and broken. “Priest, could you go help Cherry and Cindy and… I hope Huck…
unload?”
“Yeah, in a minute, Dad.” Priest mumbled, and he frowned at his handheld computer as
Zerrex looked at him sourly, shaking it out as he said irritably: “Shit, I can‟t get this damn thing
working… I wanted to triangulate an area where we could best set up temporary camp…”
“Well, I have no fancy gadgets or anything, but I‟m going to guess the best place to set
up as our headquarters is probably that little building over there.” Zerrex said mildly, pointing at
the structure in the distance, and Priest slowly looked up as he blushed deeply. “When you‟re
done, please help the others unload the materials, alright? One thing at a time, because we can‟t
afford to get sidetracked or go off on any tangents. I need to bring this in on time and under
budget in order for Firenze to let me continue this project. I‟m going to go and scout out the
structure.”
Priest nodded, opening his muzzle… but Zerrex had already dropped the stuff, walking
towards the building in the distance and half-wondering what was making him so moody: the
stress of everything going on, or just the particular stress of being in charge of this operation.
Suddenly he could understand why Feldstone had always been such a grouchy boss, when he‟d
worked for the construction company… and he sighed, grabbing at his head and already
beginning to double-guess himself, then he looked up and realized he was walking towards an
old, run-down hotel, and this at least was positive… hotels meant beds, rooms, and an area they

could set up to run as their base, while they began construction first on a power generator, so
they could set up security systems and air purifiers.
In a few days, they would receive an equipment and supply drop from Hell as well… and
Zerrex hoped by then to already have a generator or two assembled, and the construction zone
for their base of operations at least marked and planned out. He also needed estimates to be ready
by then for new materials and costs… but he didn‟t think it would be much. Technically, after
all, this was a volunteer operation… and Zerrex really didn‟t see the point of being paid to work
here when their lives depended on furthering rebuilding efforts.
Zerrex walked up the steps to the squat patio, grasping a timber… and although
pockmarked from wind and dust, it was still holding strong. He nodded at this, then opened the
door heading in… and on a whim, he approached the counter, smiling dryly as he hammered the
bell and called: “Can I get some service here?”
There was no reply, and Zerrex smiled a bit… and then he winced as he heard a rustling,
and a zombie staggered slowly through an open archway in the back, walking up to the counter
and then staring at him listlessly. Zerrex looked dumbly at the undead creature, its flesh and
clothes hanging in equal tatters from its frame, and then he said stupidly, when it made no
aggressive gestures: “I have… a party of fourteen people. Me included. Who want to stay here.”
The zombie looked at him for a few moments, then it reached slowly down and pushed a
book with an ancient pen on it towards Zerrex, leaving a trail through the dirt… and the lizard
realized dumbly it was a guest registry. He smiled awkwardly as it rasped loudly, and nodded
before picking up the pen, shaking it a little before he uncapped it and brushed the book off,
signing as he watched the undead‟s body language carefully.
Perhaps „zombie‟ was too hasty a description: although it wasn‟t exactly showing
sentience, it was displaying a memory for rituals from its past, which in this case meant running
the motel. It rasped something at him again, and the reptile looked up, then said slowly: “I‟ll pay
in cash, but… I‟m not sure how long I‟ll be staying. Probably… a good while. We‟re… a
construction crew.”
The undead creature nodded slowly, its sunken eyes staring at him for a few moments as
Zerrex slid the registry back towards it, glad the pen had at least worked… and it slowly turned
around, swaying a bit on the spot before approaching a set of dust-filled cubbyholes… and it
reached up with a hand that was little more than bones, pulling down several room keys before it
turned around and wandered slowly over to Zerrex. The Drakkaren looked back at it, then he
held out his hand as it extended its rotten limb over the counter… and it dropped the collection of
keys into this, nodding and giving a whispery sigh before turning around.
“Thank you!” Zerrex called after it, and then he rubbed the back of his head slowly
before watching through the archway as the zombie walked to the center of the room beyond,
then simply let its chin droop lifelessly, standing there silently. Zerrex felt strangely sorry for the
creature, as it stood there alone… and then he shook his head slowly, deciding not to push his
luck any further as he turned and headed back through the door, carefully closing it behind
himself and sitting on the steps with a frown as he began to inspect the keys.
They were all keycards, but Zerrex knew that by now, all the scanners would likely be
broken… and even if they weren‟t, there was no electricity for countless miles around. He
rubbed the back of his head slowly, wondering what the rooms were like, if there were dead
patrons in there or ghosts that haunted these halls… and then he looked up as Anathema
approached, asking mildly: “You need my help with something, don‟t you?”

“There‟s a guy in there. A dead guy, who sold me the rooms.” Zerrex held up the
keycards with one hand, resting his muzzle on his other as he sighed a bit, murmuring: “I was
just thinking about-”
“Don‟t care, it all leads back to the same thing. You were worried about some moral
quandary.” Anathema sighed, but she sat down beside Zerrex and wrapped an arm around him,
smiling at him awkwardly. “Sounds like you ran into a restless member of the dead, though. I‟m
not surprised… you were the one who warned me this wasteland of a world was filled with them,
after all.”
“Yeah, well. It‟s so strange to see them like this, Anathema… so many of them thinking
they‟re still alive, so lost and sad…” Zerrex shook his head a bit, smiling faintly over at her.
“Their hearts don‟t beat, but it looks like they still must hurt a lot.”
Anathema grunted, then she stood up, cracking her spine as she glanced idly over the
motel. “Would you like me to take care of him for you? I‟ll make it nice and quick: a snap of my
fingers, and I can purge this entire place of spirits.”
“Let‟s check our rooms first.” Zerrex said softly, and Anathema looked at him for a
moment before she simply nodded, not questioning the reptile.
It took all of twenty minutes to check the entire hotel over, and Anathema only had to
remove a few ghosts, who were more unsettling and trapped in strange loops than actively
aggressive. They also had to carry out quite a few bodies, however, as if people thought that
somehow by escaping the cities, they could escape the Old Gods… and Zerrex shook his head
slowly at the ridiculousness of it all. He knew how some of them must have felt, how a few of
them probably stayed with full knowledge they would likely die anyway, but unwilling to leave
their home and mortal planet… unwilling to let Gods drive them out, but unable to see that
survival did not mean fleeing forever: it meant a temporary retreat, however much it hurt.
Finally, they entered the lobby, and Anathema glanced curiously over to see the undead
standing quietly in his room, not doing anything, not saying anything to them… and she sighed
before looking sideways at Zerrex, muttering: “I think you‟ve made me soft. Okay, stay here. I‟ll
deal with this poor idiot.”
She turned and walked around the counter, then slowed her steps, gently grasping the
undead on the shoulder, and he looked at her sadly… before his eyes glowed strangely, and he
collapsed to his knees in front of her, rasping quietly as she half-knelt and grasped his forehead
with one hand, his hands squeezing into her forearms as his eyes almost glowed with light… and
then a moment later, the corpse toppled forwards, but it turned to dust as Anathema sighed,
shaking her head slowly as she climbed up to her feet and came moodily back.
Zerrex looked at her, and she simply shrugged, saying quietly: “Some people just need a
push in the right direction. A little… light to guide their way and show them the path, that‟s all.
Now come on, let‟s get moving, Lord Zerrex. I‟m sure by now the others are wondering what the
hell they‟re supposed to be doing.”
“No, that‟s why Sarah and Balthazar are there. Priest and Huck can handle the mapping
and planning phase, and they all know we‟re over here and probably can put one-and-one
together to realize we want to use this as base.” Zerrex said mildly, and Anathema looked at him,
and he rolled his eyes and sighed. “Fine, realize that I want to use this as a base, happy?”
She grunted, and Zerrex shook his head, saying quietly: “But thank you for the
assistance, Anathema. I really do appreciate it, to say the very least…”
She shrugged a bit as they headed out towards where the others were packing up… and
from all the confusion, Zerrex realized glumly Anathema was right, and they had either gotten

caught up in bickering with each other or started pulling in all kinds of directions they hadn‟t
made the simplest of logical leaps, like he‟d hoped the team would be able to do. “I can be useful
here, Zerrex… besides, the rest of this world is fascinating, even if it is a junk-heap.”
Zerrex glared at her… then he frowned, saying slowly: “You‟re trying to piss me off
now, aren‟t you?”
Anathema only smiled at him suddenly, however, and she said quietly: “Maybe I‟m just
trying to get you to lighten up, one way or another. You‟ve been exceptionally-moody lately,
even for you… and while I understand why, you also have to move on. I get that the timing is
bad and all… but look at them over there. Acting like a classroom of children without a teacher.
Why? Because most of them are individuals who work spectacularly well on their own… but
what happens when spectacular individuals are forced to cooperate?”
“Power struggles.” Zerrex muttered, and Anathema snorted. He looked at her, and then
he said slowly: “No. Simpler than that… bickering. Infighting.”
“Yes.” Anathema put her hands behind her back, making a disgusted face as they
approached, and Zerrex sighed as Cherry and Priest shouted at Cindy, Huck, Dray, and Terrance,
while Balthazar tried to get the attention of both parties and Mercy looked back and forth with
pain in her eyes, unable to shout even as she gestured frantically. Sarah, meanwhile, was
comforting Mahihko, who was bawling as Lone looked torn between Cindy and Cherry, and
Marina was sitting on a cargo box, drawing some more… before she looked up sharply as her
father approached, and everyone present grabbed their head as her eyes flashed and psychic
static sizzled through the air.
Everyone looked at her… then at Zerrex as he approached, and immediately Cherry and
Priest started to go forwards, probably to shout at everyone and line them up… but Cherry
tripped over a piece of concrete sticking out of the ground, toppling face-first into the highway
with a loud smack, and then she moaned loudly in pain. Zerrex slapped his forehead as Priest
immediately knelt by her, but she slapped him away before getting up, clutching at the end of her
throbbing muzzle as she mumbled: “Oh gee, today can‟t get much worse.”
“You really want to bet?” Zerrex asked dangerously, and then he pointed to three distinct
areas to his left, in front of him, and to his right. “Workers over there, administrative staff there,
engineers over there.”
They separated themselves out quickly enough, Anathema looking entertained as she
stood by Zerrex… and since he supposed she was more the temporary security force, he‟d let it
slide for now… especially since Cherry looked like it hurt her pride more than the little spill
she‟d just taken did, and he could feel the jealousy ebbing off her clearly even with the armlet
turned down to its usual ten percent. She stood with Cindy, Marina, the wolves, and the Hezrow
brothers in the workers section, pouting across at Priest, who stood across from her with one
other Dragokkaren in the engineer‟s section.
Jim Huckleberry – Huck to his friends, and just about everyone was a friend – was a red
scaled, tall Dragokkaren wearing greasy, badly-done-up coveralls. He was tall and well-built,
with bright, emotional blue eyes, and the only demonic characteristic he bore was a pair of ram‟s
horns that curled out the sides of his head. Hanging around a belt synched around his waist were
several packs and an unfolding tool-belt, and he grinned embarrassedly even as he and Priest
half-shoved at each other.
The rest of the crew – Balthazar, Mercy, and Sarah – stood between them. His
administrators, the people who would have to do all the paperwork and the budgeting and stay in
command to do the things he couldn‟t get done himself. They had to keep everyone organized

and on target, and be leaders when Zerrex was out in the field somewhere, or in the instance
something here incapacitated him: a possibility more likely than most people would give him
credit for, with his track record. All of them were shifting uneasily: not boisterous, not watching
him entirely, not used to the noise these others made.
He looked down in silence for a few moments, tapping the end of his muzzle slowly…
and then he asked finally: “What started the argument? And don‟t start talking all over each other
again. Hold up your hands like this is kid-school.”
The others traded looks, then Priest sighed and held up his hand awkwardly, and when
Zerrex looked at him, he said finally: “Momma wanted to-”
“Don‟t drag me into this!” Cherry flailed her arms, and then she squawked when Zerrex
glared at her and his eyes flashed, her muzzle snapping shut with enough force to knock her on
her ass. Then he looked back at Priest, who was staring in something like shock, before he
swallowed slowly and carefully held up his hands, as if a gun was being trained on him.
“Okay, so… not that she did anything wrong at all… Momma wanted to start moving all
the crates to the hotel. Everyone agreed, that wasn‟t a problem… but then well…” Priest
obviously was struggling for a way to relate events that wouldn‟t make it seem like he was
attacking anyone, and then he finally mumbled: “Huck wanted to unload some materials around
here, and Cherry and him started arguing, and it got a little heated and the others started to step
in and soon enough we were all yelling at each other.”
Huck mumbled some word under his breath, and Priest shoved him, making the
Dragokkaren flail before he glared at the giant… and with a glance at Marina, she concentrated
on the two and sent another burst of psychic static ripping through their minds, knocking them
both to the ground with looks of pain on their faces. “Huck, Priest, I really don‟t have time for
this right now, okay? Night is starting to fall, and we need to move all this cargo and our stuff
into that hotel, which should be clean of undead.”
“Except for one.” Priest muttered in a surly voice, and then he yelled in pain as Marina
glowered at him and her eyes glowed violently. “Fuck-goddammit! Sorry, sorry, shit, I… I can‟t
think straight, that‟s all…”
Cherry giggled stupidly through her closed muzzle, and then she winced when Zerrex
glared at her, before he said flatly: “You shut up. Sarah, Balthazar, Mercy… I‟d appreciate it if
you could each take two duffel bags and head to the hotel now. Wait for me in the main room,
alright? I want everyone else to start carrying crates… Anathema, do me a favor and show them
to uh… Room 115? The one where the door‟s already been torn off, we‟ll store our supplies
inside there, get them out of the elements and away from prying eyes.”
Zerrex stopped, then glanced up as the space shuttle on the highway rumbled slowly, the
thrusters kicking into gear as a cargo platform rose slowly up into the hold, and then the engines
kicked on before it slid forwards and began to lift upwards, and the reptile watched it fly slowly
into the air before shooting across the landscape in an upwards, gentle curl. Then he shook his
head and looked around at the others, clapping once as he said mildly: “Let‟s move, people.
We‟re wearing out our welcome and we don‟t want to be outside after dark.”
Moving didn‟t take exceptionally long, thankfully, but it was more arduous a process
than Zerrex had thought it would be: he couldn‟t be everywhere at once, and every time he left
one place, some kind of argument started. He began to wonder if things had been like this when
someone else had been in charge of keeping him in line, but at least some parts of the group were
working out properly.

The administrative section he set up in the basement, which had originally been a bar of
some kind: he found a rusted generator in a back closet hooked up to some mildewed wiring, and
after he had gotten one of the wolves to charge this with electricity, it had kicked on with a
rumble and the hanging ceiling lights had slowly turned on. It was more a comfort issue than
anything else, but Zerrex was admittedly glad they had some light somewhere… it could make
all the difference in a dark night like tonight, and the windows were already painted black and
boarded shut, keeping them safe from acting like a beacon to whatever lurked in their
surroundings.
The tables had mostly been broken up into pieces and scattered around the room, as if
someone had rampaged through here… but a battered pool table was still mostly standing, so
they decided to set up on this. Most of the chairs were still intact, at least… just as the bar Zerrex
did his best to keep his back to was, the shelves lined with liquor bottles and a register sitting
there, as if inviting him over… but then Zerrex had simply gone upstairs after making sure they
were starting to settle in.
They had more than enough rooms to go around, but Zerrex still assigned them at least
two to a room, for security purposes… while rooms 115 and 113, which faced the parking lot
and were at the far end of the L-shaped motel, had the crates stashed away in them. Twenty
crates of supplies, including some demonic crystal and enough technical parts to two generators,
two purifiers, and a security grid up to three miles in diameter… not that Zerrex expected the
first colony to be all that big. The point here, after all, wasn‟t building some grandiose city… it
was showing people that such a colony could in fact be constructed.
Zerrex also had a laptop with a remote satellite uplink, powered by demonic crystal…
and this was set up in the administration room, so that people could check in with technicians on
Hell as well as communicate with the floating colonies above, if they accepted the transmissions.
Firenze had already briefed the Admirals on the reconstruction effort, and it was assumed they
had told their superiors… but what they did was left up to them, and Zerrex didn‟t care much
either way. All he knew was that once people saw the world starting to come back to life, they
would start wanting to move back. Life up there wasn‟t exactly miserable, after all, but it wasn‟t
much of a life, either… and they weren‟t so many generations separated yet they would have
forgotten what it felt like to have terra firma underfoot instead of metal plating.
The last thing he‟d done for the night was order Huck and Priest back inside from where
they were arguing, muttering that they were idiots for sitting around in the dark, making noise…
and although the demons both made fun of Zerrex at first for being overcautious – especially
when they found him locking the doors, and that he‟d assigned the work crew to barricading
everything else up – they soon both were hiding behind the main counter, Priest clutching his
knife in both hands and Huck with his fingers gripping into a .45‟s handle almost hard enough to
break the grip, breathing hard in and out through his mouth. Something kept walking up to the
door outside and knocking slowly… and so Zerrex had put them on guard duty for the entire
night, telling them acidly that „he was probably just being overcautious, but he thought it was a
good idea all the same.‟
It taught the two engineers a lesson about getting along and listening properly, when the
sun finally rose and whatever had been at the hotel had vanished. Zerrex didn‟t exactly care too
much himself, however, and he had spent the entire night planning with most of the others in the
basement, while Lone and Mahihko kept the generator recharged and Anathema wandered
around the hotel, checking for sneaky undead and looking disturbed. She complained there was a

foul energy in the air when she came downstairs the next morning, and Huck almost blew her
brains out when he saw her.
Zerrex stopped Anathema from throttling Huck, then had him return to planning with
Priest and the administrative team. The Drakkaren had already sent the rest of the work crew out
to gather raw materials from Valise the moment the sun had risen enough to get rid of the pallor
of gloom over the place, but he knew it would be hours yet before they came back… and he also
was well aware now they couldn‟t just go outside, build a power generator, and then hope that
whatever was out there left it alone. Undead likely wouldn‟t care about it whatsoever… but from
Anathema‟s frown, he knew they weren‟t dealing with restless spirits or living corpses, but
something possibly more malignant prowling the wastes.
So instead, Zerrex assigned Huck and Priest towards beefing up the security on the hotel,
giving them instructions to set up cameras outside that would watch both the doors leading in
and the surrounding area, as well as a few cameras in the outlaying wastes. Once they knew what
was out there, they‟d be able to better prepare to deal with it.
The two went about their first task diligently, and Zerrex left the hotel with Anathema to
see if he could maybe track whatever had shown up last night. Anathema wasn‟t able to sense a
trail of any kind, but Zerrex muttered she was thinking only in supernatural terms… and as he
expected, after a few sweeps of the area, he found a distinct set of dragging footprints obviously
not left by anyone from his group.
Anathema had been surprised, and Zerrex had only smiled at her: his hunches were more
often than not correct, after all, and this was the very basics of tracking. It didn‟t take a genius to
remember even living corpses left footprints, nor even a brain to figure out which way the trail
went in a wasteland like this.
Zerrex lost the trail about half an hour later, however, after a brief windstorm: it
obliterated most of the markings in the sand and broken earth, and the Drakkaren cursed under
his breath. The hotel was still in sight from here, and the path had wound aimlessly back and
forth, telling him something must have either not seen the structure until it was close, or it had
been sniffing out their life force somehow. He returned empty handed and feeling grouchy, and
found Huck setting up a camera not too far away, with multiple vision modes enabled so few
creatures would escape being caught on at least one frequency… and over his shoulder, he had a
dummy made from discarded sheets, pillows, and old clothing that Zerrex thought was possibly
in the shape of Huck.
It thus didn‟t surprise him to see Huck setting up an effigy of Priest, although Huck had
gone to a bit more length with this one and at least sewn it into a more-distinct shape. Zerrex
really didn‟t care how the two worked through their issues, however, and he did compliment the
idea… anything that hunted by sight would probably attempt to tackle one of the dummies at one
point – the literal dummies that is, not Huck and Priest – and would thus be caught on camera so
they could identify it. It also let Priest and Huck take in an overview of the area, and Priest play
with his handheld computer some while Huck dug weird little marks here and there in the sand.
In the end, Zerrex forced the two to compromise when their ideas were brought to the
table: and, despite the lizard‟s original intention, it seemed that would mean incorporating the
motel into the design of their first colony. But the reptile wasn‟t about to complain, as he sent the
two off to start laying down cabling and security sensors in a rough perimeter of about a mile and
a half: enough time to let them know someone was coming, not such a great distance they
wouldn‟t know if it was actually heading for their little headquarters or not.

When the work crew returned and went over their materials gathered – mostly ironwood,
scrap metal, and of course the truck Lone had hotwired to bring it all back – Zerrex immediately
put most of them to work on repairing the motel, explaining that they were going to begin
building around their base of operations. Cherry, on the other hand, he sent out with a set of
metal posts and rolled up chain-link fencing he had gotten out of one of the cargo boxes,
explaining that Priest and Huck had been marking the location of the proximity sensors, and he
wanted her to begin setting up the fence roughly two meters away from it, as an added security
precaution, inside the loop.
Cherry had been happy to do the job, mostly because she had been chosen away from the
group to do it on her own. Zerrex, meanwhile, felt like he was beginning to develop a
headache… and so he‟d started cleaning up around the motel, picking up garbage and beginning
to empty unused rooms as other people worked around him, using what they had to replace
broken floorboards, fix up barricades, and fortify the motel.
It helped they had all done this before during the world disasters that had hit, and Zerrex
smiled wryly at the thought of that being preparation, as he tossed all manner of things into the
parking lot below, and what had officially become the „scrap pile‟ they would have to eventually
sort out. As he emptied out bedrooms, he began to imagine what they could be used for: offices,
or weapon rooms, or just a room to sit and relax quietly in.
When night rolled around, it found everyone clustered around the laptop, watching the
security feeds from the camera as Balthazar calmly poured himself, Sarah, and Huck all drinks.
Zerrex didn‟t know why, but it was more comforting than if no one had been drinking around
him… and although the smell of the wine and whisky brought back stuttering memories and a
strange sensation in his mouth, at the same time it made it easier to bear than looking at the
bottles again and again, while everyone kept glancing at him awkwardly or at the bottles.
They had already seen some of the creatures outside, and now they were just waiting to
see if they would show up again, and how they would react to the equipment… but so far, the
strange beasts Anathema identified as „Unsent‟ ignored them for the most part, only shambling
around in the desert, mostly in circles… but they looked like the result of multiple undead bodies
fusing together, covered in rotting flesh and sometimes with more than one face melded into
them, heads sprouting in awkward places from bodies that were more like slabs of meat and
gnarled, melted bones, with huge, deadly claws that often raked along the ground as they walked
back and forth, some of them moaning piteously.
They were creatures created by the presence of angry or sorrowful dead who were left in
close proximity together, their angers and sorrows eventually mixing together until their bodies
literally did the same, making them one mindless monster who only felt hatred for the living and
terrible sorrow at being unable to move on. Nor could they be killed like the standard undead
beast: with multiple spirits bound in the body, the only sure way to destroy them was total
dismemberment or incineration. Bullets to the head or massive bodily trauma simply would not
suffice.
There was another thing in the wastes, however: a creature that ignored or shoved the
Unsent out of the way, with glowing eyes and a terrible pallor in its cheeks. It approached one of
the dummies and shoved it over, then beat it mercilessly with the gnarled staff it was using,
before it stumbled towards the hotel and hammered on the door, looking back and forth with its
shoulders hunched up and the tattered cape and cloak fluttering around it, its fur missing, canine
muzzle wrinkled and scarred, teeth black and skin yellow and stretched tight over its skull. After

a short time, Anathema finally said it was a ghoul, and while not technically undead… it wasn‟t
very much alive, either, despite the terrible way its eyes glowed.
Ghouls were not powerful beasts, but they were envious and problematic, especially
around the living. In all likelihood, it would try and pretend it was normal, just like them, if
allowed inside… that it didn‟t dig up graves in order to feast, or boss around minor undead
because it had a brain while they, for the most part, did not, and also could not sense that this
thing was still alive. It stayed on the porch until morning, looking pitiful as it hammered on the
door now and then, but as the sun began to rise, it hissed and bolted, showing a surprising speed
as it fled into the wastes from which the Unsent had long since left.
The Ghoul likely wouldn‟t damage their equipment: in fact, it was unlikely that it would
even understand what the equipment was, since they were scavengers who were attracted to
living beings only so they could feed off the scraps they left behind, and have someone to act as
targets for their narcissism and envy. However, if it did tamper with their equipment – or brought
other Ghouls around, as some kinds preferred to live in packs while others remained solitary –
then Zerrex said they would kill it, simple as that. For now, though, they would leave it alone…
in a way, it was almost doing them a service by eating the corpses it came across.
The others were a little disturbed nonetheless, but it wasn‟t like Zerrex could exactly
blame them. But he refused to allow the day to be squandered, ordering Cherry to continue
building the fences and the Hezrow Twins to help her, before he told Lone and Mahihko they
would be working with Huck and Priest on building generators today, and that they were going
to start bringing this place back to life, as the rest of the workers he sent to continue cleanup
operations on the motel, asking his administrative team to fix up the downstairs „meeting room‟
to their own liking as well before continuing their calculations, but taking Balthazar aside to talk
to him quietly about how he wanted to start handing out more control to the administrators, so he
could go into the city to search for scrap or do some other task away from the base, instead of
feeling useless and arrogant as he sat on his ass most of the day, giving orders.
Balthazar only smiled and shook his head, and somehow from him, that alone made
Zerrex feel feeble before he cleared his throat and laid out his ideas for the future of the facility
and how to best handle a few different situations. Some of this stuff he felt stupid telling
Balthazar, since the ferret had undoubtedly dealt with difficult negotiations as President of Ire…
but at the same time, he knew that Balthazar relied on strategies that wouldn‟t always be
effective with people like Cherry, who eventually grew bold enough to walk over even the most
intelligent of speeches if it interfered with something she wanted to do. Stubbornness, however,
was a trait everyone here shared… so he thought that would amplify the possibility of conflict all
the greater, especially with the conflicting personalities on board.
When he brought Balthazar back downstairs, Mercy approached him silently, not making
eye contact, not making any hand gestures… so Zerrex had told Balthazar quietly to go ahead
and talk with Sarah a little and help her out, before he took her aside. Huck tried to run up to him
about something, and Zerrex pushed him away, telling him firmly to talk to the administrators
for the moment… and Huck had winced at Zerrex‟s expression and quickly nodded, bolting past
him for the back stairs now.
Cindy moved out of one of the rooms Zerrex had designated would be used for an office
to give them some space, trading a hug with Mercy that had almost made her start crying… and
when they sat in the empty room together on the floor, alone at last, Mercy had made a few
violent hand gestures, tears leaking from her eyes, and Zerrex had understood.

It stemmed back partially to the fight that had broken out when they had first arrived:
Mercy had been unable to attract anyone‟s attention, and trapped in silence, she couldn‟t do
anything to stop the escalation… just as she felt like she was trapped in silence now, with
everyone moving so fast and talking so loudly they made her feel useless. Balthazar and Sarah
always listened to her, but they also often had to voice all her thoughts, and she felt like a child
again… and Zerrex had just hugged her quietly, then looked at her silently, and she had met his
eyes, before burying her head against his chest, and he had just held her and rocked with her,
feeling like an asshole for dragging her into this mess, like he had been the one responsible for
crushing all her confidence out of her.
Yet he didn‟t want her to go: she was able to calculate estimates quickly, and capable of
working with her hands as well as with her mind. Balthazar and Sarah were excellent desk
administrators, but Mercy was the only one Zerrex would feel confident with in the field: if
something happened, Balthazar was unable to fight and Sarah would trip over something and
knock herself out. Mercy, at least, could silent-cast spells and defend herself. So he only rocked
her silently, stroking along her sewn-shut muzzle and not knowing how to voice these thoughts,
before he sighed and murmured: “Sometimes I feel you talk better than I ever could…”
It was the right words for the time, even though it made Mercy cry harder for a little
while… but then she settled, wiped at her eyes, and held up two trembling fingers. She would try
for two more days, but that was when the first shuttle was scheduled to arrive, so Zerrex realized
what she meant. If she didn‟t feel more comfortable in two days, she would have to leave… and
the Drakkaren couldn‟t blame anyone but himself.
He helped her up to her feet, and the two left the room, Mercy looking ashamed and
Zerrex unable to break her out of that as she headed towards the administrators, and the
Drakkaren wanting to break something before he stormed outside, to where Anathema was
lounging on the truck and keeping an eye out for anything, before he threw his head back and
roared at the sky in frustration. Anathema only looked at him mildly, and he looked back before
she held up a bottle of Frost, and he sighed and nodded. They sat there for a little while, sharing
it, as Anathema reported that she‟d spotted the Ghoul on the camera feed and come out here to
wait for him, since he was slowly approaching despite the fact they were normally nocturnal
creatures. They hated sunlight: the warmth reminded them of the life they envied, and the
brightness made their eyes ached and reduced their perfect night vision to fuzzy, indistinct blackand-white shapes.
Zerrex decided he‟d had enough of waiting, and he finished the last of the Frost before
shrugging and tossing it into the back of the truck, somehow unable to bring himself to litter.
Anathema pointed the way, and she followed as Zerrex trudged along, looking moody until he
spotted the shape of the Ghoul, which hurried towards him awkwardly, waving its arms and
cane, yelling gleefully.
It at least didn‟t try to hide its identity, which was good, since Zerrex was in no mood for
games. It claimed, however, they were trespassing on his territory, and that the motel was his
home. Since they had found no markings inside, no belongings, and no piles of dead body parts
or “valuables” – Anathema had informed him earlier that Ghouls were notorious packrats,
attracted to shiny trinkets and basically anything of value they could get their hands on – Zerrex
steamrolled him, announced that he was in a foul mood, and asked him what the hell he was
after. The Ghoul had pouted for a while, mumbling here and there before wheedling that it just
wanted to be near living people again for a little while… and Zerrex realized what it really
wanted. Protection from the far-worse things living in the city.

Anathema took Zerrex aside before he could kick it back to the wastes, and she muttered
that he might have a use in keeping the Unsent away… and Zerrex thought for a little while
about what she said. Then he took on a tone of a disgusted negotiator, mumbling like a sore loser
that had just been beaten that since they had unfairly taken away the Ghoul‟s home, he supposed
the least they could do was set him up a tent outside the motel. But only one tent, of course, and
the smallest one Zerrex could find.
The Ghoul had puffed up, looking superior as it nodded, then without a goodbye it spun
around and bounded off, and Zerrex rolled his eyes, hoping that was the extent of its IQ. Digging
up one of the enormous green tents from the cargo supplies was a good distraction, however, and
setting it up an even bigger one, frustrating as it was: it was almost ten meters of thick green
canvas, weather-resistant and a pain in the ass to maneuver around… but when the Ghoul
returned with a horrible-smelling sack thrown over its shoulder and found the tall, rectangular
tent set up, it giggled gleefully and dashed inside, to the horror of Huck and Priest.
Zerrex called everyone for a brief meeting when Cherry returned with the brothers, and
explained the situation. The Ghoul would keep the undead away, in exchange for living in the
tent and their protection. At the end of the day, it would work to their advantage: while
Anathema could destroy the Unsent one-by-one, the Ghoul could herd them away from the
encampment and allow them to completely avoid conflict. Anathema also pointed out that if they
built a „pen‟ of sorts, the Ghoul could herd the Unsent into it, and she could go outside after the
sun rose and the Unsent all entered „sleep phases,‟ where they appeared to be nothing more than
mangled collections of corpses. She could burn them all without any hazard to anyone, and
Zerrex grudgingly approved when she also said she‟d be glad to talk the Ghoul into it, too.
He ordered construction on the pen from the basic materials they had: it wouldn‟t have to
be a tall enclosure, or even extremely sturdy: just something Unsent would bump up against, and
unless they sensed living tissue on the other side, they would simply try to go to the other way or
get confused and stand still. Using chain-link fencing, metal scrap, and broken timbers, they
were able to quickly construct a very ugly corral that would do the job… and the Ghoul
grumbled about it, until Anathema told him mildly he could eat all the roasted body parts he
wanted, and the cannibal suddenly had no problem with the plan at all as he giggled and rubbed
his hands together.
By evening, Zerrex realized things weren‟t at all going according to plan: Priest and
Huck had one generator in place beneath the patio, but the wiring wouldn‟t be completed until
tomorrow… and no one but the Ghoul would be able to work outside at night. Costs were going
to be a little higher than expected, since they needed to order more fencing now on top of
everything else, and there was an argument about ordering automated turrets that Zerrex finally
turned down, since it would be too expensive and the guns wouldn‟t be able to destroy creatures
like Unsent.
Zerrex called Sammy that night, who was tired but glad to see him, and the reptile gave
the little pseudodragon an hour to rest before sending him off to find Mary and Zane and inform
them of what was going on. The motel, at least, had been repaired, cleaned, and fortified, and
Huck and Priest were working with the administrators on projects, and the Drakkaren was glad to
see that Mercy was having a little more attention paid to her… he only hoped that trend would
continue, so that she would be able to see how much she was needed. Zerrex took a few hours to
visit with his family, feeling bad that he was treating them like just manual workers for the most
part… but Cindy only smiled at him lovingly from the textbook she was reading, and Lone and
Mahihko were bouncing excitedly around, even more enthused than him to have returned to the

mortal planet, while Marina drew as always, gazing at him affectionately now and then. Cherry,
of course, acted pouty… but the moment Zerrex finally said he was thinking of going with them
on a supply run to the city tomorrow, she began dancing around with the wolves, demanding to
go with him.
Come morning, they loaded up the truck after Zerrex left instructions on what to do.
Huck and Priest would build an air purifier that they could set up on the roof, which would
process the toxins in the air and start restoring oxygen to the atmosphere. By itself, it would only
be able to cover the rough area of the motel… but with two, that covered area would more than
double, assuming Priest‟s calculations were correct. After everyone promised to get along and
listen to not just the people in charge, but each other, and Zerrex reminded them that Priest could
contact him at any time by using his handheld computer to send an audio message to his armlet,
he left them to their own devices. Outside, he found Cherry and the wolves looking ill as
Anathema stood outside the pen, her arms crossed and watching with distant interest as the
Ghoul gorged himself on the charred flesh of the Unsent he had rounded up the night before.
The wolves rode in the back of the truck, while Cherry drove and Zerrex sat shotgun.
They had to park at the edge of the city, but it wasn‟t like it was difficult to find materials: they
pried up anything useable, gathered old tools from workshops and sheds, and grabbed electronics
that could be torn apart to salvage their innards. That, and Cherry grabbed the odd thing here and
there for herself, like games and movies as she anticipated the return of power to the motel,
which made Zerrex less bad when he broke into a cellar to find several cases of Frost Cola. He
took these first… then realized they were sitting on a crate with markings that told him it was full
of military rations.
Zerrex pried the lid off this and noted that it was true: the little boxes were easy to
identify, and the reptile frowned a bit as he pushed the crate aside and dug through the cellar on a
hunch, since the house upstairs had been mostly in shambles. He was rewarded with a hidden
panel in the floor, and when he opened this, he whistled for Cherry, and she stared before
beginning to giggle stupidly.
They loaded an entire crate filled with ammunition into the back of the truck, followed by
two assault rifles: and by their new design, Zerrex guessed they probably shot electrified rounds.
It meant they would at least have a few weapons laying around in case they were needed… and
while the reptile wanted to focus mainly on rebuilding, he knew that security issues had to be
taken into account, too.
They took a large haul back to the outpost, and Zerrex was pleased to see that everyone
was still working fine, and Anathema reported their Ghoul friend was snoozing contentedly away
in his tent, and would probably remain asleep until the evening. She helped them unload the raw
materials into the growing pile in the parking lot, as Cherry carried the more fragile and useful
things inside, and then Zerrex went down to administration to get a progress report and stayed
there most of the day, approving plans and discussing ideas.
By the end of the day, power had been restored to the entire motel, and Sammy returned
to let Zerrex know Mary and Zane would be on their way tomorrow. He was glad to hear this,
since with the generator running, the air purifier would be ready to come online tomorrow,
already half-done. Priest and Huck took no breaks, after all, and had the plans and materials all
laid out before them: it was more like a complex puzzle than anything else, and one they were
capable of assembling quickly.
With the fencing around the perimeter mostly completed, and only a few open holes in it
here and there, and the Unsent that did wander in being herded effectively by the Ghoul into the

pen, Zerrex thought that they were ready to begin construction on… well, he wasn‟t entirely
sure. He had incorporated the headquarters into his plans, which included a fortified wall around
the perimeter, a three-storey living quarters, at least five air purifiers scattered throughout the
area, and a power station. When he finally deferred to his engineers, they looked at each other
before arguing for a little while, then looked over Zerrex‟s plans together.
Zerrex knew they were flawed, but it was the best he could manage to come up with…
and finally Priest reminded them that the cargo drop the next day would give them larger
materials to play with, and more importantly, some heavier equipment to use. Although the
power station seemed like a good idea, they had no need for it until the living quarters were
completed… but building the living quarters by themselves would be a pain in the ass, and
Zerrex had snorted in amusement, reminding him that he had built an entire monastery with the
Sisters with his bare hands. That had then caused a moment of silence, and then Huck had finally
murmured that if they built a living quarters, they could start bringing in more crew to help, and
they could begin moving people out of the motel and turn it into a full-out headquarters.
Zerrex had nodded, and the night had passed much like the one before, except Priest and
Huck were able to work all night completing the air purifier and getting it running. It would be a
few hours before they started to feel the effects, and a few hours after that before it cleaned all
the area around them, but it was nonetheless good to know that they had set it up on the rooftop
and gotten it working, and that constant buzzing meant some of the oxygen was beginning to
return to the world. A little… but a drop in the ocean sometimes rippled into a tidal wave, as the
reptile had learned.
This time, Zerrex sent Mercy into the field with the Hezrow Twins and Cindy, and
although the mute female had been terrified, Zerrex had told her quietly he believed in her. Her
job was to scavenge more parts, then bring them back… Sarah and Balthazar could keep track of
what was used up and compile the list of needed goods for tomorrow on their own, for their next
supply run, and the calculated costs.
Cherry, Huck, Priest, and Zerrex worked together on designing the living quarters, doing
it behind the motel and away from the Ghoul, as Anathema watched them curiously and every
now and then helped moving this or that. They didn‟t have any large girders – those would come
with tomorrow‟s cargo drop – but they did have enough raw materials to begin constructing premade walls that could later be pulled up and locked into place. The building would be ugly, but
they weren‟t attempting to make anything pretty here… and Zerrex was glad for the manual
work, while the wolves went around rearranging the cameras and ensuring they were all working
properly.
When Mercy came back, she looked more confident than before, and she returned not
only with more scrap and raw materials they could use, but several steel doors and countless feet
of copper wiring and other useful materials taken from an ancient construction site. She had led
them successfully into the city, and led them successfully back to base… and on the way, picked
up Zane and Mary. When they stepped into the motel, both were able to take off their gas masks,
smiling with relief at the oxygen in the air being vented in by the purifier.
They brought with them only what they could carry… but it was certainly nothing to
scoff at, since both of them carried a variety of magical implements as well as pieces of demonic
crystal. Zerrex was glad for this by far, since it would help speed up construction… and by now,
he was starting to understand why people had been asking him if he needed to take more crystal
with him to the mortal plane, since magic wouldn‟t function there without it.

The night passed quickly, Mary and Zane a little horrified that they were allowing a
Ghoul to do such dirty work for them with the Unsent that kept wandering towards their
headquarters, but it didn‟t take either of them long to get used to the idea. Mercy, meanwhile, sat
holding her father‟s hand quietly as he talked with the other administrators and the two
engineers, trying to plan out the future of their building site. Yet all Zerrex knew, as he gazed at
his daughter softly, was that he wanted it all to work out for the best, no matter what path they
chose to follow. He wanted mortal families to once more be able to live and prosper, to feel what
it was like to be back home and safe… but the reptile knew it would take more than rebuilding
for that all to happen.
Yet that night, he had a few interesting surprises: one was contact coming in from an old
friend on the satellite feed, and Balthazar and Cherry both sat around Zerrex as he leaned over
the laptop‟s crappy webcam and gazed down at the scarred, blue-scaled and long-aged features
of Admiral Cole Albatross, once the Commander of all of Hez‟Ranna, second only under High
King Churchill. Albatross was wearing a plain black suit, with the matching tie done up to his
throat and an eye-patch over one eye, the other a vibrant, glowing purple… but upon closer
inspection, it wasn‟t made of natural tissue, but rather glass that imitated the organic thing.
Albatross had lost his vision to disease some years ago… after all, by now he was growing old
even for a Dragokkaren of his heritage.
Albatross was deeply curious about what was going on with the mortal planet below, and
had a veritable army of volunteers he was ready to fly down… but Zerrex had declined for now,
saying they hadn‟t finished setting up a wide enough zone with air purifiers yet. Albatross had
eventually argued him into agreeing to an extra shipment of supplies, however, and then they had
talked, Balthazar stepping in now and then to renew the friendship they had carried while alive.
And Albatross wasn‟t the only person Zerrex spoke to: he also received a message from the
Heosphoros, which included an apology from Captain Sebastian Hurt, information that a vulture
team would be in the relative area, obviously half-volunteering their aid and wondering at the
same time if it was okay.
Zerrex had made it clear they were to continue operations as normal, as long as no one
shot on anyone else, and the Captain had nodded. And after they had signed off and Zerrex was
ready to head out, he got another call from Heosphoros. Expecting the Captain with some belated
message, he sighed and clicked it on, then winced at the sight of Reia, who had her arms crossed
and a half-amused, half-irritated look in her eyes as she asked what the hell happened to him
spending time with her.
The Drakkaren mumbled awkwardly and tried to hide under the desk, but Cherry and
Cindy grabbed him and hauled him back in front of the camera, and he sighed as he began to…
simply talk, and the two talked for almost forty minutes before Reia finally excused herself to go
and prepare for a mission with the scavengers, after getting a renewed promise from him about
visiting. Then she ran off, and he watched her go quietly before shaking his head slowly with a
faint smile, both feeling glad and like an idiot.
When the next day came, Mercy approached him and took his hands quietly, then
brushed her muzzle against his. Zerrex knew what it meant, but he nodded, knowing it was her
decision nonetheless… and he remained quiet the entire day, even as they worked on nailing
walls together, not even put off by the sight of the Ghoul dragging a freshly-dead body into his
tent for a mid-afternoon snack. Then, when the cargo ship arrived – and even the Ghoul
staggered out of his tent to stare and watch in amazement as another Vivian-Class cargo ship
landed – Zerrex took Mercy by the hand, and they approached it together.

Demons came out, mostly minotaurs and Salamanders, to unload the ship… and Mercy
quietly climbed aboard, going unquestioned as she entered the passenger galley. She was crying
a little, and Zerrex felt like crying too, as he watched her go… and then he sighed quietly, not
speaking as he directed his workers, his family and friends, to start moving the heavier cargo,
while he pointed quietly to Mahihko and Lone, then to the lighter supplies: electronics,
refreshments, and a small supply of crystal.
He glanced up, somehow uncaring, as a massive, spider-like construction crawled off the
back of the ship, unfolding eight huge legs that stood out from a spherical body, from the top of
which extended a huge crane system. It was a demonic construction machine, and somehow
Zerrex couldn‟t find the energy to care as the minotaur lowered it carefully to the ground, then
slid open the front of the machine and climbed out. With a snap of his fingers, Zerrex pointed
Huck towards it, and he nodded before running over to the machine and jumping into it.
Zerrex stood until the ship left with Mercy, then he shook his head slowly, heading back
to the living quarters and feeling useless and stupid, watching as his workers went about building
it. He felt depressed… but the best cure he could think of for that was walking over and picking
up a shovel they had harvested at some point from the city ruins, digging a hole where it was
marked, then carefully lifting and dropping a girder into place, recognizing what Priest and Huck
had settled on. A snap-together design that would be expanded carefully on floor-by-floor, as
Cherry and Priest used their pyrokinetic powers to melt and forge metal together.
The Drakkaren continued to work long after the others stopped, Anathema sitting quietly
on the roof of the main building and watching him as evening began to set, keeping an eye out
even as Unsent began to wander towards the building… and then she finally sighed and dropped
down as Zerrex lifted a premade outer wall into place and used his raw strength to shove it into
position with a shriek of metal, and she walked over and hugged him gently from behind. Zerrex
tensed… then he relaxed slowly, and allowed her to take his hand and lead him up the stairs and
through the back door, into the safety of the motel: the headquarters he had never planned for,
the place that had turned all his designs and schemes on their head.
Two months later found Zerrex finally cheered up some, whistling to himself as he
carried his cane by the neck in one hand, his rollerblades on his feet as he skated down the
highway, an ugly green messenger bag bouncing lightly against his hip. His black clothes rippled
in the wind, and his fedora kept threatening to blow off his head as he moved at a surprising
pace, only hoping that this time he wouldn‟t hit some debris and go for another nasty tumble.
The colony was finally starting to blossom: the outer protective wall was mostly
complete, made of heavy bricks and with an insulation of wire that made it a little bit more
durable: it gave something for the bricks to cling to, instead of just stack against each other, or
something like that. Priest was the genius, not him. The living quarters had also finally been
completed, and many of the rooms were occupied by minotaurs and various low demons like
Swamp Spines. Zerrex didn‟t care what level of demonic hierarchy they sat on, though, as long
as they were good workers and got the jobs that needed to be done, done.
A power station was now being built, but this was being handled mainly by Priest and
Driz, who had come down from Hell but found the atmosphere of the mortal planet painful. The
lack of electrical signals in the air combined with the lack of corruption meant Driz had to spend
a lot of time hooked up to one of the three generators they currently had running, or he slept
inside a lava lamp Cherry had thoughtfully taken from a crumbling home, remembering how he
had spent so much time in one the last time he had been on the mortal plane.

Zerrex neatly slid around a crashed car, and then he grinned a bit as he saw how a large,
broken chunk of building had fallen on a squashed car, leaving a half-assed ramp… and Zerrex
immediately shot towards this, charging up it and then leaping off and sailing over the wreckage
of the car and a broken dumpster… and then he winced as he landed on a shattered chunk of the
street, his knees buckling and pain shooting through his leg as he accidentally ran up onto the
sidewalk, spinning awkwardly around. He might have retained his footing, but then he hit several
twisted chunks of steel, likely the result of a car blowing up, and he immediately lost his footing
and fell, scraping his hands and making the armlet he wore scream in protest as he rolled several
times and landed with his legs sprawled out in front of a half-fallen streetlight, rubbing at his
head slowly and picking pieces of metal from his hair as he mumbled: “Goddammit.”
He groaned, looking back and forth: an office building stood to his right with a stained,
shattered sign that announced it had used to be AVQ District Management, whatever the hell that
stood for… and a few abandoned restaurants were on the other side of him. Ahead, the highway
eventually turned into a broken crater, and several buildings had collapsed around this: the
remnants of some kind of immense blast, but Zerrex was where he needed to be, and that was
what mattered. The Drakkaren got carefully back to his feet, then bladed down the narrow alley
between the AVQ building and a mostly-collapsed structure, muttering as the reptile looked
around, then spotted the spray-painted blue arrows Priest had left as directions. “Here we are.”
The colony was running much smoother these days: people listened to Balthazar and
Sarah, who could be surprisingly businesslike when she wanted to be… and his workers were
cooperating nicely. Another surprise, considering how much his family usually argued with each
other, and Zerrex smiled a bit despite himself at this thought. It meant that he could afford to be
the one to head into Valise when a specific part was needed for something, and he had become
quite good at sniffing these pieces down… especially since Priest always marked key buildings
and areas where fancy technology could be dug up.
The reptile slid carefully inside, glancing back and forth through the wreckage of the first
floor: mostly broken barriers, with a few corpses here and there and a scattering of bullet cases
sparkling in the wreckage. Someone had tried to hold a final stand here… and Zerrex shook his
head slowly. The biggest surprise was that the building hadn‟t been torn down by Mechanauts…
but from the scorch-marks and the rusted litter on the floor, he could tell that elementals had torn
the place apart instead.
Zerrex carefully made his way over to the open elevator doors and into the shattered
compartment stuck on the first floor, but a nylon rope hung down through the open ceiling of the
car. The Drakkaren looked up at this, and then he tugged lightly on it before he tucked his cane
behind himself into his belt, starting to haul himself up hand-over-hand, his rollerblade-covered
feet dangling beneath him.
The Drakkaren reached the third floor after a few moments, where the rope had been tied
off inside, and he grasped the lip of the floor before hauling himself up into debris-covered
corridor. Zerrex looked back and forth, and then he skated slowly down the hallway, weaving
around rubble before he reached a door marked with a blue X, and he shoved this open to skate
into a room beyond filled with computer terminals.
The lizard looked back and forth curiously: the room was in fairly good shape, the
wallpaper in tatters and a few chunks of concrete and ceiling tile laying here and there, but only
one computer had been blown into a twisted hulk, while a few others lay in neatly-disassembled
pieces. Zerrex shrugged a bit as he picked up a fallen office chair, and then he sat down on it as
he took off his rollerblades, tying the laces together and letting them dangle around his neck.

Then he tapped a short command into the armlet as he rose his legs in the air, and boots appeared
over them after a moment, the reptile smiling a bit before he hopped to his feet and pulled a piece
of crumpled paper out of his pocket, double-checking the list Priest had given him.
The Dragokkaren‟s messy handwriting indicated that he needed several hard drives and a
series of microchips and computer parts, most of which could easily be removed from the
computers in this lab. A few other parts specified, however, would have to be removed from the
Special Operations lab on the seventh floor… but for now, Zerrex took his time in picking up
computer towers and pulling them open to start extracting the pieces he needed, putting these
aside for now.
Once he‟d gotten all the parts needed, Zerrex opened his messenger bag and pulled out
two metal boxes, one large and rectangular and the other smaller and cubical: both had foam
inserts inside shaped to hold the parts Zerrex had harvested, the larger one for the hard drives and
the smaller one for the microchips. He stored the parts away, then tucked both now-full boxes
back inside the messenger bag, heading out into the hallway and pulling his cane out of the back
of his belt to lean on it lightly as he headed down the hall, following more blue arrows.
The reptile lowered his head, reflecting absently on how well he‟d come to know this
ruined city: ironic, since he now realized that even when it had been his hometown, he hadn‟t
learned every in and out of the place as well as he knew them now. Then again, even when the
city had fallen into ruin after the wars, he‟d never been on any of the reconstruction teams… and
there had never been a need for him to travel to obscure areas to collect machine parts or help set
up air purifiers. There were even a few mortals helping out with the rescue operations now these
days, since the air around the colony had been well-oxygenated by now, and they were starting to
set them up in other areas to start restoring a little bit of livable atmosphere to the world.
Every air purifier did the job of roughly a thousand trees, with an approximate life of
roughly fifty years before they would have to be replaced: by then, Zerrex hoped, they would
have planted enough trees that the air purifiers would be a little less necessary. Planting had
begun in the wastelands… but maintenance of them was made a little difficult by the fact there
was little rain, and clean water was difficult to come by except through magic or created by
machines that artificially bound particles together to create the precious resource.
After two months and showing such success, however, Zerrex felt confident soon his
operations would be permitted to expand. The colony held forty people so far, with a capacity of
up to a hundred… and that, of course, didn‟t count the Ghoul camped out in his large tent outside
the walls of the colony, close enough to people to be satisfied by their company and protection,
but far enough away he didn‟t become bitter. Zerrex still didn‟t know his name, and the Ghoul
obviously had no intention of telling them: Anathema, however, had made it clear that Ghouls
were not exactly a trusting sort of creature.
The Drakkaren rubbed at his face slowly as he opened a marked door leading into a
stairwell, then he followed the blue arrows up the steps as he continued to think, organizing
events in his mind; from making contact with other colonies, getting messages from people
angry that he was doing this to a lot more people who were glad for his „interference,‟ and of
course, scuffles with things worse than the undead that still crawled the city. On the bright side,
Unsent had finally stopped swarming around their base at night, and the Ghoul didn‟t exactly
complain: it wasn‟t like he was going to run out of corpses to munch on any time soon, after all,
and nor did he mind whether the flesh was fresh or rotten.
It wasn‟t like it had all been peaceful, however: they had also had skirmishes with an Old
God or two, and a Mechanaut with a cadre of electrical elementals, but only the Mechanaut had

been stupid enough to press its luck against a colony full of demons and a few angels. The Old
Gods, on the other hand, had quickly backed the hell off when they had realized what was in the
hive they had just kicked, and fled with all speed after doing only minor damage to the walls
outside. It had shorted out some of the perimeter defenses, but even that wasn‟t exactly a big deal
with how quickly the wiring had been replaced by Huck.
The Mechanaut, on the other hand, had torn apart part of the eastern wall… and then
promptly had most of its head blown off by Marina‟s psychic wrath. That led into thoughts of
how Marina had been strangely quiet these last weeks, however, mainly doing her jobs but
otherwise staying back and watching everything in silence, as if she was waiting for something.
Her behavior was strange, and somehow possessive… and even though she didn‟t talk a lot these
days, he could always feel her eyes on him, her mental fingers stroking through his mind, her
very soul trying to cozy up to him as if she had somehow learned to project her essence from her
body to snuggle up against his own. He realized more and more that in the silence, she was
perhaps more dangerous than if she was yelling her loudest.
Today, Marina would be out with Cindy and Huck, setting up another air purifier on top
of some tower somewhere on the edge of town… and it was strange, but of all the people Marina
got along with, Huck was one of them. He thought it was because Marina and Huck had known
each other back during the war when they had both been mortals… and although Huck was edgy
around her, he also always tried to reach out to her, and seemed to realize he could get closer to
her than most others could. It meant Zerrex could safely issue her along on any missions Huck
was also on, and the fact Cindy was along was just an added bonus: Marina was getting along
better with her sibling mother these days, and Cindy had known Huck back during those trying
times too… had in fact once beaten the crap out of him, after he had made a bet, and it had
fortified their friendship and was something Huck would start rambling about now and then once
he really got talking.
It was essential that everyone continued to get along, from the weakest to the strongest,
the laziest to the hardest worker, and that everyone recognized the value placed in each and
every member of the staff. It might seem to some people like all Sarah and Balthazar did was sit
on their asses all day, but Zerrex knew they were constantly at work, keeping track of every
single tiny thing that went on, and that on top of their task of keeping track of every detail, they
also had to compute resources and manage people and keep themselves below the strict budget
line, lest they bring Zerrex‟s wrath down on their heads. Yet at the same time, they also couldn‟t
skimp on anything… which meant for a lot of creative thinking when it came to ordering in new
supplies, and was another reason why they weren‟t yet ready to allow a bevy of mortals to move
in with them: they simply didn‟t have the money to pay for rations on top of everything else.
Zerrex had, however, remembered the crate of rations he‟d found, mostly only because of
all the ammo they‟d found with it, and so that had been brought back with whatever other canned
and imperishable goods they could find to shove in the top, as-yet-unused level of the living
quarters. The food levels had to be monitored, but as long as people resisted the urge to stuff
their faces, they wouldn‟t have to worry about obtaining more for a while… while water, with
how scarce it was, had to be rationed a little more carefully.
Water could and was created „synthetically‟ – although Zerrex had no idea how the hell
water could be synthetic – by special machines that absorbed pure oxygen from the air, and then
rumbled away while it combined two oxygen particles with a hydrogen atom. The formula for
water… and while creating it also involved a bunch of other scientific mumbo-jumbo that Priest
tried vainly to explain to him one day, Zerrex was fine with only understanding the basic

principles of it, and that it sucked up a hell of a lot of power to produce ten gallons of water
every morning, much of which went towards watering their crops. They also only had two of the
tall, ominous-looking machines, that even powered by three fuel cells each, would only last
about six months before the cells needed to be replaced: a task that would likely prove to be
more a pain in the ass than anything else, since it would mean tearing apart a lot of cars and
production plants to find ones that still worked.
The Drakkaren glanced up at a marked door, checked the floor number on the wall to be
sure, and then he proceeded through it, stepping into a damaged corridor. At the end of this was a
massive security door that had been pried open, wires hanging from the ceiling and still faintly
sparking where some other kind of security precaution had been.
Zerrex walked slowly down the hall to the huge metal shutters on rails, grasping either
side and flexing his muscles to pull it a bit further open with a grunt, and then he slipped
carefully through and into another hall made entirely of metal. It was dented and warped here
and there, but not cracked and crumbled like the rest of the building: most likely because the
entire section seemed like something entirely alien from the rest of the plain-looking office.
He walked carefully down the hall, following the spray-painted marks until he reached a
door labeled “1” in blue overtop whatever it actually was marked… and the reptile grasped the
cool, dark handle of the door. It clanked when he turned it, making him wince at the way the
sound was so loud in the silent building, at how it echoed through the hall… and then he pushed
it open and stepped through into the room beyond, keeping his hand on the doorframe and
holding it open for the moment, just in case.
Places like this always made the Drakkaren nervous, he didn‟t know why: it was only an
empty room, after all, with a huge glass window and a small metal door leading into another
room filled with complex machine parts and a multitude of mechanical arms that hung down
from the ceiling… and the reptile made a face before he sighed and let the door close, walking
up to the countertop in front of the large window and tossing his messenger bag onto it to dig
through and extract three tiny cases, each meant to hold one specific computer component. The
reptile mumbled about what a pain in the ass this all was, and then he glanced awkwardly at the
row of complex-looking controls sitting next to the counter, beside an overturned chair. As
always, Zerrex had the urge to pick the chair up… but he resisted it because he didn‟t want to go
near the controls, afraid it would wake the system up somehow.
The reptile headed instead to the small metal door leading into the next room, mumbling
under his breath as he pushed his hands against it, then firmly shoved upwards to heave the door
partially up into the ceiling. Then he slipped a foot forwards into the empty space now present
below the door, hooking it and pulling upwards to lift it higher before he ducked, face
awkwardly pressing against the metal before he grasped the bottom of the thankfully-light door
and lifted it up into the ceiling.
It clicked loudly as it caught on some mechanism, and Zerrex turned to pick up the three
metal casings he had left on the counter before ducking into the room beyond. He looked up
nervously at the mechanical arms, then he turned his attention to the half-constructed thing on
the table: either a complex supercomputer or some kind of weird-shaped bomb, the reptile didn‟t
know which.
He did, however, know what microchips Priest wanted out of it, and their rough
location… so the reptile looked at the shape until he figured out which part of it was the front,
then he reached down and wiggled part of the outer shell of the rectangular, ugly thing off. Then
he made a face when he realized it had an inner layering of insulation held on by screws to a

metal frame shaped too much like a ribcage for his liking, and the reptile sighed before he held
up his right index finger, concentrating.
The scales peeled away from it, revealing warped rock beneath… and then it trembled,
then shimmered before the top his finger became a screwdriver head, solidifying into silvery,
smooth metal. A trick Zerrex had taken a long time to learn, that was harder when his powers
were turned down low… but as long as he wasn‟t trying to reshape his entire arm, it wasn‟t
anywhere approaching the impossible.
He carefully unscrewed about five of the screws from the skeleton, then removed not
only part of the insulation, but an entire length of metal, tossing it aside and leaving a large hole
in the machine. Zerrex flicked his right hand a few times, getting his finger to return to normal as
scales grew back over it… and then he reached down into the device, mumbling under his breath
before his hand settled on a large, board-shaped object, and he wiggled this back and forth until
it came free.
He pulled the control board loose from the hole, then carefully pulled three large blue
microchips off it, putting one of these in each case. Super-processors or something, he wasn‟t
sure… he just knew they were required for the complex power station they were building. Then
the lizard looked at the control board and the bevy of microchips it still had on it, and he
shrugged before picking up some of the removed insulation and wrapping this around it several
times, figuring more couldn‟t hurt.
The reptile carried these out to put them all into his messenger bag, then he poked a
button on the counter that caused the small door to release and fall back into place. It always
amazed him closing the goddamn things apparently only took a spring, but opening them
required electricity and all kinds of fancy equipment to make it work… and then Zerrex grunted
and shook himself out of these thoughts, heading back into the hall.
Ten minutes later, he was emerging into the street, rubbing awkwardly at his face with
one hand as he glanced back and forth. The Drakkaren reached up to take his rollerblades off,
and then he frowned as something whistled in the distance: the note was high, piercing, and
strange, seeming to carry on for a long time until the lizard turned around and saw a panther in
the distance, wearing only a strange red uniform and a white sash tied tightly around his waist.
Zerrex stared at this for a few moments, at the way his piercing yellow eyes stared right into the
Drakkaren‟s soul from the distance… and then the reptile blinked, and suddenly the panther was
standing right in front of him, Zerrex gaping and dropping both his rollerblades and messenger
bag before the slender male swung an open palm hard up into his chin in a powerful windmill
attack, following up with a single vicious palm strike to the lizard‟s chest.
Zerrex grunted, his head lashing back as he was knocked stumbling, and a moment later
he felt like he‟d just been run into by a car, skidding backwards as another set of blows caught
him. He dropped to a half-kneel, cursing under his breath, and then the panther readied itself
silently, only some ten feet away… and the Drakkaren winced, slowly getting up and brushing
himself off as he looked over the male, faintly recognizing the stance as he took in narrow
shoulders, a thin chest that the red, tightly-buttoned vest billowed around, the white bands
around either arm that matched a sash Zerrex could now see was ornamented with various tribal
designs… and the reptile rolled his head on his shoulders before he cracked his neck, saying
mildly: “You‟re not a god, are you? Not even a demon. Just someone who‟s either had way too
much coffee today or, more likely, some natural talent with unnatural abilities.”
The panther snorted, grit his teeth, and then he became a blur, launching forwards and
smashing at least three solid strikes into Zerrex‟s chest, the reptile feeling the damage and the

preciseness of the panther before the cat slammed an elbow into a pressure point in his neck, and
the Drakkaren spasmed before he fell to his knees, trying to wheeze air in and out of his lungs
even as he reminded himself he didn‟t need to breathe. Then the panther‟s hands deliberately
settled on his head, and Zerrex launched himself into a forwards flip, the cat letting out a grunt of
surprise as he was pulled onto Zerrex‟s back before the Drakkaren landed on top of him,
crushing him beneath his weight.
He was booted off a moment later, but the lizard caught himself nimbly and half-spun
around, glowering over at the panther as he crawled up to his feet, rubbing at his head and
bleeding from his muzzle now with a snarl of frustration. He began to raise his fists… and then
he looked up, before he pointed at Zerrex and said in a sharply-accented voice: “You die soon.
You die, godling.”
With that, the panther seemed to vanish from existence… except Zerrex knew he was
simply moving too fast for even his eyes to pick up on, and the Drakkaren groaned before he
climbed to his feet slowly, shouting: “I‟m not an Old God, jackass!”
He stood for a moment, sulking and muttering under his breath, then slowly gathered up
his cane – knocked loose during the struggle – and his messenger bag, then he made his combat
boots vanish with a simple command to the nanotech armlet before he slipped on his rollerblades
with a sigh, holding his cane by the neck again and feeling moody even as he glanced up at the
sky every so often nervously. Something had spooked the mortal off… and even though he
hadn‟t been able to do much physical damage, the panther didn‟t come across at the type to run
at the first sign of trouble. Besides, now that Zerrex had been alerted to it, there was something
strange in the air: a sort of tickle, hard to describe… less like he was being watched, but more
like someone was… waiting for him. And he didn‟t mean the obvious.
The reptile mumbled as he skated around wreckage, shaking his head slowly as he sighed
and wondered briefly if he should adjust his armlet up, just in case… but he knew that with more
power in his veins, he would be a bigger target and easier to track on top of everything else. So
instead he ignored it for now, moving quickly down the highway and trying to just let his mind
free itself, even as his thoughts continued to stubbornly return to the same thing over and over
again.
By the time the colony was in sight, however, Zerrex felt like his mind was finally
settling down, though… and thoughts of talking this out with the others helped a little, too. He
skidded to a stop near the sandy embankment, then pulled off his rollerblades and tapped the
command back in to make boots once more form around his feet, before the reptile picked up the
skates and headed across the wastelands to one of the large, open gates in the main wall. He
rolled his eyes, but couldn‟t exactly blame anyone, all the same… it wasn‟t like the people they
were trying to keep out used doors, after all.
He walked through, heading for the half-completed brick building that was the power
station, smiling a bit as he always did at the sight of the hardy weeds that had started springing
up underfoot. It was still life being supported by the planet, no matter what form it took,
however, and Zerrex was glad to see it in this arid wasteland… and he only hoped they would be
able to stabilize the planet and bring back its beautiful lost greenery all the faster.
The Drakkaren knocked on a blue metal door in the half-built power plant, two sides of it
almost nothing but steel girders, tarps, and some mortared brick, and Zerrex smiled a bit at the
sight of it nonetheless before he pushed through the door. Workers were all over the place, fixing
things here and there, mortaring bricks and laying them on, and following the directions of Driz
as he half-stuck out of a generator, his energy body sparking and sizzling as even Cindy looked

at him with irritation at his complex commands and growing obnoxiousness: but everyone
understood it was only one of many tells Driz would soon need a break to recharge.
The generator was what dominated most of the room: a massive amalgamation of
demonic and mortal technology, the immense machine was based around some kind of advanced
perpetual energy theorem that Zerrex didn‟t understand in the slightest. Priest swore up and
down that it was non-nuclear, didn‟t use demons as a power source, and that it wouldn‟t kill
them all if it exploded, so the Drakkaren had decided that satisfied him more than enough for
now. All he knew was that it was immense, shaped like a huge tube that was rounded at both
ends and encircled by several large metal bands and all manner of cables. Several towering black
metal bars stood high in the air, tipped with immense spheres of some alluring dark steel, and
more of these were being assembled as Priest stood on a high platform above the huge machine,
tapping away at a complex bank of controls, intent as always on his work.
Zerrex walked up a set of steel stairs next to the huge machine, eyeing it suspiciously as
he always did and wondering how the hell it worked, then he shook his head and strode over to
his son, patting the Dragokkaren‟s forearm. Priest glanced up at him, and then he smiled and
stepped away from the terminal, motioning around the square platform they stood on.
“Everything‟s finished except for those few parts I need. What do you think?”
Zerrex looked around , not understanding what he was seeing. Metal grating for a floor,
metal railings, an L-shaped control terminal by Priest and a series of switches and levers on the
wall, next to some cabling and a circuit box… and when the reptile looked dumbly up at the
Dragokkaren, he made a face and rubbed the back of his head slowly. “Okay, maybe it‟s only
impressive to me. But hey, you got the parts?”
The Drakkaren nodded, then he opened his messenger bag and handed the various cases
to Priest, who eyed them greedily as he cradled them in his arms before he tilted his head
curiously as the reptile held out the insulation-wrapped circuitboard, shrugging a bit. “Figured I
might as well grab this, too, maybe you can put the microchips to use somewhere else.”
Priest took the circuit board and unwrapped it, looking them over curiously. “Maybe.
This is part of a complex-as-shit computer system, though… I take it you removed it from that
thing the company was building in the assembly room?”
“Yeah. It was the board those processors were on. Any idea what that was?” Zerrex
leaned forwards on the railing, then he smiled slightly as Driz vanished into the generator after
someone threw a machine part at him. Probably Cindy. She’s the only one he respects enough to
not retaliate when he’s this moody.
The Dragokkaren was frowning at him, however, and Zerrex glanced at himself, then
made a face as he rubbed at a few tears in his jacket. “Oh, this? Got in a scuffle with some superfast mortal. At least I think he was mortal… definitely not demon or angel or god, but he moved
faster than I could track.”
“That‟s great.” Priest made a face, then he jerked his head at Zerrex. “Why don‟t you go
take a rest then, Dad? We‟ve got things under control here… you‟ve really pulled this whole
operation together.”
Zerrex smiled a bit at this, then he patted Priest on the arm, nodding after a moment. “I
won‟t argue with you for once, since I have to admit… things are starting to come together. I just
hope they stay that way.”
Priest smiled at him, and Zerrex strode quickly down the steps before he looked to the
side curiously as Cindy joined him, the female smiling softly as she took his hand. Zerrex opened
his mouth, and she said softly: “I‟m off-duty, Daddy. Was just helping this shift out a little… but

you know, we‟re going to need to invest in a medical area soon. Just a little hut or even some
tents where I can treat injured or ill people, if mortals are going to start moving back down here
in bigger numbers.”
“That‟s only a possibility for now, Cindy.” Zerrex said mildly, glancing over at her with a
slight smile nonetheless as they walked around the power station and towards the living quarters,
Zerrex taking the long way around on purpose to avoid passing by their so-called „head office‟
and get sucked into some horrible semi-political work. “Besides, I thought you had a medical lab
set up in the main building.”
“I do, but no clinic or anything. Besides, the motel‟s gotten crowded now.” Cindy smiled
a bit at this. “Plus they‟re doing all that reconstruction… converting our old bedrooms into
meeting rooms and a weapons room and who knows what else.”
Zerrex laughed a bit, and they swung their joined hands back and forth quietly before
Cindy murmured softly: “I still haven‟t forgotten either, Daddy. You do know you‟re going to
have to stop putting it off, and… act on things, sooner or later.”
“I know, Cindy, I… it‟s just…” Something tickled at the reptile‟s mind again, and he let
go of his hand and looked skywards as Cindy sensed whatever it was too, her features darkening.
“Things seem to keep coming up…”
The two broke into a loose jog, stepping into the open area past the power station, and
they joined a small crowd that had gathered to stare up and point at two figures floating silently
in the sky. Zerrex winced at this, cursing under his breath as they seemed to simply be standing
on thin air, before they both lowered their heads slightly and floated quietly downwards to hover
silently some forty feet above their heads.
One was slightly larger than the other, but apart from their colors – one was gold, the
other silver – they were almost exactly the same. Both were clad in some kind of heavy-duty
armor made of dome-shaped plates that covered their entire body, perfectly symmetrical to the
last detail… but also lackluster, as if the metal they were made from had no shine. Between the
rounded plates that made up the main segments of the body was a foil-like, crinkling material
that made Zerrex think of biohazard suits, and the muzzles and faces of each of the beings was
covered by an elongated cone through which there were no slits, bolted into a helmet that fitted
completely over the faces of either being.
They had no weapons, and their posture was calm, not trying to show themselves off, not
aggressive in any way, shape or form… and then the gold being rose one of his hands, showing
off the gauntlet it was covered by as he asked in a clear voice, not muffled in the slightest by the
strange helmet he was wearing: “Where is the one they call Zerrex Narrius?”
“Here!” Zerrex shouted immediately, and then he made a quick motion to Cindy, who
nodded and began striding through the crowd, ordering people in a quiet but urgent voice to get
to the living quarters. A moment later, however, the Drakkaren was joined by Priest at one side,
Cherry at the other, and then Anathema with Sammy on her shoulder and Marina. He pushed in
front of the group surrounding him, however, looking back at them with a silent order to stay put
as he rose a hand and asked: “What are your names, Old Gods? What do you want here?”
Silver laughed at this, but it wasn‟t cruel or callous: instead, it was honest surprise, and
Gold shook his head slowly before saying contritely: “We do not wish to deceive you, Zerrex
Narrius. We are gods, yes… and we are ancient gods… but we are not members of Athéos‟s
party, who called themselves with such little evidence „Old Gods.‟ Yet we are gods older and
more powerful than Thanatos… true elder gods, who know of the secrets of the universe, and yet
lay bound in servitude to a being even greater and more terrible than us.

“I am Chronos, master of time and space as you perceive it… and this is my brother,
Ennui.” Chronos gestured at the silver-armored, slightly-smaller being, who bowed slowly. “We
have been sent, Zerrex Narrius, to test your limits and your strengths… you have become a
creature of particular interest to our master.”
“And who is this master of yours?” Zerrex asked calmly, even as he adjusted the dial on
his armlet up to eighty. He tapped the enter key, then snarled as energy sparked over his body
and his awareness became sharper, wobbling on his feet as he felt his form flooded with strength;
after two months of constant testing and work, he was suddenly glad he had gone through the
pain of adjusting his body to even the largest of jumps this machine could make. “And test me
how? Because I don‟t do so well at written tests.”
Ennui tilted his head down towards him curiously, and then he said softly: “Interesting.
No wonder Magnus shows such interest in him, brother… look at the way his energy frequency
has changed. The very particles that make up his body have become ionized, excited… and the
energy that supports his thin organic exterior has lost some of its density, converting even
physical matter into free energy he can manipulate to his will… interesting…”
“Your friends wish to interfere with us.” Chronos said quietly, and Zerrex snorted, then
the god shook his head slowly. “I present you with a choice. Come with us. Let us test you. And
we shall return you alive to this place. Should your allies attack, however, we will be left with no
choice but to destroy them. Magnus was specific we should not destroy this encampment… but
we can remove you from the equation temporarily and proceed to annihilate those who stand up
to us with little difficulty.”
Zerrex opened his mouth, and then Cherry muttered behind him: “Fuck this shit. Priest,
time to play ball!”
Cherry drew a hand back as it exploded into flames, and then she threw the fireball hard
at the Dragokkaren, who grinned before he turned and spiked this at the gods above as he added
his own powers to the attack… and Chronos simply tilted his head curiously before the meteor of
flames struck and exploded, a huge whoosh of flames spiraling upwards before it became
smoke… but as this slowly cleared, the two gods simply floated, completely unharmed. Chronos
continued to look more curious than anything else, and then he said in a gentle, apologetic voice:
“I am sorry for this.”
“It‟s me you want!” Zerrex shouted, launching himself upwards… and Chronos held a
hand out, the lizard simply freezing in place as Marina screamed her father‟s name and fell to her
knees, the others staring in shock at the sight of the Drakkaren. He was unmoving, frozen in mid
jump and floating strangely in the air, still snarling as reality rippled oddly around his body…
and then Ennui flicked his own hand absently, and massive arcs of blue energy tore around the
Drakkaren‟s body before he was slammed backwards, crashing into the ground with cracks
spreading through his form as if it had become glass, blood dripping from his mouth before he
vomited black bile on himself as Anathema cursed and tried to get him to sit up, but as Zerrex
looked down at himself in horror, he knew what had happened, and that it was already too late as
Ennui shook his head slowly before snapping his fingers.
The Drakkaren seemed to explode with a sound like shattering glass, and yet it was not
blood and gore that floated through the air, but instead energy, as Marina screamed again before
her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she fell over in a dead faint, Cherry moaning in
horror and Priest clutching at his face… leaving only Anathema to snarl upwards as Sammy
hissed on her shoulder, both better able to sense it than the horrified others as Ennui said in a
mild voice: “Your concerns should not be for him. He‟s merely become disassociated energy for

the time being… much like a puzzle thrown against a wall, he is in pieces… but every piece is
accounted for, every piece will fit back together when the time is right. For now, however…”
Cherry wasn‟t listening, couldn‟t understand as she fell over, then screamed her fury to
the skies before charging forwards and launching herself stupidly upwards… and with only a
look at her, Cherry‟s movements violently reversed themselves, the female falling back to the
ground before she seemed to charge backwards, and then she flew off her feet and crashed into
Priest, bowling him over even as he tried to catch her. She stared in shock, and then both she and
Priest leapt to their feet, throwing fireball after fireball at the two… but Ennui held his hand out
now, and the fireballs seemed to greedily consume themselves before coming even halfway to
them, turning into puffs of smoke that quickly vanished in midair.
Chronos and Ennui regarded the two, before a metal girder flew suddenly through the air
towards their side, and both of the gods were smashed flying by it, Chronos flailing his arms and
half-flipping before Cindy roared as she threw another girder like a javelin straight into his chest,
knocking him flying high into the air with a grunt. Ennui, meanwhile, was holding onto his head,
as if he had been stunned… and Anathema took this chance to vanish from the crowd as Priest
ran forwards, then dropped to all fours, launching himself hard upwards the moment he felt his
mother leap up onto his back, and she tackled the god from the sky, her hands blazing with white
flames as she grabbed the silver-plated being by the throat as tears leaked from her eyes.
Anathema hid behind a building, then sat down and closed her eyes as Sammy jumped
down into her lap… and a moment later, her spirit left her body, invisible to everyone present as
she looked back and forth, then simply concentrated… and suddenly, she was on a different level
of reality, everything distorted grays and blacks, echoes of dead spirits wandering back and forth
without ever knowing what was going on around them, in this very same area… and Anathema
shuddered, hugging her now-naked, now-whole Naganatine form. There were thousands of
ghosts here, hidden in the places between dimensions, on a wavelength between particles… and
who knew how many of these ghosts would eventually accidentally filter into reality? Most of
them were quietly walking around, as if lost and trying to stay calm, trying to find an exit… but a
few had broken down into full rampage mode, screaming and raving and lashing out at other
spirits, even though their hands passed uselessly through them.
Anathema shook her head, then she concentrated, delving deeper, delving into the space
between spaces… and she ended up in almost pure whiteness, floating quietly without ground,
not knowing if her spirit had entered the hidden world inside atoms, or if she had simply passed
into the blankness of the Nothingness, or if maybe this was just her mind trying to play tricks on
her. But she had one advantage, and that was being able to sense Zerrex‟s energy and body…
and as she looked back and forth, her eyes settled on a twitching, translucent blue hand that
obviously belonged to the Drakkaren.
She floated over to it and picked it up… and it seemed startled. Strange, a hand seeming
startled, yet it was far from the strangest thing she had ever seen… and as she quietly leaned
down to kiss the palm of it in a gesture to her that seemed strangely natural to let it know she was
here to help, it twitched, then gave her a thumbs up before pointing in another direction.
Anathema smiled, then looked in that direction, floating forwards slowly… and like something
out of the mist, a figure slowly began to appear.
Zerrex was sitting naked and looking grouchy, cracks still visible through his body but
mostly together… except for the fact he was missing almost his entire right side. However, the
reptile had most of aforementioned right side in front of him, and he was slowly picking up the

pieces, shoving them into place, and then smiling as they stuck properly, before he looked up in
surprise at Anathema as she held out his hand to him, which waved awkwardly. “Here.”
“Thanks.” He stopped, then asked after a moment: “Can you give me a hand with this?”
They both looked at each other, and then Zerrex cracked a smile and Anathema laughed,
before she shook her head slowly as she tossed his hand down in the pile of Zerrex-fragments.
There was no blood or gore, not here in this deep a level of dissociated energy… only pieces of
what seemed like blue glass, but fit properly against the humpty-dumpty puzzle the Drakkaren
had become.
Working together, they rebuilt Zerrex in a short matter of time: neither could say how
long, however, because time seemed immeasurable in here. Zerrex stood up once he was back
together, flexing his body as the cracks began to fade from him… and then Anathema said
quietly: “Shall we head back, then? It could be seconds from when we left upstairs… or it could
be hours. Maybe even days or years or eons, who can tell?”
“I think it‟ll only be seconds. This… this is all too familiar to me.” Zerrex said quietly,
looking up with a frown at the blankness that surrounded him… and then he reached out and
took one of Anathema‟s hands quietly, asking her softly: “Have you been here before?”
“Only when I was banished…” Anathema smiled a bit at him, squeezing his hand
silently… and then she shook her head slowly, even as Zerrex reached out and stroked his
fingers almost wonderingly down her whole stomach, suddenly looking embarrassed. “But come
on. We have no time for this. Who knows what else those gods can do?”
Zerrex nodded, and then he mimicked Anathema as she looked upwards, before wincing
as he felt himself more dragged-along then anything else… and it was like surfacing from the
ocean far too quickly, his entire body clenching and cramping as he felt his blood boiling and
curdling in his veins, before he finally threw his head back and howled in pain as they broke
through something that felt like a stone wall… and then he had a sensation of falling before he
landed with a grunt on his hands and knees, shaking his head out as it rang painfully before
looking up stupidly to see Cherry flying through the air, and he leapt out on instinct to tackle her
before she could strike the ground, twisting around and landing on his back with a grunt of pain
as he skidded over the earth.
She opened one swollen eye, blood leaking from her mouth and nose, and then she
grinned weakly, whispering: “See? I knew you‟d come back, Boss… you just can‟t stay dead…”
She coughed hard, then slowly began to wobble to her feet, shaking her head out. Zerrex
reached out a hand with concern, but she shook her head and shrugged him off, muttering as she
touched her skull: “Ain‟t nothing. Ennui sucked all the energy out of me, feels like… bastards
are tough, though, gotta give „em that. I‟ll be fine once I get my breath back.”
Zerrex nodded, looking up as he saw Cindy flying in a circle around the two, looking
furious… and Priest was crouched over a fainted Marina, which made him wince. Anathema was
nowhere in sight, and the Hezrow Twins were running around like idiots, obviously not knowing
what to do while Cherry had taken a seat on the ground, looking pale and trembling a bit from
blood loss. Then he cursed when Cindy suddenly began to spin backwards in a violent tornado,
looking horrified before she was thrown as if from a catapult, crashing through part of the outer
wall and sending chunks of steel and stone raining down… but Chronos simply lifted a hand, and
the outer wall immediately rebuilt itself, making Zerrex wince. Reality control. Big time reality
control. Maybe that’s what he meant by time as we perceive it…
The Drakkaren flexed his body, readying himself… and Ennui glanced down and saw
this, before he snapped his fingers. Suddenly, Zerrex was moving through what felt like jelly

instead of air, struggling to move forwards… and Chronos and Ennui floated beside each other,
before the larger, gold-armored god rose a hand… and cracks ripped through the lizard‟s body as
he gargled in agony, falling to his knees in slow motion as Cherry cursed and Priest leapt to his
feet, running towards his father before he too began to move slowly… and then Ennui pointed at
him, and Priest froze solid in time, not blinking, not breathing, not moving, trapped in mid-step.
“We control the universe on a molecular level, Zerrex Narrius… how can you hope to
stand against us?” Chronos said almost gently, and he spread his arms in an almost imploring
motion. “Besides, what does it matter? We have already proven now that you are an inferior
specimen… we have already gathered the information we need for Magnus, apart from one
important piece of data… so if you would come with us, then-”
“Brother, we have an uninvited guest.” Ennui said, voice suddenly cold, and Chronos and
Ennui immediately both floated up higher, the air regaining its normal feeling as Zerrex fell
forwards on his face and Priest staggered and then barely managed to catch himself with a curse.
The Drakkaren gritted his teeth, then he winced as his son grabbed him by the shoulders, hauling
him up, and Zerrex stumbled before Priest caught him as the wounds on his body healed slowly,
before both felt the distinct tremor through the ground of what could only be a Mechanaut, and
Zerrex cursed under his breath: that was all they needed on top of everything else.
The reptile immediately ran for the nearest gate leading out, followed by Priest,
Anathema, and a Cherry who squawked at them to wait for her, stumbling along drunkenly as
she clutched her head with one hand and her stomach with the other. The ragtag group staggered
its way out to see a massive, monstrous three-hundred-foot goliath of rusted metal plates, cables,
and rotten flesh, sparking violently here and there and sending out huge arcs of electricity that
twisted around its body and sent lightning bolts spiraling along its body. Then Zerrex snarled,
realizing it was headless, realizing that this was the flagship of the dead emissary of the Old
Gods, Josef Kafka: the Colossus.
Instead of a head, there was an enormous dome with a railing around it, reconstructed
into a viewing area lined with thrones, in which Old Gods had sat and watched as the nighindestructible, towering being took another shambling step forwards, and Zerrex realized
something was screaming at them, holding a pair of reins that apparently controlled the massive
monstrosity… and without moving their limbs, without even walking on air, Chronos and Ennui
slid smoothly in a figure-eight pattern before halting side-by-side in front of the being, the voice
of the God of Time saying calmly: “Cease your assault. This does not concern you.”
“Get out of my way, traitors, or I‟ll annihilate you too!” roared the voice of the god in
control of Colossus, and the maddened creature laughed maniacally, gesturing at the empty seats
around him. “My friends, my allies, my family abandoned me, but I will ride this war-beast right
through your ranks and show you what it feels like to be alone!”
It took another step forwards, and Priest looked at Zerrex, asking urgently: “What the
fuck do we do here? Whose side are we on?”
“Our own. We stay back, let them fight it out, hope they don‟t damage the base.” Zerrex
muttered, and Cherry glanced at him questioningly as Anathema smiled coldly, apparently
approving of this logic. “It‟s not our usual style, but it‟ll have to do for now… we can‟t fight
Colossus and those ancient gods at once.”
“You could take off your armlet and eat them.” Cherry suggested helpfully, and the
Drakkaren looked at her sourly before he was distracted by a grating sound, as the immense halfmachine, half-undead-primordial leaned forwards towards the gods.

Ennui rose a hand, saying in a colder voice than his brother: “Enough of this, child.
Leave immediately: you are tampering in things far beyond your comprehension.”
The Old God responded to this with a snarl, screaming something Zerrex couldn‟t
understand before Colossus took a sudden lunge forwards, electricity erupting from its body as
electrical elementals howled from inside it, lunging free from holes throughout the armor of the
being… and Ennui simply snapped his fingers, and both elementals and the huge jolts of
lightning travelling over Colossus vanished as if they had never existed, a few of the larger arcs
of electricity slowly fading from sight before Chronos swept a hand out, and the mechanical
monstrosity‟s hand froze in mid-grab.
The metallic parts of the being rapidly rusted away as cables tore free from it, flesh
beneath the metal sagging and turning to a horrifying, pus-like liquid that gushed and spilled
through the shattered steel, and a moment later the entire titanic machine simply collapsed into
rusted scrap metal that turned to dust before it even hit the barren earth below it, the Old God
that had been riding the device that had once been mightiest of the fleet of Mechanauts falling
through the air with a howl of desperation and agony… and then both Ennui and Chronos shoved
a hand forwards at the same time, and the Old God seemed to explode into fragments of energy,
his screams resounding through Zerrex‟s mind as he winced, before they too slowly faded away
to nothingness… and then Ennui and Chronos turned around, slowly floating over towards
Zerrex and hovering only a few feet above the ground as they looked at him, and he looked back.
Finally, the reptile said quietly: “You… did to him what you did to me. Except you did
something to him… sped up the molecules that made him or something, made him… age to
death.”
“Sharp observation. Something like that.” Chronos said softly, and then he glanced at his
brother, who nodded, before he turned his conical-helmed, featureless head back towards Zerrex.
“Our quarrel is ended for now, Zerrex Narrius. But we will be back, to finish our examination of
you, and we will not be deterred from it next time.”
“Who is Magnus?” Priest asked suddenly, and both the ancient gods looked at him
silently. The Dragokkaren looked back steadily, gritting his teeth… and then he snarled: “Who
the fuck is Magnus and what does he want with my Dad?”
“That is not of your concern at this time.” Chronos replied quietly, and before anyone
could speak, he simply flicked his arm out… and both he and his brother vanished completely
from sight, Zerrex gaping stupidly as Priest stared in the same slack-jawed amazement, before
Cherry mumbled something and fell over and Anathema simply shook her head slowly.
Cindy staggered over to them, still looking dizzy, and Marina joined them as well after a
moment… and all Zerrex could do was sigh, sit down, and turn his armlet back down to ten
percent, cursing under his breath at the agony that ripped through his system for more than a
minute before it finally pulsed to back towards normal, his nose bleeding slightly but otherwise
leaving him none the worse for wear. Then he closed his eyes as he stood up slowly, and silently
he led the group back inside, wondering what he had just gotten the colony into.
Before those thoughts could lead him anywhere bad, however, Marina immediately
grabbed one of his shoulders, saying quietly: “It‟s not at all your fault, Daddy… if anything, it‟s
ours. They didn‟t attack the colony, after all… they only went after you, and even though they
could have killed you… they didn‟t. They didn‟t kill any of us… it means they want something.
That Magnus, whoever he is, wants something…”

“Yeah, well, why the hell does that just make me even more worried?” Cherry mumbled,
clutching her stomach still, and then she threw her head back and groaned. “Fuck, I need a
fucking nap and my fucking guts to stop fucking twisting and twirling around each other.”
“Then go take a nap. Come on, Daddy, you look like you need some rest too, but I want
to check you out in the medical lab first.” Cindy said quietly, gently pulling Zerrex away. Marina
looked embarrassedly after her father, but she didn‟t follow, instead turning away in shame…
and Zerrex thought it was because she had fainted, of all things, but he couldn‟t blame her. She
felt everything he did when they were in close proximity, linking her mind to his so effortlessly
that he barely recognized her mental fingers anymore… but that meant what he felt, she felt, and
he could only imagine what it must have felt like when he had basically shattered like a cheap
vase hit by a shotgun blast.
Priest sighed quietly as he headed to the power plant himself, relatively unscathed
compared to the others, and Anathema followed Cindy and Zerrex, Sammy sitting on her
shoulder. Cindy didn‟t seem to mind the company, and then she smiled a bit as she pointed out
his belongings on the ground, and Zerrex nodded after a moment, the angel gathering these
things up for him: she was thankfully one of the few people who could also touch his cane, since
the holy symbols didn‟t react to the touch of many angelic beings.
Anathema took his messenger bag, rooting through it curiously as if this was an everyday
thing, not the slightest bit fettered by what had just happened, and Zerrex envied the way she
adapted to things so quickly. Then he laughed a bit as Sammy hopped down into the messenger
bag, sticking his head out of it and chirping cheerfully at him, and Cindy smiled softly herself,
Zerrex‟s rollerblades dangling from a hand before they continued towards the main building.
People piled out: Balthazar, Sarah, Zane, Mary, and three mortals whom they had rescued
from the debris, everyone asking questions… but Cindy and Anathema quieted them quickly as
Zerrex lowered his head, saying finally as he sensed people hesitantly sticking their heads around
corners and approaching from behind: “I don‟t know what happened. I honestly don‟t. But they
destroyed Colossus entirely, and an Old God. They protected the colony, and repaired damage
even as we fought them.” Or rather, even as we got the crap kicked out of us. “They said they‟d
come back. They probably will come back. But they‟re after me. And I just got blown up, so I
really need some rest, so let‟s please save the rest of this for later.”
“Then perhaps for the moment business as usual is best.” Balthazar said slowly after a
moment, and he glanced at Sarah as she frowned worriedly. “Miss Ginsbury, why don‟t we take
a short break ourselves from the business at hand, however? And everyone else here… we
haven‟t yet distributed today‟s rations, after all, and I could use a short smoke break myself.”
The others mumbled between themselves, but the distraction was enough for Zerrex,
Cindy, and Anathema to slip into the corridor of what had once been a motel, but was now the
main operations building of their colony. They walked down a hallway that was now smooth and
clean, past doors with neat labels instead of numbers on them, until they reached the one marked
clearly with the word „LAB‟ and entered.
It was organized and yet cramped in here, a counter going around three walls of the room
stacked with all kinds of medical equipment, microscopes, and a few large, humming machines.
Shelves and cabinet units had also been added, filled with syringes, medical supplies, and a
variety of other equipment… and Cindy sighed as she sat down on a wheeled stool, sliding
herself over to the other side of the long, rectangular room as Zerrex sat down on a cushioned,
converted armchair, reflecting how once, there had been both a bedroom and a bathroom in
here… and yet you‟d never be able to tell unless you noticed the way the color of the floor tiles

changed and the faintly-visible L-shaped mark on the floor indicating where a wall had once
stood. “Let‟s get you fixed up then, Daddy…”
Zerrex mumbled as he pulled a lever on the chair, and it flopped into a reclining position
as Anathema leaned on the wall and Sammy curiously looked back and forth. Then Cindy came
over with a syringe, dabbing the area with disinfectant – she had once used rubbing alcohol by
accident on his scales, and they had quickly rotted away – before inserting the needle and
making Zerrex wince as she injected him with a synthetic stimulant. Something that woke most
people up, in other words, but with his weird chemistry just gave him a little more energy.
She bandaged the wound despite the fact it had healed by the time she took the band-aid
off its paper backing, and Zerrex rolled his eyes, which resulted in her smacking his shoulder
lightly. He grunted, then she smiled awkwardly at him before kissing his forehead and stepping
away to turn on one machine Zerrex at least recognized: a coffeemaker. “Alright. Where are you
hurting, Daddy?”
“Just the usual spots… more low on energy than anything else, I think, but I‟m sure that
will fix itself in time.” Zerrex said softly after a moment, and then he made a face as he rolled his
shoulders slowly. “Don‟t feel so bad anymore after Anathema and I put me back together…”
“Speaking of which, you‟ve been spending a lot more time together…” Cindy
approached with a cloth, and Zerrex pouted visibly as she began to wipe him down, but he didn‟t
complain as she wiped away grit, dirt and blood to both clean him off and better inspect the few
wounds still on his body. “Are you two dating or anything?”
“That‟s a laugh.” Anathema said with dry amusement, and then she looked surprised
when Cindy glanced up at her curiously. “You‟re serious? You think I would actually spend my
time trying to romance him?”
“I‟m the guy here, I‟d be the one doing the romancing in the relationship. Furthermore,
you‟re just jealous.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he winced when Anathema bopped him on the
skull with her fist. “That‟s grounds for domestic abuse, you know. If we were a couple.”
“Couple implies two. You have multiple partners. You‟re not coupled with anyone, but
grouped with several.” Anathema replied sourly, and Zerrex rolled his eyes, before she snorted
and crossed her arms. “Anyway, undead and living don‟t usually mix mates, Cindy. We have no
biological need to reproduce, thus little to no sexual drive. Do you see my point here, with the
fact your father has an overabundance of testosterone and need for sex and physical affection?”
“Everyone needs physical affection.” Cindy said softly, before either Anathema or Zerrex
could continue to attack each other, and they both looked stupidly up at her before the female
smiled slightly, gazing over at them with soft amusement. “You guys are so funny, you really
are. Daddy never looks for relationships with other people anymore, you know… he‟s so scared
people think he‟s nothing but a sex-hound or a controlling bastard looking for more sex, more
power, more people to manipulate into his fold that he‟s gotten all tangled up in himself and
forgotten to remember how much he loves all of us. How even when he gets jealous, he
acknowledges that it‟s only fair that we continue to pursue our dreams and other relationships if
he‟s allowed to do the same. He also forgets that he‟s the one who taught many of us sex does
not equate to love, but physical affection can be shared readily among friends if you trust them
through and through.”
Anathema muttered something about porn movies – a concept she had picked up from
Cherry – and then Cindy rolled her eyes, saying mildly: “And you just like to pretend you don‟t
have a heart, when you clearly do have one, pulsing away right there. And it‟s big and oversized,

just like your real heart: you‟re not a sociopath, Anathema, however much you try to pretend you
don‟t care about the world, yet here you are.”
The undead Naganatine glared at her, but Cindy only went back to cleaning Zerrex up,
saying quietly: “It‟s okay to be scared, though. I understand that. I just wish you two would be
honest with each other.” She stopped, then lowered her head a bit, murmuring: “And Daddy… I
wish you would just take the plunge with me, and change me.”
This was the first real time Cindy had said this out loud in front of someone else… and
Zerrex swallowed a bit, looking awkwardly over at Anathema, but she only looked back and
forth between them before she frowned slowly, asking quietly: “Do you truly trust him that
much?”
“And I love him that much, too. I want to be special, Anathema… do you understand
that?” Cindy looked at her quietly as she stood up straight, and then she stepped over to her,
taking her wrists quietly and pulling her gently forwards to make her wrap her arms around her,
and Anathema looked startled as Cindy embraced her in return and lowered her head against her
bare ribs, whispering: “I think you understand. Will you help me? Will you help Daddy?”
Anathema was silent, and then she looked across at Zerrex and nodded slowly, and Cindy
smiled as she pulled away and stepped over to Zerrex. For a few moments, the undead
Naganatine looked down at her hands, as if unable to believe what had happened, and Zerrex felt
a twist of fear inside him, wondering why Cindy was pushing this… before Anathema finally
glanced up and said quietly: “Living or dead, transmogrification isn‟t as intensely difficult as it
might seem at first-”
“I don‟t have enough control, Cindy, please, we can‟t rush this!” Zerrex said sharply, and
then he winced when Cindy turned around and stomped a foot down, sending cracks through the
floor.
“I want this, and I‟m tired of waiting, Daddy!” Cindy shouted at the wall, and then she
lowered her head, a tear rolling down her cheek as she looked over her shoulder with a pained
expression. “It‟s been months, Daddy. Too many months. And I feel too far apart from you…
and I‟m terrified, okay? What if those things come back, and I can‟t do a thing to help you?
Physical blows are all I‟m capable of and they‟re useless against those gods. But if I can at least
sense where you are, I can always find you… even if I can never appear beside you like Cherry
can, at least I‟ll be able to come to your aid and be your shield…”
Anathema snorted at this, and Cindy looked at her sharply before she said gently: “Sin is
Zerrex‟s shield, Cindy. My sister has a sick, twisted fetish for pain that you probably could never
understand.” She paused, and the Drakkaren wondered if that was either a compliment or insult,
coming from the undead Naganatine. “And when those gods come back, they won‟t simply take
Zerrex across the road to beat him up. They‟ll likely drag him to a place where he can‟t summon
either myself or Cherry, where we‟ll be unable to track him by even psychic means. They aren‟t
soldiers, or stupid: they‟re professionals, to use a mortal term that here… is strangely
appropriate.”
She was silent, and then she looked at Zerrex steadily, saying quietly: “You can‟t
transform her while wearing the armlet, but your control is good enough for this… especially if
you allow me to help guide you. And before you start arguing… I now see you‟ve made a
contract with her. You must honor your end of that bargain, and you know this. Besides, Lord
Zerrex… a god of your stature and grandeur deserves emissaries and guardians.” She stopped,
then smiled a bit as her eyes flicked to Cindy. “And she won‟t technically be a child in the

godlike sense until you transform her and make her your daughter, bloodline or not… first
daughter of yours or not.”
Cindy looked surprised at the fact Anathema knew this, and the undead Naganatine
waved a hand dismissively, muttering: “Oh, he never shuts up about you, Cindy. About any of
his kids. I‟m only glad he doesn‟t have a wallet, or he‟d be constantly showing me pictures of
them, I‟m sure, much like that Huck fellow is always showing me pictures of Hans, his lover in
Hell. That‟s what wallets are for, correct? Pictures?”
“Sort of.” Zerrex slapped his forehead, feeling agitated but knowing he was cornered…
and then he sighed quietly, mumbling under his breath before he looked over at Cindy, asking
finally: “When do we do it, then? Now?”
“No.” Anathema interrupted, before Cindy could even speak, and when both Drakkaren
frowned at her, she smiled sourly. “There‟s the family resemblance. No, we do it tonight. It will
be perfect for it, anyway… the moon and Hell will be visible in the sky above. Celestial cycles
are of particular importance… magnetic resonance and the pulses that come from each world
will have a great effect on the outcome of the ritual.”
“But Cindy is from Heaven.” Zerrex pointed out, and then he winced at the curdling look
Anathema gave him. “I‟m not doubting your expertise here, I‟m just pointing out she‟s an
angel!”
Anathema poked him in the nose, and the reptile winced and grabbed his muzzle as she
said flatly: “And you are a God, with traces of demonic heritage still throbbing – stop your
infernal giggling! – in his veins. This is more about you than her… and besides. Cindy obviously
wants to take on some of your characteristics… so it‟s best that you fulfill her wishes and
perform this when the ritual will make her more like you than simply enhance who she already
is.”
Cindy nodded quietly, and Zerrex sighed as he rubbed at his forehead slowly before he
winced as Anathema grabbed his arm roughly, jerking him to his feet. “But come on. If that‟s the
case, then Zerrex needs rest.”
“Wait, I put on coffee.” Cindy said almost impulsively, and Anathema paused before
Cindy motioned hesitantly at the machine, which was still thrumming lightly. “It usually helps
Daddy recuperate a little… keeps him active, gives him energy. That‟s what we want, right? And
I have enough mugs for all of us, too…”
“Fine.” Anathema sighed as Sammy chirped loudly and slithered out of the bag, and
Zerrex sat back down in the armchair, looking at her moodily. She sat down in his lap after a
moment, however, and Zerrex stared at her as she rested back against him, the reptile grabbing
her hips dumbly as she said mildly: “This had better be worth the time.”
As it turned out, Anathema was pleased with the coffee… and the results it had on
Zerrex, the caffeine absorbed and converted quickly into energy by his strange body chemistry.
The last of his wounds healed, and he pepped up slightly… although he remained grouchy at the
fact he was suddenly being rushed into something he very much didn‟t want to do. The moment
he was finished his coffee, however, Anathema bustled him out of there and out of the main
building, shoving him towards the living quarters and bringing him up to the second floor. With
only forty people on staff – and some of those people working around the clock – the first floor
living quarters of the large, almost-barracks of a building was what was mostly used: and since it
had more than enough beds to go around, the two massive sleep halls up here were used mainly
by people who either wanted privacy or mortals who actually required sleep, and not just
snoozing for a little while between shifts or a place to relax in.

The undead Naganatine shoved Zerrex into a bed, tossing his stuff down beside it, and
then she sat down beside him before becoming skeletal, snapping apart, and quickly attaching
herself to him before the Drakkaren could argue. Then her voice explained the simple concept in
his mind: he would sleep, and she would fill him in on the details while he dreamed, so that he
could wake up rested and knowing innately what he had to do for the transformation process to
go as well as it could.
The lizard was nervous, anxious, frustrated, and a variety of other things… but even as he
complained about this to Anathema, he found his eyelids getting heavy… and soon after, he fell
asleep, snoring a bit as he lay sprawled over the bed, covered in the bone armor of the female
and with her skull resting over his own. His sleep felt dreamless and deep and strange… and yet
when he awoke, he dumbly realized that he suddenly understood concepts he‟d never dreamed
existed. He knew that was a pun of some sort, but he couldn‟t figure it out as he rubbed a hand
through his hair… then realized Anathema was sitting across from him, waiting for him to get
up.
It was deep night now, and Anathema led him outside to meet Cindy: ten minutes later,
they strode through one of the gates together and past the Ghoul wandering the perimeter, which
hissed at them as they passed before scampering away as Anathema glowered at it. Not that it
was hostile at all… more that it was just lacking in social skills and terrified of the undead
Naganatine, now that it had gleaned an understanding of what she was.
They walked down the highway for half an hour, until they came to a ramshackle house
that was still nonetheless standing… and although a few zombies and Unsent were wandering
around, as long as Zerrex and Cindy stuck close to Anathema, their presence went unnoticed.
When they entered the home, however, the Drakkaren realized that wards had been etched all
over the doors and walls, glowing purple in his vision… and then he frowned as Cindy looked
right past them, realizing they must also be invisible to the eyes of most others. Anathema,
however, only smiled slyly, and the reptile wondered how the hell she‟d managed to set all this
up.
They closed the door behind them, Cindy looking at it nervously, but Zerrex realized well
it would be more than enough to keep any intruder out… but in silence, both of them followed
Anathema upstairs to find an office she had cleared out, leaving only a large, weathered table in
the damaged room, broken windows behind it staring out into the dead, cold night as the lights in
the sky above twinkled brilliantly… and then Anathema became skeletal, coming apart and
quickly attaching herself to the Drakkaren before her skull settled on his shoulder, but the eyes
continued to glow with amber flames as Zerrex looked at Cindy quietly, who stood nervously by
the doorway. “Strip down.”
Cindy nodded, closing the door out of habit more than anything else, he thought, before
she pulled her clothes quickly off, not hesitating, not even asking him any questions as she stood
in front of him, naked and with her hands awkwardly cupping her groin… and Zerrex smiled
faintly before he motioned to the table. Cindy walked over to it, then brushed quietly over the
surface of it with one hand before she carefully slid onto it, letting her arms fall to her sides,
breasts heaving a little bit as she closed her eyes and laid her head back… and Zerrex took a long
breath before he murmured: “Wings out.”
She looked up in surprise… but then smiled faintly, sitting up and concentrating… and
her wings slowly pushed out of her back, the long, feathered appendages flapping slowly once
before they settled, and she laid back, looking quietly at the ceiling as she gripped the sides of

the table. Zerrex looked over her, trembling a bit, scared and worried… and then Anathema
ordered calmly: “You know what you have to do. But Cindy, he could use some reassurance.”
“Daddy… don‟t be afraid. I trust in you… and I want you to make me special. To make
me yours… to feel that connection again, so vibrant…” She laughed faintly, looking quietly at
the ceiling as she whispered: “Once upon a time, I depended on you, and you saved me. When I
tried to grow up, tried to stop depending on you… the world went to hell. I tried to only love you
as a father, after I found out who you were… but I remember that I first loved you… as my
protector, as my friend, as my lover… as the male I wanted to be with forever. You were my
father by accident… but I mean that in the absolute best way possible… and I want to be yours
again, and feel like I belong…”
Zerrex wanted to back out, but he knew it was too late… and so finally, he only sighed
quietly and nodded, murmuring: “Alright. Alright Cindy, then… here we go.”
He reached down, tapping a short sequence into the armlet, and it beeped before turning
off and unlocking from his arm… and the reptile clenched his teeth as power and energy flooded
through his body, his muscles flexing and reality seeming to ripple around him as he removed
the armlet and tossed it aside. Then Anathema‟s skull slid upwards, locking over his skull and
blocking some of the voices that had begun to whisper to him, and she said quietly inside his
mind: Remember to follow your instincts, and don’t hesitate. There’s no screwing up here, unless
you try to hold back… she wants you to change her. So change her, Zerrex. Show her how much
you love her, and change her into what you know she wants to be… because to leave her as she
is and say kindly ‘you’re perfect the way you are’ will not only insult her, it would be a cruel lie.
“I have always loved you and found you perfect, Cindy…” Zerrex murmured, not
knowing if he was saying it only to say it… or to argue with Anathema. Either way, his only
response was a faint smile from Cindy… and he sighed, knowing he was stalling before he let his
hands reach out and hover over her, and then he made a gentle raising motion… and Cindy let
out a gasp as she was lifted into the air, limbs going limp but floating as if on the surface of
water, and the Drakkaren flicked his wrists, sending shocks of energy down her body that filled
her scales with dull, numb warmth as the reptile murmured: “Let‟s begin. I promise I won‟t let
this hurt a bit.”
“Let it hurt a little.” Cindy whispered, and Zerrex smiled faintly as she closed her eyes,
breathing slowly in and out as she floated above the table, a tear rolling down her cheek as her
breasts heaved up and down on her chest and her legs spasmed a bit, tail hanging low from her
body. “I want to feel… what you do to me. To not feel it scares me more… than if you let it hurt
me… I would prefer agony to being numb…”
“Then I‟ll let you feel it all.” Zerrex said quietly, and Cindy smiled faintly, before he
leaned down and kissed her cheek quietly. “But tell me if it becomes too much. It‟s going to hurt
a lot now, after all.”
She only nodded, though… and so Zerrex reached out over her, concentrating despite the
fact his mind was suddenly blank… and then he simply took a deep breath and let his hands go
to work.
They flicked back and forth over her as his mind began to fill with ideas, with desires,
with strange wants… and Cindy writhed in midair as she floated helplessly, her limbs flexing
and jerking as if against restraints despite the fact nothing was holding her back, not even
Zerrex‟s powers. She screamed every now and then, sometimes the cry high and piercing,
sometimes monstrous and guttural, as Zerrex worked on changing her insides as well as her
outsides… and then the reptile made a face at a fine explosion of blood that went up as feathers

floated through the air around him, before her wing flopped off and fell to the ground with a sick,
wet smack… followed by the other shortly after, and Anathema murmured in his mind: Careful.
Cut out the roots of an angel’s wings, and they transubstantiate and become mortal.
“I‟m not making her mortal. But she‟s no longer your classic angel, either.” Zerrex
murmured, and Cindy‟s eyes bulged as she howled in pain, but then snarled and flexed, biting
back her screams and refusing to give in to it, and Zerrex admired her resolve, especially since
he knew her blood was literally boiling inside her veins at the moment. “But she‟ll be my
angel… my beautiful angel, always…”
It took more than an hour, and then Zerrex gently let Cindy roll over and settle back on
the table, staring at the ceiling and panting roughly, her blood splattered all over the room and
windows but not a speck of it left on her or Zerrex, and the Drakkaren leaned forwards, closing
his eyes as he felt Anathema soothing his mind before she pulled off him. Not that it mattered…
he thought that even if something made him as furious as possible right now, he‟d still be too out
of energy to do anything about it. Making permanent changes like this to a living being was
something almost out of his league, as he looked up at her… and then trembled a bit as he
realized this was his Cindy. This female here before him, was now his Cindy… and then he
glanced down as Anathema handed him his armlet, putting it on and then wincing as it clicked
and automatically clung to his arm, activating and draining his power levels down to ten percent.
It made Zerrex wobble a bit, but he caught himself… then stared as Cindy sat up, before
Anathema held up a mirror with only a few traces of blood splattered over it, likely left in this
room earlier by her for just this purpose.
Cindy took it with trembling hands… and she stared over herself with a gasp as Zerrex
smiled weakly, giving in to the urge to sit down on the floor as she stood up and gazed over
herself, then used the mirror to look up and down her body quietly, tears leaking from her eyes as
the reptile asked quietly: “Do you like it?”
Cindy‟s scales had retained their base green, but her inner scales had now turned deep
navy blue, like her father… and long white hair fell around her shoulders all the way to her
ankles from her skull, with natural, shoulder-length bangs over her brilliant sapphire eyes. Her
breasts were larger than before, her nipples a deep black instead of pink, and the same changes
had undergone her labia and clitoris. Her features were the same, but her body was a bit thicker,
her muscles flexing a bit larger now as she looked wonderingly along her form, rubbing along
chiseled abdominal muscles before she leaned forwards and gritted her teeth… and a double-pair
of white wings exploded from her back, made of glowing white light that shone brilliantly in the
shape of two huge pairs of angelic wings, before her tail curled around her feet… and she stared
at this: it was almost twice as long now, agile and prehensile and ending in a large, black, spadeshaped fin around the end of the tail, and Zerrex shrugged a bit, saying finally: “Just had an
urge.”
Cindy laughed at this… and then she put the mirror down and walked forwards as her
wings vanished into motes of light behind her, and she flung herself down into his arms, tackling
him against the ground as she hugged him tightly and covered his face in kisses. Zerrex laughed
a bit, struggling to pry her off before he pointed at Anathema, who was smiling amusedly at the
two. “Thank her, not me!”
“Thank you both!” Cindy exclaimed, and then she leapt up, and Anathema stared stupidly
as she was lifted off the air in a tight hug, Cindy laughing again before spinning around with her
and setting her down, looking excitedly over her body like a small child on her birthday as she

asked her father wonderingly: “Look at me, I… I have real muscles! Muscles! No matter how
strong I got, I could never develop big muscles like you and Cherry…”
“Believe me, I‟d take your strength over my muscle… well, most days.” Zerrex smiled a
bit, and then he reached up and squeezed her bicep gently, murmuring softly: “And you should
be able to change the size of them as you like now, too.”
Cindy stared at him, and then she stood carefully up, looking over herself before
concentrating… and a moment later, her body rippled, gaining almost a foot in height as she
gritted her teeth and grunted, and her musculature became massive, larger than even Cherry‟s as
she stared in shock at herself… and then she laughed and threw her arms out, before staring in
shock as tentacles ripped out of both limbs, flying into either wall and ripping through them
before she stupidly drew her hands in front of her face, looking dumbly at the two tentacles
extending from either arm before they curled in front of her, and then she winced as one mashed
awkwardly against her face, the tapered end of the tentacle sliding down her muzzle as Zerrex
rubbed the back of his head awkwardly. “Yeah, that takes getting some used to. They‟re
controlled more by thought than anything else, so you know. It can be difficult.”
Cindy continued to stare stupidly, then she winced as the tentacles retracted into her arms
and watched as her scales closed like a seam over where they had emerged from, before she
gazed at him as he murmured softly: “You said you wanted to be like me. So I made you more
like me as best I could… I just hope you don‟t think I went too far.”
“Oh Daddy…” Cindy walked over to him, then she lifted him up in a hug, her powerful,
thick muscles flexing as she hefted him into the air and spun around with him, and now
Anathema snorted laughter as Zerrex wheezed loudly before Cindy set him down with a bright
smile, her muscles returning quickly to their normal size and her height shrinking back down as
she blushed a bit, long hair swaying around her. “This is so amazing… I feel so… so different,
so attuned to you, so like you…” She stopped, pushing her hand against his chest and closing her
eyes, then she drew back a step and smiled faintly, looking down as she placed her hands slightly
apart… and a blue glow appeared between her fingers, thrumming softly as a sphere of
evanescent sapphire energy slowly formed into existence. “Amazing…”
“You do realize what these means though, don‟t you?” Anathema asked mildly, and
Cindy looked at her curiously as Zerrex glanced down awkwardly. “He‟s put much of his own
blood into you, turning you into a disciple, as the term goes. A guardian of him… perhaps to call
you an Iuratus, even, would not be so far a stretch. And you realize, giving your body to him like
this, allowing him to transform you-”
“I gave my father my soul. I have no qualms about that.” Cindy said in a calm and
courteous voice, but there was almost a tinge of coldness to it that silenced Anathema
immediately. “I‟m not doing this impulsively or recklessly… and I‟m not trying to compete with
Cherry, either. I did this to be with my father…” She stopped, then gazed at him silently for a
few moments, before she murmured: “But more than that… I did this because just like Cherry,
just like Marina… I don‟t ever want him to be taken away from me again. Like my sisters now, I
have the skills to defend my father, the abilities, the powers…”
Cindy stopped and fell to her knees, gritting her teeth, and her body rippled before her
musculature bulged, growing immense as her size increased, her teeth turning into huge fangs
and her eyes glowing as her wings tore out of her back and flapped violently, before her head
twisted back and forth, hair swirling around her body as two horns pushed their way up from the
back of her skull, pushing upwards, then twisting outwards so they almost formed a split halo
around her head, and then she rose up with a roar, flexing her hands as they became immense

claws, her scales become purple and black as they turned to the same corrupt metal that made up
Zerrex‟s body… but her claws shone pure white, strange runes travelling over her arms like
ghosts as her tail – now covered in thorn-like serrations down its entire – agilely snapped back
and forth, then easily slapped the desk behind her aside as she snapped an arm out, and a crowd
of deadly white blades ripped out of her forearm, extending more than a meter past her hand as
she whispered: “I have the tools to defend my father…”
She flexed her godlike body, the metal her scales had become cracked here and there in
places and the flex only making the cracks show up all the clearer, brilliant light shining through
these… before she smiled as Anathema and Zerrex both stared in amazement. A moment later,
the mess of deadly blades retracted into her arm as Cindy shrank down and took on her normal,
new body, standing roughly the same height as her father as he stood up and walked over to her,
putting his hands on her shoulders… and she looked up at him lovingly before smiling softly,
whispering quietly: “Thank you, my Daddy… my god.”
He cupped her cheek gently with one hand, and she smiled wider and leaned against it
before hugging him tightly around the body, and he hugged her firmly back. Their forms pressed
together, and any worries he had done the wrong thing vanished as they felt each other‟s energies
and emotions… and he felt her true happiness, her dedication and love and sense of honor all
intact, as Anathema murmured: “My Gods… the traits of Mephistopheles have been absorbed
into your traits, Zerrex… you truly have taken on his powers. And it only took, what, countless
eons?”
“You know what, you can go and shove… a stick up your ass. Since you already have
one up there.” Zerrex said lamely, and Anathema rolled her eyes in amusement as she watched
the two with strange interest. Then the reptile tilted his head towards her, and she shrugged a bit
before he asked dryly: “What do you want, to be reshaped too? Or just the powers of you-knowwho put into you?”
“Like that would turn out well.” Anathema said dryly, and Zerrex tilted his head towards
her, making her roll her eyes. “Both things, dumbass. For one thing, I‟m stronger than you. For
another, giving me those powers would probably drive me insane.”
“Oh you so are not.” Zerrex said tiredly, and Anathema looked insulted before he said
flatly, pointing at her: “You never spar with me. Ever. And if you were so powerful, you could
have just fought off those gods yourselves.”
Anathema cleared her throat and rubbed at her head, mumbling something as she turned
away… and Zerrex snorted in amusement before he and Cindy bumped their muzzles together,
before the Drakkaren smiled a bit as he said softly: “But don‟t worry, Annie. I still think you‟re
one of the strongest people I know. And I know you gave me your heart for more reasons than
just strength… what was it that the poet said? It‟s better to lay with the one you love even
knowing the darkness of his heart, than to pretend that love isn‟t there and drown yourself in
loneliness.”
“That applies to true love.” Anathema muttered, looking awkward, and then she glanced
up as Zerrex let go of Cindy to walk over and hug her tightly. Anathema hugged him back after a
moment, and Cindy smiled at the two before she walked past them to begin pulling on her
clothes, her long tail flicking back and forth as it raised in the air slightly. Both watched her,
Zerrex amazed at how fast she was adjusting to her new body… and then Cindy turned around,
flexing herself against her clothes and blushing a bit at the way her breasts now filled the shirt
out so much, rubbing slowly at her cleavage.

“Can I… change the size of these too?” Cindy asked awkwardly, and Zerrex cleared his
throat, making her blush a bit. “Go to hell, it‟s a serious question, I… oh fine.”
She mumbled, then glanced down at her bosom, concentrating… and her breasts did
indeed change size slightly, growing smaller… then returning to their normal size… and then
getting larger. Zerrex stared stupidly at the size they expanded to, and Cindy grasped her bosom,
each now much larger than her head and stretching her shirt hugely before she cleared her throat
and made them return to their new normal size, looking embarrassed as she mumbled to herself
again about something and then turned.
She paused as Zerrex and Anathema stood up, however, smiling faintly instead and
saying softly: “I think I can fly home by myself for now, thanks… I‟d like to see how well my
new wings work, anyway.” She stopped, then walked quickly over to Zerrex, kissing his cheek
softly. “Thank you for helping out, though…” A pause, then she looked at Anathema and kissed
her cheek quietly as well, the undead Naganatine looking shocked. “And thank you as well,
Anathema. This means more to me than you‟ll ever know… and I only wish I‟ll be half as good a
disciple to my father as you and Sin are.”
She smiled cryptically after this as Zerrex frowned, and Anathema mumbled
something… and then the female nodded to her father before leaving the two standing alone in
the office. Zerrex looked at Anathema, but she only walked away, rubbing awkwardly at her
arms before she finally looked down at herself and asked him quietly: “Do you think you could
make me whole again?”
“Anathema… to me, you are whole.” Zerrex gazed at her softly, and Anathema muttered
to herself as she walked over to the desk, flipping it back to an upright position and sitting on the
top of it with a sigh. Zerrex walked over and sat beside her, and they looked at each other for a
long time before he asked quietly: “What did she mean, about you and Sin?”
“She‟s too goddamn smart. You should have removed about half her brain and taken her
down to more our level… amazing how she‟s not a complete neurotic on top of all that, but then
again… I guess she developed a few clinging tendencies, among other things.” Anathema
grumbled, trying to deflect the subject… but as Zerrex only continued to look at her, she finally
rolled her eyes with a sigh. “Okay, okay. Sin and I…” She stopped, then she looked down
silently. “First I have to clear something up between us.
“I‟ve come to care about you, Zerrex…” She looked up at him, and slowly, she reached
up and rubbed at one of her eyes, and the Drakkaren realized she was trying to stop from crying.
“But I‟m scared that what I‟m attracted to is your power… the sense of Mephistopheles I still get
around you… and most of all, the old competition with my sister. But… you‟re strangely
endearing to a freak like myself… charming, and you… you… you‟re honest. You put yourself
out there as who you are… you try to be nice to people even when you don‟t have to be… you‟re
polite and you think of work as work and… you‟ve always tried to include me… when no one
else ever has. I care about you. I gave you my heart, and you… you treasured it.”
She stopped and looked up at the ceiling, giving a shaky sigh. “Relationships are so
goddamn hard. And I know that‟s true for you, too… despite my mocking, I know that the
former High King of Hell should have at least fifty wives and countless concubines and
bodyguards… yet you only had those closest to you. Honest wives, they‟re called in Hell…
wives who loved you, who are your friend as much as anything else, who care… but… how can I
compete with them? Lily, so beautiful and a talented shapeshifter… Selena, so passionate in
everything she does, so firm and vital… Cherry, always laughing, always dedicated, always
counting herself as your second… Cindy, who went through immeasurable tortures just so she

could feel closer to you… Raze, a husband, someone so protective that to say he would die for
you is to insult him… and my sister Sin…”
She hugged herself silently, looking at him quietly. “And like you, inside me is darkness.
My heart pulses and lives, but is being alive with the feelings it has… a good thing? Or should I
be down there in the bottom of Sin‟s Tower, placed in eternal agony for the things I have done…
for the things I would do given the strength, for the way I would express my cruelties as the most
glorious of gifts to the world…”
Anathema halted, looking into Zerrex‟s eyes as she took his face gently in her hands, the
undead female trembling a bit. “But you understand. And you show me the path I should
follow… illuminate for me what is right and what is wrong. Help me see why I shouldn‟t do the
things I‟m sometimes compelled to do…” She glanced away, murmuring: “The value of life…
you show me that…”
She stopped, then sighed and looked down, slumping a bit. “I run around the subject, but
I seem to have run out of corners to hide in. Zerrex, I don‟t know if I love you or not for you…
but I do love you. This undead heart of mine beats for you, as does my sister‟s living one… yet
should it be such a surprise? When you called us twins that one time… you were close to being
right; there was always a reason, after all, my big sister and I, the little sister, spent all our time
with each other. Every Naganatine, as so few realize, was an expression of the very personality
of Naganis… I was born of his shyer side, and Sin his more adventurous part.”
Zerrex blinked and looked at her with surprise, and she smiled a bit. “I know what you‟re
thinking. But even the brightest soul has a darker side… or did you not see that from what Cindy
became, or how she wished with such fierceness to become so different from her pure-as-snow
self? Mephistopheles, we realized too late, was born of the sorrow, the anger, the hate that
existed even in Naganis… and it makes it all the more understandable how he became so
consumed with sorrows upon the revolt of ten of us. Half of us turned out to be wicked… half of
us good. Some may see it as balance… but at the same time, we knew that Naganis saw only the
terrors that you yourself constantly bitch about. Becoming cruel, wicked, turning out to be
nothing more than a monster… it‟s so interesting how much the same you both are, despite
your… uniqueness…”
She leaned in as she spoke, and Zerrex leaned towards her… and then their lips met, and
they kissed slowly as Anathema‟s eyes slid closed, their mouths working together gently and
slowly as their tongues danced… and she tasted like life, like all the sweetest things Zerrex had
ever experienced, and he stroked over her outer skull gently before grasping a shoulder and the
back of her head as her hands slid up to clutch into his scalp, their mouths working firmer
together before someone‟s sharp tooth nicked someone else‟s and a bit of blood dripped down
with their saliva, spreading over Anathema‟s chin before a droplet of it dripped down to the
tabletop below.
Their mouths parted almost minutes later, the two gazing at each other quietly as Zerrex
rubbed down her arms slowly, over the bone plates that covered them, and he could feel their
hearts thudding almost in perfect synchronization… but there was still a moment here and there
where the beat went too rapid on one end or was skipped on the other… and it was just the way
the Drakkaren liked it best. Not perfect, grinding together, forcing the pace but at the same time
almost always right, always able to fall back into step with each other… and the reptile smiled at
her, and she smiled back before grunting as he grabbed her ribs like handlebars and shoved her
down against the tabletop as he threw himself over her in a straddle, and she let out a rough pant,
growling up at him and staring with a sudden hunger in her amber eyes, as he leaned slowly

down over her, one of her hands rubbing over his chest as the claws of her other hand ripped
through the scales of his right arm, peeling them like paper to reveal the warped metal beneath…
and then Zerrex smiled softly as he kissed her for a slow moment, and she kissed him hungrily
back before their mouths parted and he whispered: “I must be greedy… because I want you
too…”
“You already have me.” Anathema licked her muzzle slowly, and then she rolled
suddenly, and Zerrex grunted as he fell off the table and landed on the ground, Anathema on top
of him and forcing him down as she said hungrily: “But I‟m not like Selena, who thinks she
knows a thing or two about rough sex… and I‟m not like Sin, who loves to be tortured. No, I‟m
deeper than a sadomasochist… I don‟t want to be slapped around, I want to be punched and
beaten and have these steel-hard bones broken like toys… I want my life to be put in danger…”
She closed her eyes, arching her back as she almost posed above him, spreading her arms wide…
and then she slammed both her hands down as she leaned over him, the floor beneath the
reptile‟s body cracking as he grunted at the sudden impact, and she leaned over him as her eyes
glowed out of her skull with feverish intensity. “But I want to hurt, too. Oh how I want to hurt
people, Zerrex… both in your name and for your pleasure… or should I say, our pleasure… but
the romantic in me wants to know you‟re worth my trust… the pragmatic part of me wants to
know if you‟re worth my time… and the selfish part of me wants to know if you‟re worth my
power. Yet I know you are worth all three things… but I want to see it proven again, and written
in your blood…”
“You know just how to turn me on, don‟t you?” Zerrex responded with a bit of a grin,
and he felt a shiver run up his spine: of pleasure or of fear, he wasn‟t entirely sure. Then he
looked down for a moment before gazing up at her, taking her face gently into his hands as he
murmured softly: “What do you want to do to me, Anathema? What will prove that for you?”
Anathema pondered this for a moment, and then she looked down into his eyes and
stroked a single finger down his cheek, whispering: “I gave you my heart. How about this?” She
paused and gritted her teeth as she snaked a hand up under her ribcage, then tore her pulsing
heart out of her chest, smiling softly. “If you can survive me trading my heart with yours… I‟ll
give in to this new craze that seems to be striking people. You‟ll have your third disciple… and
just as Cherry has unknowingly changed after giving her soul to you, and Cindy had knowingly
transformed herself entirely… I too will change. This needs to be done anyway, Zerrex… you
can‟t dodge the responsibilities and necessities of godhood forever: a god without followers,
after all, will quickly be teamed up on and destroyed by other gods and their lackeys.”
Zerrex was silent, not liking the implications of this, and then he reached up and grasped
Anathema‟s wrist, looking into her eyes steadily. “I‟m not doing this for power, or to solidify my
stance as a god. I want you.”
His voice became rougher, and he squeezed hard enough on her wrist to grind bones
together, making her grit her teeth before he almost ordered: “Hurry up and do it, then,
Anathema. I don‟t got all goddamn day.”
“Tough talk. I like it when boys talk dirty.” Anathema almost purred… and then she
smiled as she put her heart aside before snarling and lashing both hands out as they glowed
purple, and Zerrex spasmed, pinned by her straddle as blood exploded from his chest. His
ribcage was left visible by the savage claw marks, and Anathema leaned down, her long tongue
licking through the blood as she breathed hungrily, almost lustfully, before she tore across his
chest again and made the Drakkaren howl in pain, then her hands swept downwards and grabbed
his breastbone, twisting one way, then the other, before she tore it free, along with several ribs

fused into it, making Zerrex scream in agony, but then snarl and glare up at her almost
challengingly despite the pain it sent through him.
He stared at the sight of Anathema biting into the top part of the bone, ripping her head to
the side to snap a chunk of it off before she spat this out, then greedily sucked the marrow from
inside the bone… and then she licked her lips slowly, tossing the breastbone of the lizard aside as
she traced the gaping wound with her fingers as it started to heal, and the scales turned black and
rotted away, sending immense pangs of pain through the Drakkaren… but he snarled, refusing to
cry out now, and Anathema looked pleased by this as she leaned down and softly kissed his
rapidly-beating heart, smearing blood over the end of her muzzle. She rose with a smile over
him, then deftly swept her hands downwards, slicing apart veins and arteries, making him rear
up, his eyes bulging at the shock it sent through his system and jaw clenching… and then she
lifted it up and free from his chest, his heart pounding in her hands before she swept it under her
ribcage and into place in her chest… and Anathema moaned loudly, her hips bucking once, then
twice, as if in the throes of sexual climax… before she grinned slowly, her eyes glowing brightly
as she leaned down and slowly suckled on the end of a vein, more blood spurting out of the
terrible pit in the lizard‟s chest as he twitched on the floor, feeling his mind growing foggy,
gasping as if he needed breath… and then the undead Naganatine sat up, rolling her head on her
shoulders with a moan as a tremble went through her body, before she scooped up her heart off
the floor and pushed it gently down into his chest, and it throbbed once before the ends of blood
vessels snapped into it as if pulled by magnets.
Agony ripped through the Drakkaren‟s form, sending shudders down his body, and then
the heart pulsed, and Zerrex bucked and heaved with it, hissing through his grit teeth as pain
wracked his body with every beat. And then the pain vanished as Anathema traced over his
wounds with another groan, and slowly, bone began to grow back into place, flesh sliding over it
as rotten scales fell away… and Anathema was now the one in pain, holding her midsection and
moaning as if in agony as she rocked back and forth on Zerrex in a motion that was horrendously
arousing, making him shudder at the thoughts that ripped through his mind even in this situation.
Then she leaned forwards and screamed… and wings ripped out of her back: brilliant and
white, made not of feathers but oval scales, rubbery and strange, but bright and radiant and
ivory… and she stared in shock at these as they flapped slowly… and then they furled slowly
behind her as she straightened with a tremble. She rested on Zerrex, closing her eyes as he
grasped her hips and gazed up at her quietly… and then she let her head fall back as she rose her
hands and spread her arms, whispering: “My mind feels so clear, for the first time in so many
years… and now I understand why I chose you. I feel free…”
She looked down at herself, then over at Zerrex with a soft smile before she rolled her
head on her shoulders as the wings slowly vanished into her back, and she whispered, stroking
his face gently: “So generic and simple… shouldn‟t I be the one representing darkness anyway? I
am your undead servant, after all.”
“You‟re too alive to be undead.” Zerrex smiled faintly up at her, and then he slid his arms
around her waist as he slowly stood up, and she wrapped her legs around his body, their mouths
meeting in another slow kiss as the Drakkaren‟s wound healed, his old scars back in place across
his breast as her heart – now his – throbbed in his chest powerfully, making him feel energized,
vital… alive.
The kiss broke, but Anathema clung to him nonetheless, and he was glad to hold her as
she breathed softly in and out, before murmuring quietly: “Do you understand that you‟ve given
me a great boost to my powers… while receiving only my loyalty in return? Or that a disciple

can turn upon a god it feels it has become greater than or unfit to serve? As my body attunes to
your energies, I may gain immense strength… while my heart has already become yours, has
already been absorbed by yours, so that as I lay here with you… our hearts truly do beat as one…
mine does beat in servitude to you…”
“Why servitude?” Zerrex asked softly, curious at her use of language… and Anathema
smiled up at him quietly, before she kissed the side of his neck gently.
“Because I‟m shy, silly.” she replied softly, surprising the lizard, and she smiled a bit up
at him, sliding sinuously away from him… but staying within arm‟s length, as she crossed her
arms and said mildly: “And I‟ve always been a follower, too… it‟s just my natural way. Besides,
I enjoy being your armor, and guiding you here and there… and I know and understand what a
master and slave relationship truly is, believe me there, and I don‟t mind at all being your
servant, your slave… because I know that unlike Mephistopheles, you won‟t punish without
reason; you treat even your servants like equals, when you could also treat us like dirt.”
Zerrex looked at her for a few moments, and then she laughed before grinning and
spreading her arms. “Zerrex, I won‟t say no to more power. To becoming supercharged, so to
speak… but you‟ve brought back the old romantic part of me I thought was long dead, who
loved the stories of heroes rescuing maidens, and happily-ever-afters… and most importantly, of
good and right triumphing over evil and wrong. You‟ve made me believe that can truly happen…
and I want to be on the right side now for once, no matter what the temptations of wrong are. I‟m
not saying I won‟t be evil now and then…” Anathema picked at a large fang, winking at him.
“But I am saying that I will believe in you knowing what‟s best, and follow you to the ends of
the universe.”
The Drakkaren looked at her softly, and then he smiled a bit, and she laughed quietly,
shaking her head slowly. “You and your worries… but they‟re pointless worries, truly. As time
goes on, you will become stronger, Lord Zerrex… but you will continue to do what‟s right.
Come now. Let‟s go for a walk… let‟s explore this city together, so I can spend time with you,
alone and without even the Unsent bothering us.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, taking her hand when she offered it… and they left
together, heading down the stairs and out the door. As they walked side-by-side, the Unsent
almost seemed to flee from them in their hurry to get out of the way, looking at them every now
as Anathema‟s eyes glowed with power and happiness. The Drakkaren was glad to see her joys,
though… and he trusted her by now to believe her words, even though he knew there was
something hidden under them; not something menacing, but that either embarrassed her or she
simply did not know how to express.
They strode fearlessly down the highway together, entering into the city and passing by
buildings, ignoring the undead, unafraid for now of the risks of running into Old Gods or
whatever else lurked in these dark streets. And although the city was in shambles, with the stars
and moon and Hell‟s black-and-red gleam overhead against the deep nothingness of space, it was
strangely beautiful… and then Zerrex looked up sharply as he sensed something as they passed
onto a side street.
Anathema looked at him, then frowned as she felt it too, her grip tightening for a moment
against Zerrex‟s before she let go, and the two shared a look before they strode quickly but
quietly down the path. It wasn‟t something hostile… but something strange, something that gave
off a resonant, clear energy… and the Drakkaren slowed as he realized they were approaching an
enormous, half-collapsed church… except it was overgrown with ivy and thick, green tendrils,
and the lizard stared at this in awe as Anathema murmured softly: “Life… vibrant, living life…”

Zerrex looked at her, then at the closed doors of the church, before a gentle singing rose
up in the night air, words in a language Zerrex could not understand… and as the reptile
hesitated, ivy slowly grew over the door, flowers blossoming over it before they were carefully
and slowly pulled open by the plants… and a soft, tender voice from inside called: “Please, do
come inside, loving friend… and you too may enter, undead heart… but be warned, this is a
place of immense vitality.”
They looked at each other, and then Anathema made a face, shivering a bit as light
flooded out of the door, almost blinding them both and delightfully warm. “That‟s holy energy,
divine but… strange, hard to describe. It stings. I‟ll stay outside, you go in.”
“Some bodyguard you are.” Zerrex muttered, and Anathema snorted and rolled her eyes
before they smiled at each other, and then she stepped up and kissed his cheek quietly. Zerrex
gazed at her softly, and then he nodded before heading carefully into the warm glow through the
doors… and they closed gently behind him as the reptile stepped not onto tile, but down natural
steps made of tree root onto soft grass.
A glowing ball of white light hung in the air above, floating back and forth and casting
what seemed like bright sunlight over the entire, massive hall. The walls were covered in huge
vines and shored up by strange trees covered in thick bark and tangled moss, and beautiful
flowers had blossomed everywhere, of all shape, size and color. Bushes grew up in almost a
circle around what had become a miniature field, and a beautiful figure danced slowly around in
this, singing her song and with her pale arms outstretched, as she spun around in a long, flowing
white dress that made it seem as if she was floating through the grass.
Then she twirled towards Zerrex and stopped, smiling as she laced her golden fingers
together over her bosom and bowed, and Zerrex looked at her for a long few moments, tilting his
head curiously. Golden fur covered her hands and wrists, then mixed into the ivory over her arms
and that seemed to flow over her body, from what he could see. Her head and neck, however,
were jet black, including the large ears of the strange being that stood before him.
Her features were serpentine and snakelike, yet she had no scales, only that short fur that
covered her body, and no visible tail, as she spun around once more with a laugh. She also had
those large, triangular ears… and strangest of all, long, green hair that Zerrex recognized was
actually vines, some of them even flowering and growing grapes. The Drakkaren looked at her
dumbly for a long time, and she didn‟t seem to mind at all as she blinked her inquisitive, bright
brown eyes… and then she suddenly walked right up to him and stretched her hand out firmly,
saying warmly: “Good day, Zerrex Narrius. My name is Nature… I am a Primordial, but I mean
you no harm.”
Zerrex frowned at this, and then he slowly reached out and shook her hand… and she
laughed, delighted, before she spun away from him and began to dance, singing softly and
making wide gestures with her hands that caused plants to rise from the earth and the grass to
shiver and almost dance with her, before he asked curiously: “I thought Primordials preferred
destruction to… this? What are you doing here, anyway?”
“Oh no, no no no.” Nature gazed over her shoulder at him lovingly, then she danced up to
him and suddenly hugged him… and the moment she did so, her features became more lizardlike, and Zerrex stared in shock as she drew away and clasped her hands together, laughing. She
still retained the same colors, and the same short fur… but she looked almost exactly like a
female Drakkaren now. “Not at all! Primordials are beings of chaos, not destruction. I too, am
propelled by chaos… but unlike many of the other Primordials harnessed by the Olds Gods, my
purpose is purely creation. I did not relish the thought of destroying such a pretty planet, like my

siblings did… and these mortals have done such terrible things to it, but the planet will endure
and most certainly replenish itself, and I can help that along. I am driven, in fact, to help that
along…”
She laughed a bit, then looked at him curiously, clasping her hands in front of herself
again as she asked: “Tell me, what are you doing outside with those machines? You‟re a god, I
can tell, but yet you exude a different essence from the others. I smell in you creation… the
sweet smell of the soil, the grass, and pretty, pretty roses…” She stopped, then blushed like a
schoolgirl as she opened her hands and black roses appeared in them, walking quickly up to
Zerrex and thrusting them at him as he stared and reared back slightly in surprise at the bouquet
presented to him so aggressively. “Take them!”
He did after a moment, and she smiled warmly, crossing her arms and tilting her head as
he inhaled their smell, and felt himself relax somewhat… and then she tilted her head the other
way as she murmured: “Don‟t you know that machines can‟t bring back this world?”
“I do. But they can be a bandage… stop the blood from flowing out of this world while I
work on bringing the greenery back to it.” Zerrex said softly, picking through the bouquet… and
then he selected a particularly-pretty rose and held it up with a smile, before holding it to Nature.
She looked delighted at this, taking the rose and spinning around with it with a laugh as she
danced to the side, then she smiled knowingly at Zerrex before throwing the rose out of the
field… and suddenly, black roses erupted from the earth everywhere outside of the enclosed
green space they stood in, the bushes almost acting like a barrier against the flood as they grew
even up along the vines that snaked along the walls.
Then Nature laughed and clapped her hands, and she became a dog – or a wolf, or some
other canid – of some sort, still with her same big ears and same short fur with the same colors to
it, and she leapt towards him before spinning around in front of him, making her dress whirl out
before she sat primly on the ground, gazing up at him raptly. He looked dumbly back down at
her, and then he finally said slowly: “You know… we could use someone like you, helping us
out…”
“I can‟t stand machines.” Nature flicked her muzzle disdainfully, and then she paused
before looking longingly at the doors, laying down with a sigh as she supported her chin on her
hands, elbows resting in the long grasses. “Nor can I stand taking orders. I would dearly love to
leave this place, though… oh, it‟s pretty here, and ugly out there, but I can make it pretty
again…”
She rolled over in the grasses, smiling warmly up at the ceiling, and Zerrex looked down
at her curiously before he asked gently: “Well, why don‟t you leave, then? Is something keeping
you here?”
“Most certainly not!” She sat up suddenly, then bounced to her feet, looking seriously up
at Zerrex as she took his hands, the bouquet of flowers falling between them to the ground. The
moment they touched the grasses, black roses erupted from the earth all around them, and she
whispered softly: “The Gods will find me if I leave, you see. It‟s hard to keep myself contained,
but I know it‟s harder still to create and keep on living after you‟ve died. The other Primordials
too, they hate me… it‟s very dark and unsafe out there for a being like myself.”
“I think the Old Gods have either fled or been destroyed by now, Nature…” Zerrex
stopped, and then he asked slowly: “Do you ever rest?”
“Well certainly, we all must rest from time-to-time.” Nature said seriously, and then she
leapt away, dancing in a circle before smiling warmly. “But cooped up here, I have so much
energy… it‟s a difficult thing, you know. I can bring any plant I wish to life, give it water, food,

and fertility with a flick of my finger…” She demonstrated this by leaning down, one hand
behind her back, and pointing at the earth, where a tree immediately erupted upwards and grew
into a massive oak that had its branches pressed tight to the ceiling, threatening to crack it. “And
yet I cannot defend myself at all, you know.”
Zerrex rubbed the underside of his muzzle slowly, and then he said quietly: “Well, if you
can stand the company of being near the machines, at least, you are more than welcome to stay
with us… and I can offer you plenty of protection, too. If you… you know, can calm down a
little.”
“I am chaos! Creative chaos!” Nature threw her head back and laughed, cavorting around
him in a circle, and then she beamed brightly up at him. “But oh, perhaps, perhaps-perhapsperhaps! Let me build my shelter near your machines and away from the undead wretch, and I
shall turn that wasteland into a wonderland of greenery, Lord Zerrex… protection, though, that is
important, and I need it all the time… but oh, how I dream to see this world green…”
She looked like she was lost in fantasy for a moment, then she looked at Zerrex warmly
as her features became bear-like, saying firmly: “Let us shake on it, strange creator god. My
plants will take time to take root, but take root they shall… let us do our best to save this world!”
“Let‟s.” Zerrex smiled and took her hand when she offered it, pumping it twice… and
immediately Nature bolted for the doors, throwing them open and laughing to the night skies
above as she threw her arms out, and for a moment everything was bathed in bright daylight
before grass erupted from the earth and trees rose up around her, Nature dancing outwards as
Anathema looked shocked and staggered backwards. Zerrex simply shrugged as he followed
Nature out, looking at Anathema‟s gape with amusement, and then he motioned for her to follow
as he cleared his throat when Nature started to cavort in the wrong direction. “This way, please.”
Nature only laughed and continued to prance in the same direction, however, and Zerrex
made a face before Anathema called: “Keep doing that!”
Immediately, Nature bounded the other way with a gleeful giggle, and Zerrex rolled his
eyes at this tactic… but he figured it could be worse, as he glanced amusedly at Anathema before
the two followed the dancing Nature down the street, as she created trees and plants that tore
their way up through asphalt, metal , and anything else in their way, and the Drakkaren was only
glad she was on their side as they continued on their way back to the base.
Zerrex gazed skywards as he let out a soft sigh, closing his eyes and relaxing in a patch of
grass covering the floor of the wasteland, looking up thoughtfully at the blue sky overhead. He
remembered having moments like these as a mortal, although he could never place when:
moments where everything felt okay, despite turmoil having just passed or on the horizon,
moments where he just rested and took in the beautiful sky above.
It had been almost a month now since Cindy and Anathema had pledged themselves to
him, and he had found Nature hiding in a church. He paused at that thought, reflected on it, then
laughed a bit as he sat up, Sammy chirping at him curiously, but the reptile only patted him on
the head gently as he murmured: “Just thinking too much again, that‟s all.”
Thankfully, only a few people figured out what Anathema had done, and Cherry
apparently had a bet going with some people about how long it would be until he had sex with
her and „closed the deal,‟ in Cherry‟s lecherous terms. Cindy, on the other hand, had made
Cherry tackle him and yell at him incoherently for a little while the moment she‟d found out,
mostly because she hadn‟t been included or told about it, while Marina looked oddly ashamed of

herself. Everyone else was shocked… but Cindy took it in stride, explaining to people in her
gentle way she was just moving on and taking embracing a new part of her life.
Nature, on the other hand, had built herself a fortress made from six huge trees she
summoned from the ground when they reached their base: these trees wrapped around each other
as they grew upwards, forming into a natural dome with long tendrils of hanging ivy meshing
together to form netting that created walls between said trees… and the rumblings from this, of
course, had woken everyone up. Nature, however, had simply bounced into this large hut she‟d
made, then dropped herself on the soft grass it was filled with and gone to sleep in a soft bed of
ferns and flowers.
Zerrex had explained the situation… and several hours later, Nature woke up and
bounced sporadically around the outer walls until the Ghoul stomped in to complain about how
there was now grass trails everywhere. Zerrex was unsurprised to find Nature was already at
work, creating plants of all variety around them… and so he‟d sent Cindy and Priest out to watch
her until she got tired.
This ended up being a mistake, since Nature spent a full twelve hours happily making
plants in wild trails all over the wasteland, not caring that she was leaving plenty of them to a
death sentence in the dry, barren soil, and then Priest had literally dragged her back, leaving her
to pout and grumble that she didn‟t take orders, etcetera ad infinitum. She‟d stormed off into her
hut to sleep… but thankfully, had slept the entire night away, and Zerrex figured that making all
those plants at least drained her energy rather quickly.
The next morning, Cindy came to him with an idea… and after they found Nature, they
were able to coax her into allowing Cindy to give her a needle, again using Anathema‟s strategy
of telling her the opposite of what they wanted her to do. It took a few minutes, as Nature
bounced around holding her arm, and then she began to slow down before shaking her head
stupidly and looking at them curiously, and she had smiled softly, looking much calmer now.
The mix of sedative and ADHD medication only lasted an hour, but it proved Cindy‟s point:
Nature was immensely powerful, but also hyperactive, which was easily cured through either
massive amounts of medication… or the much-less-painful method of giving her a pair of
bracelets studded with calming stones, usually used to keep violent prisoners in Hell under
control.
Zerrex made the jump to Hell to get the bracelets, using his abilities to shoop back and
forth, since he wasn‟t ready to wait two cargo shipments just to get them… but it left him a little
tired afterwards, despite having an hour to rest between jumps. He‟d gone to sleep… but with
Nature calmed, she was a little stiffer but also understood them much clearer, and Zerrex would
take that tradeoff any day.
After that, things had mostly been quiet: their colony continued to expand, and they were
able to bring the main power generator online, Priest and Huck rambling to each other in
technical terms about what a huge success it was. They harvested scrap as usual, and Nature
slowly but continuously expanded her territory around the base. They also finally got her to
come inside the base, and even though she refused to live there, she did take a look around and
set up grassy plots here and there… but the one machine that fascinated her was the oxygen
convertor, which also seemed to be the only thing she approved of. Well, that and the garden…
guess that kinda doesn’t count, though, does it?
It was like they had built themselves a miniature forest world that was safe from harm…
for them, anyway. The Ghoul had long fled, muttering one day about how ungrateful they were
before he vanished into the night… and unable to stop himself, Zerrex had decided to take a look

around his tent. He had found that it was littered with dead body parts, blood, garbage,
excrement, and several large shelves stacked with all kinds of shiny objects… but the most
valuable ones had obviously been taken with the creature.
Zerrex had finally declared it quarantined and had Cherry set it on fire, burning
everything to the ground… and Nature, watching from behind a tree, had gone into a full-fledged
anxiety attack at seeing them destroy it. She had fainted, and they had waited until after Cherry
was done reducing the Ghoul‟s camp to ash before resuscitating her, at which point she acted
awkwardly like nothing had happened and quickly covered the burnt area of earth with whatever
kind of plants would grow on it, although they died almost immediately.
Things had been quiet since then, however… just the usual, with the one exciting
exception being the fact that Firenze had approved their colonization idea, and even better, had
gotten hesitant approvals from the Admirals and the other leaders of what was left of the mortal
world, floating out in space. And with this, it meant that Zerrex had also gained approval to
fulfill a promise he had made to Albatross, and that was to free Hez‟Ranna from the grip of two
deadly Primordials.
He had asked Nature about them while walking with her through the forest of trees she
was growing in the wastes, and she had shaken her head slowly and continued to walk on. When
he had tried the old opposites tactic, she had just looked at him sourly, and he had grinned
stupidly: usually it didn‟t work on her when she was wearing the bracelets, since they soothed
her mind enough she didn‟t feel compelled to work only as an agent of chaos, however creative
she might be. No matter how Zerrex begged, he couldn‟t get her to spill any information on her
„siblings,‟ as she called the other primordials, other than that they were destructive by nature…
meaning he had to be intensely careful in dealing with them.
Since the entire island nation was still engulfed in a massive conflagration – visible even
from Hell, called after these eleven years the „red storm‟ of the planet – Zerrex had asked
permission to assemble a special team of demons to deal with this threat. Firenze hadn‟t argued
much, relenting after only a little pressure, and the shuttle with the other members of his team
was due to come in today… something Zerrex was excited as hell for, even if he was only
bringing five other people with him on this mission.
The reptile got up, walking over to one of the trees that had taken root in the soil and
smiling a bit as he rubbed a hand down its bark: if they could extinguish Hez‟Ranna, it would do
a lot towards getting the contaminants out of the air still being thrown into the atmosphere from
the never-ending fires there, and they would be able to set up a port settlement in a place where
even Old Gods would have difficulty getting to. Crossing an entire ocean was no mean feat, after
all: even teleporting such a distance would suck a lot of energy out of the Old God that did it.
Better yet, Zerrex felt like Hez‟Ranna would be home turf to him, even in flames and as the base
of two nasty Primordials: it felt strangely like he would have an advantage there, and Zerrex was
looking forwards to arriving and punishing the creatures that had burned such a beautiful
civilization to the ground.
The reptile glanced down as Sammy chirped at him, and he held a hand out, letting the
pseudodragon leap up onto his arm and crawl up to his shoulder, where he nipped gently at his
hair. Zerrex smiled at this, then he looked up as Cindy emerged from one of the gates, waving to
him from the walls of the facility – walls he was pleased to see were overgrown with ivy. She
kept her own ivory hair long, tied in twin pigtails that looked cute on her and braided carefully
all the way to the bottom… something Zerrex didn‟t have the patience to do even when he let his
hair grow out.

He approached her with a soft smile, and they traded a chaste kiss as he glanced over her:
same old style, same old Cindy despite the change in her looks… well, except for the fact she
was wearing her shirts a bit tighter these days, and seemed to enjoy going sleeveless to show off
her muscles. Maybe I passed on my vanity to her, too… “The shuttle is apparently twenty
minutes away now, heading for the landing platform on the other side of the walls… Nature is
still upset about that, you know, how we had to cut down some of her trees to build up that
platform. But she also understands, I guess… she‟s just in one of her weird moods right now, so
I sent the wolves out with her and told her she could take her bracelets off for a little while, but
gods know where the hell she‟ll bounce off to with them.”
Zerrex nodded, looking faintly amused. “Well, it‟s not like there‟s much left here,
anyway… you have no idea how happy I was to learn that there weren‟t many freaky energy
signatures left in this area. It makes me less nervous about handing this colony over to someone
else… except now with more mortals moving in, and the fact we‟re building a mess hall and
bathrooms and all those other things for them… it‟s probably time for us to move on and let
them take over.”
“Yeah… was I ever glad to see a little bit of rain too, though. It means things are starting
to go back to normal, including the temperature.” Cindy smiled a bit at him, patting him quietly
on the shoulder as they started to walk around the walls surrounding the facility, the female
shaking her head slowly. “It was acidic, yeah. But it was rain nonetheless. Atmosphere is
returning… and you know, since this city was cleared, other people are taking initiatives too.
Setting up oxygen machines and monitoring systems, getting ready to help build new colonies…
getting ready to help you rebuild the world, Daddy. I‟m so proud to be part of this… and I know
we can do it, especially with all the support we‟re being given from so many people.”
“Even though we‟re only getting the support so they can later take all the credit for
themselves?” Zerrex asked mildly, and Cindy punched his shoulder lightly, making him snort in
amusement before he rolled his eyes as her flexible tail curled quickly around his and tugged
teasingly. “Stop that. Jerk.”
“Asshole.” Cindy smiled a bit nonetheless, however, gazing at her father lovingly before
she nodded. “But I do think that even with that in mind, it doesn‟t take away from what a good
thing it is, how it just might be more than enough to help everyone here nonetheless. It‟s hard to
put into words, but at the same time, I think it‟s easy to understand… even if the superior officers
just want the glory, the people we‟re actually working with want to help the planet and recognize
what‟s at stake here.”
“Sometimes I just worry.” Zerrex said finally, and Cindy gazed at him with soft
entertainment, making the reptile smile a bit. “I know, I know, I‟m always worrying. And I know
that I do worry a little too much at times… but sometimes I just think of the way people work,
and wonder if they‟ve adjusted so much to the way the space stations are that they no longer
even want to leave, or worse, that the people in charge have grown so used to the explicit powers
they hold over the regulated stations that they don‟t want the populace to return to the planet,
neither realizing nor caring what that would mean for Heaven and Hell.”
“Dark thoughts.” Cindy said softly, but she nodded again as they walked through the
woods, the female crossing her arm and lowering her head thoughtfully. “I understand what
you‟re saying though, Father… and I have come to see how hard it is for some people to give up
power, especially since it‟s often the wrong people who end up with all of it at the top of the
ladder. I have faith that the world won‟t be abandoned, however, and that we can establish
enough colonies to at least get a restart on rebuilding things here… that enough people, one way

or the other, will come down to help us out of an honest want to rebuild their old lives here.
Things aren‟t as easy in the colonies as they‟d like, after all… and I don‟t think many of them
have spent enough time up there to forget what it‟s like to walk beneath the sky with the earth
under your feet.”
Zerrex smiled a bit at this, saying softly: “I had those thoughts myself not too long
ago…” He paused, then shook his head, laughing a bit. “I wonder, sometimes, just how evolved
a race we must all be as a people… we hate each other for whatever reasons we can make up,
flee as quickly as we can from fights…and yet so willingly we put the nastiest person in charge,
who we often know is a mistake to have as a leader… and then we blame him for all his failings
the first chance we get and belittle his victories. Our civilization never got very civilized.”
“Heaven was the same way. And I hear you took your share of mudslinging down in
Hell… but that was a little different, after all.” Cindy smiled a bit at him, and Zerrex looked at
her with faint entertainment. “It‟s hard to bring down someone who was chosen by a prophecy
by a lot of political methods.”
The Drakkaren rolled his eyes, looking amused, and then he said mildly: “Prophecies
only come true if you make them come true, simple as that. It might sound strange, but I never
really did believe in them… more that prediction is just being able to guess what events are most
likely to unfold given the circumstances and people involved.”
Cindy gave him a quietly-entertained look, then she shook her head slowly before they
continued onwards, not speaking for a few moments. As they rounded the colony‟s outer wall,
she finally glanced over at him, saying softly: “Always gotta be in control of your own destiny,
don‟t you, Boss?”
“You know me. I can‟t stand the idea of being just a puppet of Fate or having all my
actions predetermined by the movements of particles.” Zerrex paused, then he added mildly: “I
recognize it‟s kind of ironic to say this, but I think too many people take too many freedoms with
the notion that „it‟s out of my hands,‟ or „it‟s all part of the master plan.‟ It‟s too easy to start
blaming everything on that and not actually try to change anything for yourself.”
“I love how highly you think of people, Daddy. That‟s always been a favorite quality of
mine in you.” Cindy said drolly, and the male snorted in amusement as they both looked towards
the cement platform in the distance, standing roughly a foot off the ground and in approximately
a forty foot by forty foot square. It was very basic, but more than enough to accommodate most
basic cargo ships, and smaller variations of the transport shuttles like the one currently carrying
the rest of his handpicked „team‟ in. Of course, the entire portion of this „team‟ that was coming
from Hell was really just one person: the real reason the small passenger shuttle was arriving was
to bring in a new detachment of demons that would keep an eye on things while Zerrex was
gone.
Cindy crossed her arms and leaned up against her father as Zerrex gazed down at her with
soft amusement, and the two rested together for a few moments, looking at the sky and listening
to the sounds of the wind whispering through the trees: scraggy and ugly trees, true, but trees
nonetheless, standing proudly on their own, and Nature had told them quietly the trees would
evolve and adapt, just as everything else in the world would: it would only be a matter of time.
Cindy had taken a sample from the trees for her Ark… and Nature had insisted on seeing
this after hearing about what it was. And so finally, Zerrex had gotten a fuller explanation on his
daughter‟s genetics project, and seen for his own eyes exactly what the Ark was.
At first glance, it hadn‟t seemed like much: a large rectangular crate made of divine
alloys, covered in all manner of protective runes and then coated in a rubbery goop to dampen

any kind of shock to it. At Cindy‟s verbal request, however, the lid of the crate slid open and a
column with three tall sections standing out from it rose slowly up, rotating once before coming
to a halt.
Each „Genetic Library Section,‟ or, in Zerrex‟s terms, „shelf part,‟ was as long as the
column and separated into multiple shelves. Each of these sections was then covered by a clear
metal door, which required a drop of Cindy‟s blood pushed into a small nub on each door to
open. The shelves were layered thick with „Genetic Sample Cards‟ on one side, each card with a
helix of DNA on it and covered in nanomachines: special computer equipment was required to
read each sample card, but it would list all the genetic specifics of whatever the sample card was
associated with, either generally or specifically.
Each shelf was double-layered, and on the other side of it, black metal grating that could
also only be opened by Cindy‟s blood in the strange lock guarded capsules filled with a bubbling
green liquid. Molecular acid, designed to vaporize all the DNA files in the event the Ark was
tampered with at all. Cindy didn‟t want her research falling into the wrong hands, and she would
prefer it being destroyed than be used to create either clones with godlike abilities or reenact the
period when Dragokkaren supersoldiers had been cloned for the sole purpose of waging war for
the benefit of one tyrant.
Zerrex had asked her how she expected to share the Ark when it was completed with
future civilizations, however, if the data was so complex and difficult to extract… and Cindy had
simply smiled, then patted the machine, and the shelves had descended slowly as the central
pillar of the device had risen higher, then split open to reveal a complex power core as a
holographic projection of Cindy‟s old body appeared. She sketched a curtsy politely, then smiled
warmly as the new-Cindy looked at her old self with warm nostalgia: a sense that she had been
content in her old life, and could enjoy the memories she had… but was even happier now that
she had moved on.
The holographic Cindy had explained what the Ark was: a genetic archive that was
composed of mortal genome structures, and the more complex „supernatural‟ genetic bases,
including any relevant data and specific samples of each from which data had been collected. It
detailed how the information was set in a time capsule format, so that it could only be extracted
after a certain date, and any attempts to access the information before this date would result in a
complete self-destruct of the information inside.
The hologram‟s speech was short and to the point, explaining everything that was
necessary to explain but avoiding tangents of any sort. Zerrex had been impressed with Cindy‟s
thoughtfulness… and as the Ark folded itself neatly back into its original shape, Cindy gave it an
order, and the machine slowly sank down into the protective outer shell it was stored inside, the
shelves spinning around the central pillar before it laid down on its side as the lid shut over it.
The Drakkaren remembered smiling at his daughter… just like he smiled now, and she gazed
back at him with love and adoration.
“So I‟m thinking of getting a tattoo, Daddy.” Cindy said with a slight smile, and Zerrex
rolled his eyes with amusement, earning a slap against his bicep from her. “Seriously! You and
Cherry and Mahihko all have them… why can‟t I have one too?”
“Because Cherry‟s a nutcase and Mahihko likes to decorate himself. And I never got
mine on purpose, you know.” Zerrex rubbed awkwardly at the swastika on his arm, glancing at it
before he looked back at Cindy with a slight smile. “It also got us in trouble more than once from
people, if you‟ll remember properly.”

Cindy shrugged a bit… and then they both looked up as a sleek shuttle flew low overhead
before beeping loudly as it began to lower slowly towards the ground, huge turbines on either
side of it spinning violently as powerful, multi-directional thrusters helped keep it level. So far,
the Arrow-Class ship was the most-futuristic looking thing Zerrex had seen in what he supposed
was the future they had all been dreaming stupidly about for too many years, with its roughlytriangular head and the powerful assortment of jets on the vehicle and its wide, hexagon-shaped
body, ending in a huge, flat tail. It landed after a few moments on large, wheeled skids, and
Zerrex knew that by now, the demons inside probably felt pretty rough: the ship was only
designed for moderate-range travel, but apparently the planet-to-planet distance currently fell
under the thin line between „moderate‟ and „far.‟ Or at least that’s what we’re supposed to tell
them. Good thing demons don’t know when they’ve run out of oxygen and are just breathing for
the sake of breathing…
Zerrex smiled a bit to himself as he rubbed at his face slowly, watching as a door slid
open and six demons piled out of the cruiser, falling all over each other but not seeming to care
that much as the pilot threw open the cockpit window and leaned out of it, gasping loudly. Then
the Drakkaren shook his head slowly before he smiled as the demons got up grouchily, gazing
over them all before Mercy leapt to her feet and charged at him, and he stepped forwards to pick
her up in a tight hug, squeezing her firmly against his broad chest.
She laughed silently as her head pushed against his neck, and then she drew back,
overbright eyes telling him a million stories and making him smile warmly as he grasped her
shoulders, her emotions pressing against him eagerly. “Now slow down, daughter… I‟m
delighted to see you here, though. Thanks for coming…” He stopped, then hugged her
impulsively again, murmuring: “I couldn‟t leave things in better hands.”
She hugged him tightly back, then drew away to turn and gaze wonderingly over Cindy,
who smiled and winked at her before she and Mercy traded a hug themselves… and then Zerrex
looked up, watching as a few large demons strode past and trading nods and smiles with them,
then his eyes roved up to watch with a slight smile as Selena and Carmen both approached,
Selena in a tight blue thermal bodysuit that was unzipped to show off the leather corset beneath,
and Carmen wearing plain black clothes, much like Mercy was. “Asshole.”
“Carmen, it‟s not my fault you weren‟t there to send me off.” Zerrex said mildly, and
then he winced when she grabbed him by the collar and jerked him down moodily, before
pointing at Cindy.
“No, you‟re an asshole because you made her an Iuratus before you made me one, fuckfuck.” Carmen replied loudly, and then she hugged Zerrex tightly, kissing him sloppily on the
cheek before pulling away and grabbing her enormous breasts as she swung her hips back and
forth, grinning widely. “Dude, you just gotta hurry up and do it already!”
Zerrex shook his head with a smile, and then he looked at Selena, trading a gentle but
passionate kiss with her for a few moments as she stroked the underside of his muzzle slowly,
and then she drew away, gazing at him lovingly. Carmen blew a raspberry at them, and Selena
glowered, but then Zerrex turned his eyes to the female and said mildly: “Can you go find Cherry
and Marina at the base for me? Take your time, our transport hasn‟t arrived yet.”
Carmen looked gleeful at this, nodding and bouncing away, and then Zerrex glanced over
at Mercy, who was smiling amusedly herself. “You think you‟ll be okay with keeping her and
those others in line? All Royal Guards, right?”

Mercy nodded, giving him a look that confirmed not only both those things but also his
other request, that they all be experienced soldiers. The Drakkaren nodded back, and then he
looked at Selena, asking her softly: “And you ready yourself?”
“Yeah.” Selena nodded, looking a bit more serious now as she zipped up her thermal suit,
then drew a long, black leather whip out from behind herself, snapping it once and making
orange runes glow over the length of it as she smiled coldly. “Double-protected too, like you
asked. Thermal suit that won‟t burn up to guard against freezing temperatures on top of my
immunity to fire. You learn anything else about these fuckers we‟re up against?”
Zerrex shook his head, and then he glanced up as the distinct sound of a helicopter came
overhead: once so familiar to the Drakkaren, and now something he was almost surprised to
hear: but pleased, since it meant Priest had obviously finished repairs on one they‟d found sitting
alone on the roof of a hospital they had raided. It flew over the shuttle as the pilot glanced up
curiously, and Priest brought the large helicopter slowly down for a landing beside the space
vehicle.
They could shuttle to their destination, but Zerrex had opted for this route after some
thought: the helicopter was an emergency rescue vehicle modified for long range travel, and
Priest had upgraded it to run off fuel cells, meaning there was no way they would run out of
energy to power the vehicle on the trip there or back. It would be a slow travel, but also one that
would give them the most stealth: a jet would quickly be picked up by Primordials and likely
blown out of the sky just as fast, while they could move in slow and steadily with a chopper. The
noise would be a giveaway… but then Priest flicked a button, and the loud chop-chop-chop of
the blades died down to more of a hiss as the huge Dragokkaren-demon leaned out of the cockpit
and gave a thumbs-up.
The chopper looked a little battered, the windshield cracked and the doors hastily
repaired… but it would more than suit their needs in a pinch: more importantly, the vehicle‟s
armor was designed to fly into storms, typhoons, and even overtop magma to complete rescue
operations, and the reptile was willing to bet they would be more than thankful for this by the
time the vehicle reached Hez‟Ranna. Despite the dings and splotches here and there, the hull still
looked like it was in good shape… and the Drakkaren nodded to himself as he rubbed
thoughtfully at his muzzle, Priest jumping out of the cockpit and walking over to trade an
awkward half-handshake, half-hug with Selena before they smiled at each other hesitantly.
Then the male became more professional as he looked at his father, saying firmly: “More
than enough room for five in the back, way more than enough room for me and someone else up
front. We can get more people if you want, Dad… I know Carmen is here, and she‟s pretty
resistant to the heat those Primordials will likely be turning up…”
“No, she needs to stay here.” Zerrex said after a moment of consideration, and then he
said quietly: “Six people is already pushing it, anyway. You, me, Selena, Cherry, Cindy, and
Anathema… Mercy will replace me as leader, but I recognize I‟m taking more than my share of
heavy-hitters with me to Hez‟Ranna. Huck can take over as chief engineer, sure, but Marina
can‟t cover every area of the base alone…” Or just doesn’t want to… “So Carmen needs to stay
back, do the bodyguard thing, help with some of the heavy lifting and bureaucracy with Heaven
and Hell.”
Priest nodded slowly after a moment, rubbing at the slope of his skull, and then he asked
quietly: “What about Driz, though? He‟d love to help, Dad…”
“He already is, Priest.” Zerrex smiled at his son, softening a bit. “Raven is hooking up
cables all over the place and remodeling the power stations he can… he‟s going to almost single-

handedly restore power to most of Ire at this rate, kiddo. That‟s already more than I should ever
have asked of him, and I don‟t want to drag him into my personal vendettas… we have to worry
about the entire world, after all, not just Ire and Hez‟Ranna, but Lailland and the Northlands and
the countless places across the globe where people live in terror of the Old Gods still roaming
this world like ghosts.”
“You never stop with that shit, do you, Dad?” Priest was smiling though, and he nudged
his father firmly before he looked over at the helicopter with a sigh, resting his hands on his hips.
“Should I go get our bags of equipment, then? Don‟t know why you limited our shit there, too,
cargo space in that thing is huge, even if there‟s already a good supply of medical things in
there.”
Zerrex shrugged a bit, then when Mercy rose a hand, he nodded to her and motioned for
her to explain. She turned to Priest, gazing at him as she made several simple gestures, then
signed a few easy-to-understand words, and Priest groaned, dropping his face in his hands. “But
we‟re demons, Mercy! Even you can lift more than twice that of a mortal like… twice your size!
Literally!”
Mercy poked him firmly, and he peeked between his fingers as she waggled a finger at
him, making Priest look grumpy before she made a few more gestures… and he mumbled under
his breath that she was a know-it-all before Mercy huffed and kicked him in the shin, making
Priest yelp and hop childishly backwards on one foot. They looked dourly at each other, and then
Priest relented and nodded, before Zerrex glanced to the side and said mildly: “Looks like our
stuff is coming to us, anyway.”
Selena snorted in amusement at the sight of Cherry lugging three duffel bags along,
ignoring Carmen as she kept attempting to wrestle her descendant for one of them, and
Anathema shook her head in disgust as she wandered behind the two, watching with something
like incredulity at their antics. Behind her, Balthazar, Sarah, Driz, and a slew of others followed,
and Zerrex rubbed the back of his head embarrassedly as they approached, holding his hands up
as he said dumbly: “People, you should head to work…”
Mercy tapped him on the chest, then quietly put a finger on his lips… and Zerrex sighed,
softening immediately and unable to do anything more than repress a bit of a smile. He looked at
her, and she gazed back, blushing a bit… but he was so goddamned proud of her, for everything
she‟d done, as she rubbed slowly at her bare, scarred arms. And then Zerrex blinked, looking
over her simple clothing and realizing this was the first time he‟d ever seen her without sleeves
covering up the scars covering her upper limbs… and he quietly hugged her, kissing her forehead
firmly as he murmured: “I‟m so proud of you.”
Mercy hugged him tightly back, burying her face against his chest for a moment… and
then she pulled away with a bright smile before stepping back into the crowd as Cherry, Zerrex,
Priest, Cindy, Anathema, and Selena all stood apart from the group, looking over them. Mercy
gazed at her father lovingly, motioning at him… and the reptile nodded to her before he said in a
quiet but firm voice: “We‟re heading out now, to take care of something long overdue.
Hez‟Ranna has burned for eleven years… and that‟s eleven years too long.” He halted, then
smiled a bit, crossing his arms. “To answer a rumor going around, I do intend to build a colony
there, yes… but only after we establish that the ground there can be salvaged. Hez‟Ranna will be
helping us with this, however… and there is a plan to make one of the Hez‟Rannan colonies into
a city itself, once preparations have been made, so that they can better help out with the effort.

“I won‟t be abandoning this colony, though. Step-by-step, we‟re going to rebuild this
world, and much of that has to do with this place, right here.” Zerrex said quietly. “This is our
First Ground, on a world we‟ll build anew, together. And this time, we‟re going to do it right.”
Zerrex nodded firmly, and there was a scattering of clapping through the crowd before
the Drakkaren rubbed at his head, then motioned to Priest to go ahead and start the vehicle up.
The Dragokkaren ran over to the helicopter immediately, leaping in through one rusted, open
door and slipping through into the cockpit, and the others followed quickly, Anathema sliding
sinuously close to him and earning a glower from Cherry, but he laughed as he let her run up to
his other side… and Cindy strode beside her with a bright smile, as Selena came last behind
Zerrex, slapping his rear and making him wince as she grinned despite herself.
They climbed into the cockpit one-by-one, Cherry tossing bags to Cindy, who easily
shoved them into the open cargo hold in the floor before she slid the heavy steel trapdoor shut.
Then Cherry slammed the door as Priest started the engines, and she sat in one of the large
benches that lined the walls with the others. It gave Zerrex a chance to finally look around as
Anathema looked nervous, and Cherry grinned widely, putting her hands behind her head and
dressed in leather pants and a tight black exercise top, her collar gleaming in the flickering red
light that turned on in the ceiling and her polished metal motorcycle boots taking on an eerie red
glow. “Just like riding the bus!”
Zerrex snorted at this sentiment, glancing over at Selena, who snuggled up against him…
and he wrapped an arm around her as Anathema quietly pushed the sides of their arms together,
smiling at the contact. Cindy sat next to Cherry, the two looking strangely more at ease with each
other now than they ever had before, and Zerrex knew it was due in part to the transformation
Cindy had undergone: somehow, that itself had disintegrated some of the blocks between them,
making the sisters perhaps closer than they had been even as lovers.
Cindy had her spiked bracelets and spiked collar on, like she always loved to wear, he
recognized… although her clothing was less military now, more-showy. Yet it still was
professional, still had her distinct personality about it… and the reptile traded smiles with her
before Cindy whispered something to Cherry, and she brightened up and nodded a few times,
Zerrex catching the word „tattoo‟ before Cindy shushed her from speaking too loudly. Cherry
coughed and cleared her throat, then she began to whisper conspiratorially behind a hand,
making Zerrex sigh as she gave him big, hard-to-miss stares every so often.
Priest, visible through the open doorway that led to the cockpit, was dressed as casually
as the rest of them: rugged combat boots on his feet, heavy black jeans, a tight muscle-shirt and
his leather jacket thrown over the back of the chair, as he muttered calculations to himself, his
handheld computer sitting in a rack above a mashed-up looking control panel with the GPS open
on it. Zerrex wondered for a moment how safe they were, but then Priest gently eased the
helicopter into the air, and Zerrex smiled before he looked out the cracked side window at the
faint breeze he felt, before he laughed a bit at the sight of Nature, Lone, and Mahihko bouncing
up and down as trees leaned out of the way, the three waving wildly before Nature bounced away
with a visible laugh before they were out of sight.
The reptile shook his head in faint entertainment, and then he leaned back and closed his
eyes, trying not to plan too far ahead or allow his concerns for the mission ahead to overwhelm
him. By all accounts, after all, they were dealing with Primordials so powerful and insane the
Old Gods had literally just dumped them in Hez‟Ranna and run away… and any and all mortals,
demons, and angels that had gone in to fight them had been either wiped out or come back
bearing permanent, severe wounds, no matter how hardy or fireproofed they were.

Zerrex knew it would be difficult: satellite images from multiple angles had shown very
little of Hez‟Ranna that wasn‟t entirely engulfed in flames, and toxic smoke was another
problem they would have to deal with. The Drakkaren had finally deemed one landing site „safe,‟
but he was still nervous even after all the considerations he‟d put into it: it just seemed far too
much like a trap.
A large section of the Hez‟Rannan shores was unoccupied and apparently inflammable,
the caked mud, rock, and sand mass the only thing left that the flames seemingly couldn‟t burn.
Water levels had risen over the last few years by several feet, however, encroaching further and
further into what had once all been mortal land, and the reptile was afraid of what was going to
happen if they couldn‟t stabilize the ice floes as well… but not every problem could be solved by
special powers or magic, he knew. Sometimes things just happened as they did… and even if he
could magically create a castle for all the mortals to come and live in, he couldn‟t make that
castle impermeable to attack, full of oxygen, and give it a food supply… and that was without
considering the many other problems that existed.
Furthermore, eliminating toxins from the air would take time and effort: technology
could work tirelessly around the clock, but was less effective at filtering out poisons… while
magic could eliminate toxin completely from small areas, but no mage, no matter how powerful,
could shove the poison out of all of Hez‟Ranna without likely killing themselves in the
process… and then the toxins would just spill in from the rest of the world. It was like trying to
empty the ocean with a cup: you could scoop out so much water and dump it somewhere else,
but more water always took its place, and usually immediately.
To restore the world, it would take the effort of hundreds of thousands of people, in
colonies all over the large planet they lived on, setting up air purifiers, power plants, and farms:
mixing old-fashioned hard work with new technologies to stop the world from killing them. And
that was without the undead threat that always loomed, or the Old Gods or the Mechanauts still
stampeding around some cities… and Zerrex sighed, rubbing at his forehead before Selena
smacked him on the skull, grumbling: “Stop that, you‟re doing that thing again, I can tell.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know, I shouldn‟t think so damn much… but sometimes I just can‟t stop
myself. I must be like… thought-addicted or something.” Zerrex mumbled, rubbing a hand
through his hair… and then he looked up, watching as Cherry and Cindy shared a slow,
passionate kiss, Cherry‟s hand playing through Cindy‟s hair as the other female stroked over her
face and gripped into a shoulder, her other hand teasingly rubbing up towards a breast. “That
helps a little.”
Cindy opened an eye, giving him a look both irritated and amused, and a few moments
later the two parted as Cherry grinned stupidly before gripping her crotch, clearing her throat
awkwardly. “Quick, someone tell me something that‟s not sexy.”
“Marina‟s mood when we get back.” Anathema said mildly, and Cherry stared at her,
then winced and made a face, slouching back against her seat and looking morbid as Zerrex
rolled his eyes. Oh here we go.
“Okay Boss. I gotta ask: why the fuck did you leave her back home? She‟s a fucking
powerhouse, for one thing, and for another thing… when you ain‟t around, she goes crazy-ballsass-nuts.” Cherry made a face, twirling a finger beside her skull as she rolled her eyes in her
head, making Cindy sigh and rub slowly at her own as if for patience. “Sure, fine. Let‟s go kill us
some Primordials. But then when we get back there Marina‟s going to hunt us jealously down
one-by-one and squash us, or she‟s going to super-cling to you or something.”

Zerrex looked mildly around at the four, and then he crossed his arms as he said calmly:
“Marina didn‟t want to come on this mission, Cherry.”
Cherry gaped at this, and the helicopter stuttered a little as Priest looked back over his
shoulder in shock as well. Then Zerrex glared at him, clutching the bench of the chopper, and
Priest immediately winced and looked back ahead, even as he asked hesitantly: “Dad, like…
Marina‟s love for you, her… clinginess to you is kind of like how a super-massive black hole
clings to a little speck of dirt. Not that she‟s a black hole or you‟re dirt, I mean, I just mean-”
The helicopter swerved a little again as Priest winced and accidentally leaned on the
control stick as he glanced back at his father, and Zerrex shoved himself back against the wall of
the helicopter, heart thudding in his chest, before the Dragokkaren quickly looked ahead as
Cherry howled: “Fucking lay off the handlebars, junior, what the hell are you, a rookie?”
“Sorry, sorry, flying now, promise it won‟t happen again.” Priest mumbled, looking
abashed as he kept his eyes focused and ahead, but his posture was attentive, as he risked a halfglance backwards at his father.
The reptile took a slow breath, and then he fidgeted a bit before making himself
comfortable again, explaining in a disgruntled voice: “Marina is just feeling self-conscious right
now, okay? What I mean is…” He stopped, looking down quietly as Selena grasped his arm
gently, leaning in but for once not trying to prod it out of him… and the reptile smiled faintly at
her, grateful for this. “Selena is my wife. Cherry, Cindy, and Anathema have all pledged their
souls to me. You‟re my son and you were elected Chief Mechanic, specifically chosen for this
mission because of your resistance to the elements and control over them. And Cindy, hell…
look at her.” Zerrex gestured towards her, gazing at her with a quiet laugh, and Cindy looked
back with a warm smile. “Changed herself, became… an Iuratus, I guess we officially started
calling her, too.
“Marina is none of that. Yeah, I… I understand that she‟s not just a demon, but
something… something above. Maybe something worth being called a Terror, if she didn‟t
control herself the way she works to.” Zerrex stopped, then he looked around at them all softly.
“I know it‟s… I know you all know this, but I can‟t help feeling how goddamn important it is to
point out that Marina really does have feelings, despite the way she acts a lot of the time. She
cares for her core family, especially… but she cares about this world, too, and the rest of the
family. Some members, yes, only because I care about them… but everyone she recognizes as…
as someone, do you understand what I‟m saying?”
He stopped… then shook his head slowly. “Marina got her powers by killing two of my
daughters. I loved them, even if I wasn‟t overly fond of them… even if we argued a lot, I mean, I
know how callous that sounded. But I did love them. And like… I mean, Marina essentially stole
and cheated to get her powers, and she knows that, and it hurts her, even though she thought she
was doing a good thing at the time, in service to me. But Marina isn‟t an Iuratus. Isn‟t someone
who was blessed with my energies, who I traded hearts with, who I put a collar on. She‟s my
daughter… and I try to keep it that way, and it upsets her.” He laughed a bit, looking up and
smiling faintly. “It upsets her that I don‟t treat her like a slave.”
Selena mumbled something, and when Zerrex looked at her quietly, she sighed and
looked awkwardly at the floor. “Zerrex, there‟s something wrong with her. Honestly. I know
we‟re all thinking it here, but I‟ll go ahead and fucking say it if no one else will. I‟m not saying
she‟s insane-”
“Fuck that, she‟s totally crazy.” Cherry said flatly, and Selena gave her a glower, but
Cherry steamrolled this and threw her arms out, almost smacking Cindy in the face. “Boss, from

bitch to master, slave to slave-owner, wife to husband-of-the-pants, listen to me for a second,
okay? Make her your bitch. Just… run with it. Do it. Show her what it‟s like. Hell, you gave
Desire and Cy… your other daughter that option.”
Cherry swallowed awkwardly, and Zerrex smiled faintly even as Cindy punched her hard
in the bicep, the female wincing and grabbing at her arm as she slid down the bench on her ass.
“It‟s okay. But they were adults, able to look past their emotions, judge for themselves, and
raised in Hell. In traditional aspects… I mean, Lily wasn‟t hard on Desire, ever, but she still
taught her much more of Hell‟s culture than of mortal customs, even if she never realized it.”
Selena nodded, and then she grumbled: “I hate to say it, but I agree with Cherry. Go fullthrottle on her. See what the fuck happens.”
Anathema snorted in contempt, and Selena and Cherry both looked at her with surprise as
she crossed her arms moodily, Priest sneaking a look back as well. “Then one of two things
happens. Marina either tries to usurp your position as head bitch, Cherry, and becomes even
more ingrained in servitude to Zerrex… or worse, she realizes she doesn‟t like it, possibly
resulting in a backlash that would make her no longer love her father the way she does… and
would anyone want to guess at what an upset, betrayed-feeling Marina who is out of Zerrex‟s
control might do to all of us?”
Selena swallowed thickly, and Cherry rose a hand, mumbling: “New plan. We give
Marina a lot of hugs. And fluffy unevolved kittens. And shit like that.”
Selena grumbled, and then she softened, adding quietly: “Since we‟re on the subject,
Zerrex, I wanted to take the moment and tell you that… Lily is trying to adjust, but Paluth is
being aggressive on the subject. I can‟t totally blame him, but he‟s still an asshole; wants his kids
raised the way he was raised, only harder. To „make them stronger,‟ in his words, and Lily has
kind of gone into wet-rag mode.”
“I don‟t want to deal with a domestic squabble on top of everything else.” Zerrex
groaned, covering his face… and then he mumbled under his breath as he rested back against the
wall, glowering at the ceiling. “Corruption baths?”
“Baths, restrictive punishment, strict diet, strengthening regimens, everything short of
psychological tampering, but I think it‟s only because Lily would spaz and eat him if he tried
that.” Selena muttered, and then she grinned a bit over at Zerrex. “He‟s a Bull King, you know.
One of only seven in Hell. I think she only married him for his dick, by which I mean his
power.”
Zerrex glared at her, not wanting to admit how squeamish and almost inferior that made
him: Bull Kings were a rare deviant from the standard Gigataur, creatures not exactly standard
themselves. Gigataurs were monstrous Minotaurs that developed after being soaked in corruption
and long years of training and ritual… but Bull Kings were supposedly only one step beneath the
Minotaur God, a Terror that Zerrex had battled and slain, almost at the cost his own life.
A Bull King was classified as a Wrath demon, monstrous in their full demonic form but
able to almost entirely hide all their characteristics and appear only to be a normal minotaur.
Usually, they were ancient, serving as Generals to monarchs or demonic lords in their own right,
always lusting for more power or control, and the reptile had a sour feeling about Paluth, no
matter what Lily had said about him and not just because he was a jealous husband. But that too
would have to be put aside for later… or just left alone, since Paluth already had two sons born
from Lily, and that might have been all he wanted. Cruel… but Zerrex was no longer sure Paluth
explicitly loved Lily, especially after such a fast courtship and how out-of-sorts she would have
been trying to rule Hell and mourn the loss of so many she loved after the war.

He had too much to be uneasy about now, and he wondered why it always seemed that
the moment he finished with one thing, another problem cropped up… and the Drakkaren made a
face before he shook his head and looked skywards. Then he sighed, glancing down at his armlet
and tapping it impatiently, before he mumbled: “Oh to hell with this.”
Zerrex twisted the dial of his armlet up to eighty, then hit the enter key, and he winced as
energy surged over his body, both Selena and Anathema recoiling… and then the reptile‟s eyes
flashed, and Cherry yelled incoherently as a shockwave rocked the helicopter, electricity
sparking over it for a moment as the Drakkaren vanished, Priest looking wildly back and forth as
he tried to even things out and Cherry slamming her first against the wall. “Oh fuck this!
Goddammit Boss, at least bring me with you!”
And a moment later, Cherry vanished too, Selena gaping as Anathema sighed, regaining
her usual composure, and Cindy smiled awkwardly across at her, saying finally: “Zerrex has
been learning a lot these last few months.”
The lizard-in-question currently stood on one of the outer balconies of the immense
Central Spire, a pair of Amazon guards gaping openly at him as he examined his nails and
Cherry clutched his forearm, gagging as she twitched violently back and forth on her knees, and
then she wheezed: “Never… ever… listen to me again.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then he strode forwards as he returned the armlet to ten
percent, wincing at the energy that flicked over his body before he simply glared at the doors,
and they flew open as Cherry staggered along dazedly behind him, Firenze and several others
looking up in surprise from the table before the reptile said mildly: “Lily, we gotta… where‟s
Lily?”
Firenze cleared his throat, raising a hand… and then Zerrex‟s eyes flashed before he
vanished again, and Cherry staggered through the spot where he had been before she fell on her
face with a groan, mumbling: “I‟m here on behalf of the colonies to discuss why the fuck Zerrex
doesn‟t have one of those zappy collars around his neck.”
Zerrex, meanwhile, reappeared in Lily‟s bedroom at the Ravenlight Estate, where she
was sitting on the bed and playing with an old rosary… and she leapt backwards in surprise at
the sight of Zerrex, pressing back against the wall in her nightgown before she let out a sigh of
relief, gazing at him lovingly… then blushing and half-turning away, the reptile‟s eyes glancing
over her as he felt her emotions, shame chief amongst them as he frowned. “Lily…”
“I‟m sorry, Zerrex… I truly am, and… I know why you‟re here.” Lily looked silently at
the wall opposite, and then she looked over at him, murmuring softly: “There‟s not going to be
any big confrontation this time, Zerrex. There‟s no battle, no war, but there‟s loss all the
same…” She looked down silently, hugging her stomach quietly, and she whispered: “Paluth ran
off the moment he had the chance, after Selena and Sin started sniffing a… no. That‟s a lie. He
fucked me first. And then he tried to rape me into abortion, because… Zerrex, I‟m pregnant. I‟m
going to have your child.”
She looked up at him quietly, tears overflowing her eyes, and then she ran over to him
and he picked her up, hugging her tightly against his body as she buried her face against his
neck. “When he found out about it, he knew… he… he knew that I would make you my priority.
That another heir to my throne was going to be born and his children couldn‟t become a High
Throne by birthright that… oh Gods, Zerrex, I thought he loved me!”
Zerrex only rocked her quietly as she sobbed against him, and then she grit her teeth, and
he could feel her body ripple, her fangs against his neck as she whispered: “He wanted to take a
piece of me with him when he left… but I bit him. Only in the shoulder, but… but it was enough.

He lost his arm, and he will die, but he‟s… he‟s going to kill the children, Zerrex. I know he is, I
don‟t know how but I know he is, he‟s gone mad with hate and rage and… and all he wanted was
a cheap fuck and a shot at my throne!”
She began to cry hard again, but Zerrex gently set her down, and Lily stared up at him as
tears flowed down her face before he took one of her hands quietly, saying softly: “Stay here. I‟ll
be back as soon as I can, okay?”
“Please don‟t leave me… Zerrex… Zerrex, it was an honest mistake! I was…” Lily
trembled, almost falling off the bed as she reached out after him, clutching her belly as the
Drakkaren strode away, before she grabbed his shoulder… and the lizard gazed at her silently
before pushing her wrist away, as she whispered: “I love you…”
“Lily…” It pained him, but the Drakkaren shook his head slowly, murmuring softly:
“Lily, you need time alone to think. But I‟m not leaving you… and I‟m not going to let him kill
those kids.”
Zerrex reached down, turning the dial on the armlet up to forty, then he cursed at the
agony it sent through his system: so many large jumps in such a short period of time made the
pain worse and worse, and he took a moment to breathe deeply, even as he searched with his
mind for an energy signature he knew would jump out at him… and before Lily‟s trembling hand
could touch his shoulder, Zerrex vanished, then he appeared on a wide ledge beneath the lip of a
volcano, magma flowing past his boots and making the lizard curse in pain as he staggered
backwards… before a voice above gave broken laughter, and the reptile looked up just in time to
see a minotaur throw a child‟s body into the volcano below.
“No, what are you doing?” Zerrex shouted, pain ripping through his heart… but the
minotaur only grinned, his crimson eyes burning out at Zerrex, his black mane twisting back and
forth in the jets of steam and winds around this high volcano. He had obviously shakily dressed,
wearing pants that weren‟t buttoned up right and an open vest over a naked, barrel chest…
except Lily‟s poison was visibly working its way through his body, black veins standing out here
and there, one arm already nothing but a rotted husk, while the other remained huge and
powerful.
“I knew it! I knew she loved you more, that she would return to you… she‟s nothing but
a slut for power!” Paluth raved, and then he slapped the child kneeling in front of him, and the
gator-like demon tumbled towards Zerrex as the minotaur grinned insanely, before he stomped
hard on his own child‟s stomach, making him scream. Zerrex snarled in fury, his eyes darting
from the child to the father, fury making him tremble… and then Paluth laughed maniacally
before he roared and flexed, his body rippling before it tore out of its clothing as he became
massive, spikes standing out from enormous hooves and his arm covered in rippling
musculature, more than fifty feet tall as his eyes glowed red, long, thick blades of bone shoving
their way up through his mane, down his spine, and from his forked tail as his horns lengthened
out of his skull and a massive, prodigious thing bulged between his legs, before he rose his hoof,
his son screaming…
And Zerrex lunged forwards, catching it on his shoulders as it slammed down, gritting his
teeth as blood ran from his shoulders and arms, Paluth howling as he bore down with his raw
strength alone: “You took her from me! I‟ll take my children from her!”
“I won‟t let you!” Zerrex roared, visions of his own childhood, of Narrius, of fighting his
father to the death flashing through his mind, and then he shoved violently upwards, and his eyes
blazed as the poisoned, unsteady body of the Bull King flailed at the edge of the volcano…
before his rotten arm suddenly gave away under its own weight, and he screamed and arched his

back ,grabbing at a stump that was leaking toxic pus as he began to fall… and Zerrex‟s eyes
flashed as he thought coldly: And there shall be no fight.
He leapt forwards, slamming both feet down into the enormous knee of the minotaur to
launch himself forwards, even as Paluth fell… and then the Drakkaren allowed himself to drop,
easily twisting out of the way of a wild lash of the giant‟s arm before he smashed his hand into
his chest, and Paluth was thrown downwards into the magma lake inside the hungry maw of the
volcano, the reptile effortlessly flipping through the air to land at the edge of the volcano… and
beside him, the gator child, despite his beaten and bloody state, leaned over the lip of the volcano
and screamed: “Daddy!”
Zerrex stared in shock… and the gator child shot him a hateful, vile look from his teary
eyes before he simply dove over the edge… and the reptile stumbled numbly forwards, reaching
out and catching him, but the child screamed and cursed and twisted around, biting his hand and
making him curse before he tossed him back over the lip of the volcano. He landed in a crumpled
heap, and there he curled up and began to cry… and Zerrex looked silently at his back, his
shoulders slumped, breathing hard through his mouth and tasting not just volcanic ash and smoke
but bitter defeat.
He walked slowly over to the child and picked him up, despite his protests, before he
simply created a portal… and a moment later, he stepped into Lily‟s room, and he silently
handed her the crying child. She took him, enfolded him, and he screamed and clawed at her,
then clutched her and curled up against her, before he looked at Zerrex and pointed at him with
one accusing finger, yelling: “He killed Daddy! He killed Daddy!”
Lily looked quietly at the child, then up at Zerrex… and then she hugged him against her
breast, before tears spilled down her muzzle as she whispered: “You need to go now, Zerrex.
You need to go.”
Zerrex looked at her… and then he simply stepped through the portal and left, wondering
if he had done the right thing or not, and knowing that either way, he had failed. He closed his
eyes as he emerged back outside the Throne room, where Cherry was waiting on a balcony…
and without asking, she walked over and hugged him tightly, kissing his cheek firmly and
pulling him tight to her body as she murmured: “Bring us back, Boss. Bring us back, and it‟ll all
be okay.”
Zerrex turned the dial up, not noticing or minding the pain as he set it to eighty… and
they vanished from the spot before reappearing in the helicopter, making it rock violently. Zerrex
clutched at his head, holding in his tears now as best he could, swallowing hard and cursing
under his breath… and then Cindy and Cherry and Anathema and Selena enfolded him in their
arms, and the reptile allowed himself to be pulled down in their embrace as Priest kept his eyes
forwards and lowered, gritting his teeth as he whispered: “Not again…”
Gradually, Zerrex was soothed enough to relate what had happened… and Selena had
become so furious that they had been forced to open the hangar doors and let the wind blow in to
stop the seats from melting, the female looking embarrassed but also pissed beyond all reason.
Zerrex still felt ashamed and miserable and like a failure, while Cindy kept telling him it wasn‟t
his fault at all, and Cherry muttered about Lily being a naïve idiot and Paluth being a lot of
things attached to the word „fuck.‟ Yet all Zerrex could wonder was if he had caused this… if
Paluth had loved her, and he had been the monster in the scenario… if Lily would even bear their
child now after everything that he had put her through.
It was complicated, and it was painful, and it was too much to sort through at once… so
Zerrex finally let himself just relax for the next eight hours, feeling miserable and moody and

nervous for the fights ahead. Wondering if this was all a bad omen… and he shook his head
slowly, worried that he‟d rushed things again, that he should have avoided listening to his
instincts… and finally, Selena said flatly: “Zerrex, if you didn‟t make that stupid fucking jump to
stupid fucking Hell to see stupid fucking Lily, you would never have saved that one stupid
fucking kid from that stupid fucking asshole. Yeah, Hell is different, but there are users… and it
is possible to love someone and use them at the same time, but end up more concerned for
yourself than them and go bat-shit crazy when something interferes with your plans. It‟s like…
how I‟ve always loved you… but ended up being a stupid fucking bitch about it.”
She quieted, then sighed and shook her head slowly, rubbing her hands over her face, and
Zerrex could only smile faintly at her, strangely relieved by her words… before Priest leaned
back, saying quietly: “Thirty minutes to site, but… you might want to look at this, Dad.”
Zerrex frowned, then he stood up and slipped into the cockpit, sitting in the co-pilot‟s
seat… and he could only stare in horror at the sight of Hez‟Ranna in the distance, the place
looking like nothing but pulsing red flames that reached countless feet into the sky, flaring up
here and there as what looked like fireballs vomited themselves out of the fire in all directions.
Black and green smoke curled up from the flames, and the surrounding islands looked blackened
and crisp, like broken, burnt-out wood thrown haphazardly into the lake.
The water, too, seemed to be on fire here and there… and all around the island, the
currents had formed a visible barrier, pushing violently outwards and leaving a visible pocket of
air between the land and the ocean. Dead bodies floated all around, skeletons given buoyancy as
either a warning or a threat… and Priest kept the helicopter low as he swept slowly around
towards the eastern shores, muttering under his breath: “I know you got shit on the mind, Dad…
but I think we‟re going to need total fucking focus to deal with this one.”
“Agreed.” Zerrex murmured, closing his eyes and forcing his thoughts away with a
grimace and one simple reflection: If my melodrama ever got any of these people here killed, I’d
never be able to save anyone ever again.
The reptile leaned back in his chair, and then Priest added helpfully: “You know, it‟s
really not all that bad, either.” That earned him a sour look, but the Dragokkaren shrugged,
unperturbed. “I don‟t mean Hez‟Ranna, that shit there is bad… but… you and Lily. You‟ll move
on.” He looked ahead quietly, nodding slowly as he murmured softly: “And people make
mistakes, Dad, especially in moments of weakness… gods know I have, gods know Markus did,
but look at him now. Strong, happy, resilient, not mutilating people in his basement… I think
that‟s especially healthy for someone living in Hell, right?”
Zerrex smiled a bit at this, and Priest shrugged a bit, saying quietly: “You saved a kid‟s
life. Don‟t look at the glass as empty here because you didn‟t get to the one kid in time. Maybe if
you‟d had more time, maybe if Selena hadn‟t told you, maybe if I didn‟t fix the helicopter today,
maybe this or that, there‟s always a way to shove the blame around. Your problem is you always
shove the blame on yourself first, and you always hold yourself as the most guilty party… and I
know, yeah, maybe it would have ebbed out onto others, but you would have hated yourself most
of all, I think. And Lily has a habit of blaming things other than herself at first… but she comes
around. Besides, she killed him first. The fact both of you wanted to kill the son of a bitch must
mean something, right? And the fact that… Lily has her flaws and came to recognize it herself,
well… I think that means something to.”
He stopped, then looked over at Zerrex quietly, saying softly: “Remember, Dad. In Hell,
not a lot of marriages are honest. You‟re lucky, because the people you love… love you back.
None of them are using you. That‟s rare in Hell; usually marriages are manipulation and

alliances, and Lily fell too into… all the mortal romance stories she loves, I think. Thought some
dashing white knight would save her after losing her husband… and forgot that her own natural
drives would push her right towards not the most proper suitor, but the most powerful. Besides,
Selena‟s had boyfriend after boyfriend, we never talk about all them.”
“Shut the fuck up, Priest, or I‟ll do to you what I did to your Momma.” Selena snapped
angrily from the back, and the Dragokkaren cleared his throat awkwardly, tugging at his collar
and looking nervously over his shoulder for a short moment. Then he turned his eyes to the front,
shaking his head a bit and smiling dryly at Zerrex.
“None of you people have a goddamn sense of humor.” he said finally, then he leaned
back in his chair as he adjusted the control stick slightly, evening out their path as he said finally:
“I‟m just saying that… it‟ll hurt for a while, but in the grand scheme of things, it‟s not going to
be a big deal. It‟ll be rough, but you‟ve faced worse. And sure, I get that you‟re jealous and shit.
What guy isn‟t? Momma gets jealous of you hanging out with the other babes all the time, after
all.”
“Shut up, Priest, or I‟ll send Selena in there to kick your ass!” Cherry squawked, and
Priest grinned and shook his head at this as Zerrex laughed a bit. “Fuck, come back here, Boss.
Stop pestering him, we‟re handing shit out anyway!”
Zerrex sighed, and then he stood up… and Priest reached a hand out, snagging his arm
and meeting his eyes quietly as he said softly: “Just… if you gotta think about anything, think
about that, okay? Think of all the friends and lovers your friends and lovers have had over the
years… the permanent relationships your permanent relationships have formed. This was not
your fault, Dad, and this will blow over sooner rather than later… just don‟t let yourself go crazy
keeping it all inside.” He paused, then grinned slightly. “Besides. We got a perfectly natural
outlet here, too. And I ain‟t talking about the chicks, but the Primordials we‟re about to kick the
shit out of, ain‟t that right Momma?”
“That‟s right, Priest! Fuck, at least someone here remembers what we came for.” Cherry
snorted, and Zerrex shook his head with faint amusement before he patted his son on the arm as
he slipped carefully past him and back into the cockpit, where they had already dragged the huge
bags out of the cargo compartment and were passing around equipment, as Anathema simply sat
back and watched curiously as they distributed the gear.
Zerrex had brought Blackheart with him, and he also had a small backpack that fit snugly
against him, the supplies inside including a tube of demonic crystal and a gas mask. The reptile
was willing to bet his ability to create an atmosphere against the toxic smoke, but he wanted to
be prepared, just in case. The others – apart from Anathema – would all be wearing theirs,
however: thankfully, they weren‟t clunky but streamlined, providing only an hour of air but
fitting securely over the muzzle to block inhalation of fumes, a filter visible on the right side
through which air hissed in and out as they breathed.
Cherry had her chain whip, refusing to take the Great Diviner with her for this mission:
Zerrex knew she wouldn‟t be able to resist forever, but the chain whip – fortified over the years
at Hell‟s forges – would be more than enough weapon for this mission. She also had a silver .45
revolver holstered at her side, with an autoloader in the zipped-up pouch on the holster‟s side:
the autoloader was charmed so it would replace whatever bullets were taken from it, making it an
invaluable asset.
Cindy had no gear herself, apart from the gas mask she was wearing and carefully
adjusting: since she had no natural resistance to heat, Zerrex had asked that when they landed,

she would transform her body. She had agreed it was probably the best idea for the upcoming
events, especially since none of them wanted to underestimate the opponents ahead.
Priest already had his gear on him, apart from the gas mask the reptile tossed towards the
cockpit, and the Dragokkaren easily caught it without a glance, putting it on as he guided the
helicopter around a flare of flame that made the vehicle tremble slightly. He tightened the strap
with one agile hand, then wiggled a bit as he patted his lower back, making sure he still had both
knives he was carrying holstered above his tail. A third dagger was in his boot, this one long,
smooth, and made entirely of silver, obviously weighted for throwing with its cross-shape.
As Zerrex watched, Priest shrugged his jacket back on, then reached into one of the
pockets to pull out what looked like an oversized watch, strapping this around his wrist before he
pulled his handheld computer off the dash of the helicopter and tapped a short code in with his
thumb, before he held it beside the watch. The screen fizzled, turned to some kind of loading
bar… and then there was a ding, and Priest put the handheld device back into the holder as he
said mildly: “We‟re synced and ready to go, Dad. I‟ve downloaded all the information we should
need.”
“Great.” Selena muttered, looking at the technology with distaste as she crossed her arms
over her thermal suit, then she poked at the gas mask she had on herself with the butt of her
leather whip. “These are obnoxious. Smoke never hurt a fire demoness, anyway.”
“A lot of it can, for one thing, and for another, that‟s not natural smoke from natural fire.
The consistency is a lot closer to the kind of chemical smoke that comes off of burning metal
soaked in battery acid or something… in other words, nasty.” Zerrex replied flatly, and then he
shook his head slowly, looking around at them all as Selena grumbled and adjusted the backpack
she was wearing, also full of extra supplies. “Remember. The hope is that you two and Priest can
exert enough control over the flames to extinguish them. It‟s going to be a hard path… and don‟t
get caught up focusing on the fire Primordial, either. There‟s going to be two of them down
there, fire and water, and even if the entire nation is burning, there‟s likely a reason they‟re
working together.”
Priest snorted and nodded. “Yeah, for all we know that‟s some kind of clever ruse…” He
stopped, then added quietly: “Looks like we‟re approaching the landing zone, though… I‟m
starting to see patches of actual land here and there. You going to be okay in there, Dad?”
“Yeah.” Zerrex nodded as he turned the dial on the armlet up to sixty, then he hit the
button, before cursing and grabbing at his skull, gritting his teeth as pain ripped through his body
like hooks dragging slowly through his form. His eyes bulged, and he gasped for breath, then
slumped back as the others stared at him, the lizard murmuring: “Just need the last of this time to
catch my breath… oh, right. Sammy?”
Zerrex glanced up, and a moment later, the skeletal pseudodragon appeared on the end of
his muzzle, chirping worriedly down at him. Zerrex only smiled tiredly, however, his energy
slowly flowing back through his form: he just needed to remember not to do so many large
jumps so often. “Sammy, are you going to scout through the flames for us?”
Sammy nodded firmly, and the Drakkaren gently picked him up off his muzzle, gazing at
him softly: the little pseudodragon had wanted to prove himself ever since he had fled from
combat, and the lizard was both proud for him and worried about the sometimes-rash friend of
his whom had inherited one-too-many of his quirks. He looked at him for a few moments, and
then nodded before glancing at Anathema, asking hesitantly: “You sure that you and he will be
okay? I thought fire was bad for you undead types.”

Anathema snorted in amusement. “Only the ones that require their flesh. No, Zerrex,
Samael and myself will be fine… I just need to be properly dressed for the occasion.”
She flicked her fingers outwards, and a moment later she became skeletal, before her
bones took on blacker tones as they visibly hardened… and Sammy yelped, skittering around the
floor as his took on the same shade, before Anathema laughed: and her voice was discorporal,
seeming to echo around them more than come from her as the amber flames burning in her eye
sockets glowed brighter. “Calm yourself now, little one! It‟s only a simple trick… toughening up
the ivory, as it‟s been called in the past. A cute name, by a cute necromancer I once knew… pity,
so many necromancers are slaughtered by their own subjects…”
She became moody, and it was more a feeling in the air than the expression on her
skeletal features, as Zerrex looked at her awkwardly… and then he shook his head slowly,
deciding it was better to take the time to rest than ponder on Anathema‟s eccentricity. And ten
minutes later, as the reptile felt his anxieties worming through his gut but his energy at least
thankfully returned, the helicopter slowly moved in to touch down on black sand below, covered
in strange, rotten grey chunks of coral and aquatic life.
Cherry pulled the helicopter door open as Priest powered the systems down, and Zerrex
hopped out, crushing one of the chunks of coral under a boot. He looked at this, making a face at
the cut visible in the bottom of the rubber, and called: “Careful, the coral‟s still sharp.”
“That‟s not coral, Daddy…” Cindy frowned as she hopped out next to kneel down and
touch a piece gently, and Zerrex tilted his head as the others followed in short order. Then she
nodded and stood, heading around to the other side of the helicopter as she began to strip, saying
clearly: “It‟s a rare kind of quartz crystal. Usually found only in deep water or fast-flowing
underground river veins… strange that it‟s washed up on shore.”
“This might have all been underwater at some point.” Anathema said quietly, as she
turned slowly around, and then she made a face, pointing and muttering: “Look.”
Zerrex did so, and he stared at the sight of an immense wall of water in the distance,
rumbling quietly and stretching up higher than most buildings… but staying put, as if there was
some invisible wall separating them. Then the Drakkaren winced as Cherry picked up one of the
rocks and chucked it hard at the water wall, and it simply bounced off instead of vanishing into
it, ripples travelling along the side of the wall to little effect and the surface wobbling strangely
at the impact point, like it had become gelatinous. Every pair of eyes present glared at Cherry,
and she coughed and rose her hands, before looking up stupidly as Cindy came back around, now
in her full, transformed state, covered in metallic, smooth scales and her body massive and
hulking, her braids pulled back into one long ponytail and her lengthy tail twisting slowly back
and forth, nude but also sexless. “Holy shit.”
Cindy rolled her eyes, and Zerrex noted she hadn‟t produced her wings, and sized up to
roughly a dozen feet instead of how immense she could grow if she wanted to. A good choice on
her part, since it left them less-visible… but then he smiled a bit as she awkwardly adjusted the
gas mask around her muzzle, which couldn‟t stretch to totally accommodate her features. “You
can leave that off if you want. You should be a little more resilient in that state anyway, just try
not to breathe.”
“Okay, Daddy.” Cindy said softly, smiling a bit as she pulled the mask off and carefully
put it inside the helicopter, before she looked quietly ahead, whispering: “Oh… father…”
Zerrex looked ahead as well, and he gritted his teeth after a moment as he took in the
view from ground-level, finally daring to face the inferno that they were about to walk into. The
sight of it made his scales crawl, and was uglier than any part of Hell he had been to… and far,

far more terrifying, with the propensity of not only the fire, but the destruction it had wreaked
upon a land that had once been so beautiful.
Massive jets of flame shot into the sky here and there, pure white and flaring up to
several hundred feet in the air… while thirty to fifty foot fires of crackling, merciless red and
orange sizzled violently, the mass of flames replacing the massive jungle that had once been in
its place. Areas not touched by fire were still covered in crackling embers, few landmarks
standing out in the inferno or even on the clear path of blackened ash and soot: a rock here,
chunks of metal plating there, what looked like part of a charred skeleton further in.
The Drakkaren snarled, and Cindy clenched her hands into fists as Cindy‟s eyes slowly
darkened, before Anathema said quietly: “Samael is small and sleek, with his hardened body…
but listen to me.” She dropped to a knee, one skeleton reaching out and quietly stroking the face
of another as eyes of eldritch golden flame gazed almost tenderly down into sockets full of the
same fire, fire far more holy and pure than the flames that now ravaged Hez‟Ranna. “It will still
hurt, and you must ensure you teleport to a safe place if it becomes too painful, do you
understand me? This is still your choice, however… neither I nor Zerrex, not anyone here, would
force you to do this.”
Zerrex nodded, looking at Sammy quietly as he glanced around at them… then he stood
up on his hind legs and threw his head back, perfectly-mimicking Cherry‟s brash, obnoxious
laughter before replying in her voice firmly: “Fuck that, I‟m going in.”
With that, Sammy turned and fearlessly charged towards the forest of fire, before he
paused at the edge, chirped over his shoulder, then vanished into the flames. For a moment,
Zerrex thought he heard a squall of pain… but as he closed his eyes, he knew that Sammy was
going to survive this. He gritted his teeth, and then he nodded firmly, looking at the only path
into the fire as he said quietly: “Come on. Time to ambush our ambushers.”
“Because this would only be suspicious if it wasn‟t a trap.” Priest muttered, drawing both
his daggers in one fluid motion, and then he smiled coldly, licking his muzzle slowly as he
dropped to the position of rear guard, letting Zerrex lead, Anathema and Selena stay in the
center, and Cindy and Cherry flank their father and watch the sides of the column. “Shit, I hope
this doesn‟t take too long. I want to get back to work on cleaning up the power grid.”
“Fuck, Priest, you got what they call workaholic syndrome or some shit.” Cherry
muttered, but there wasn‟t exactly much need or use for silence, as they stepped onto the dark
path, keeping up a fair pace as they moved through flames that roared and cracked around them,
the reek of it filling Zerrex‟s nose and making him want to gag as Selena cursed under her breath
behind him about the taste of death in her mouth. And it did taste like death, but worse: more like
rot, decay, the necrosis of all things.
As they made their way forwards, the Drakkaren reached back to rest a hand on
Blackheart‟s handle, following the black-floored path through the flames: a few skulls littered
the path here, mostly charred away and the remaining bones burnt and broken, and as they
walked slowly around a turn, the fire licking hungrily at Zerrex and singeing his hair as he
winced away from it, they found the broken head of a Mechanaut that had been burnt into a
melted heap, barely recognizable and with even the glass eye in the machine‟s head put under
such immense heat that it had literally melted like wax onto its soot-covered cheek.
Its arm laid across the path, half-sunken into the ground, the metal on either side of it
actually on fire with blue and white flames that danced slowly back and forth over it, but the
portion in the blackened path sunken further, the flesh beneath smoking but the metal itself
otherwise fine. Zerrex reached out and touched it, then cursed as it burned him… and Selena

immediately stepped ahead, jumping up and scrabbling at the rounded top of the machine,
nervously looking ahead before she coughed under her mask, then rasped: “Smog is killer up
here… look, take a run at it, jump up, and I‟ll grab you and pull you over. Keep moving, though,
I can already feel it melting through my own goddamn boots.”
“Got it.” Zerrex made a face, then he stepped backwards before running quickly forwards
and leaping up, planting one foot against the arm before kicking off it and seizing Selena‟s hand,
and as she swung him forwards, Zerrex swung his other arm out, sending the fog away with a
blast of pure force. It not only cleansed the air for the moment, but allowed him to see what was
ahead… and the Drakkaren cursed under his breath as he ran along the broken metal, feeling his
feet rapidly heating up before he leapt off the other side and landed past a small, merrilycrackling pit of fire on the other side to shout: “Clear!”
The process was repeated with Anathema and Cindy, then Cherry, Priest, and Selena
came running almost together over the broken metal, Selena‟s boots visibly burnt apart around
her feet and the bottom of her thermal suit badly singed. She coughed hard a few times, leaning
on Zerrex in the small, open space they had, and the reptile looked at her with concern. For a
moment, they stood in a bubble of purified atmosphere the reptile had subconsciously created
while waited, and was now consciously maintaining to keep the air clean to give the others a
break… and then she straightened, nodding and grimacing. “I‟m okay now. Thankful for this
fucking mask, though… that smog is fucking toxic.”
“Not just chemical, as Zerrex called it… there‟s literal rot in that smoke, the stuff of
death and decay. These Primordials have augmented everything around them…” Anathema
shook her head slowly, and then the skeleton hugged herself as she grimaced. “We should keep
moving.”
Zerrex nodded, letting the atmosphere vanish around them, and they once more resumed
their positions as they moved down a straighter path, the reptile getting the sense that the
Primordials were watching them, waiting for them to wear down… or leading them somewhere
they could be easily disposed of.
On the path, they discovered the dead, burned-up bodies of two demons, one of them still
clutching a broken weapon… and Zerrex frowned as he picked this up and examined it, wiping a
brown sludge off the blade and feeling a tickle of energy in it. They had run into something…
and Zerrex tossed the axe aside before he stood up and motioned for the others to continue,
heading deeper as the flames roared and danced around them, the corridor slowly growing
narrower until they could only move in single-file formation.
Cherry took the lead now, leapfrogging over Zerrex and making him grumble at her even
as she grinned and then looked ahead, focusing through the flames. There were sharp turns here
and there now, making it seem like the corridor had reached an end every few minutes of their
trek, but with another corridor attached to it hidden here or there… and Zerrex was quickly
starting to grow frustrated now on top of everything else. After more than twenty minutes of this
terrible section of the maze, the reptile was about to snap and simply demand the pyrokinetics of
their group to see if they could pave their way through the flames, or if he could just teleport to
where the Primordials were – a dumb idea since it would probably be somewhere on fire – and
then the corridor opened up, and they stepped out into a wide garden littered with the remains of
a battle that had taken place years ago, broken chunks of pillar here and there and shattered
statutes laying in rubble around the edge of it, the remains of what had once been hedges
surrounding the courtyard burning merrily away with flickering blue fires that seemed eternal.

The shattered bases of the statues were in two lines, and although the ground was now
mostly char and ash with a few violent upheavals of rock visible in the earth here and there,
Zerrex could tell they had once formed the outer edges of a walk from their positioning alongside
the burning hedges… and in the distance, the reptile could see the remains of a palace sitting on
top of cliffs, flares shooting up from the huge building now and then. Somehow, Zerrex didn‟t
think they‟d need to actually reach what was likely the den of the Primordials, though… as at the
end of the open, rectangular garden surrounded by the burning bushes and the hundred-foot walls
of deadly flame that had engulfed the entire island, sat a beautiful marble fountain, still in
pristine condition, and with water still flowing from the four spouts sticking out of a central
pillar that shot an additional shower through the air.
One figure sat on the edge of the fountain as if relaxing, while another stood before it,
grinning violently… and both were almost insubstantial in their makeup, the standing creature
made almost entirely of wreaths of flame and the sitting one made of bubbling, constantlyflowing water, both in the rough shape of a person. There was similarity between them, both in
shape and size as well as in the fact there were what looked like brownish stones defining certain
features: floating hunks of chunky brown rock where their hands should be, the rough shape of a
torso made of earthen plate floating eerily in the chest area, and flattish faces made of the same
material, like bizarre theatre masks. The eyes of both were dull, ugly yellow, lackluster but
neither stupid… and when the fire being turned his head, Zerrex could see the plate was thin, and
that like the other chunks of earth floating in these creatures, they were engulfed by the element
that made them up but never harmed by it. “Look, Fluorite, guests have made it through the
paths!”
“I see that, Pyrite. We should welcome them, brother.” Their voices were almost exactly
the same, only the method of speech, the way they inflected their words different. The water
Primordial stood up, and then it bowed courteously to them as Zerrex drew Blackheart and the
others quickly formed a line, Priest, Cherry and Selena on one side, with Cindy and Anathema to
Zerrex‟s other. “They don‟t seem to appreciate all the work you‟ve done, though.”
“The creatures of this realm are so short-lived and so picky… so selfish they don‟t at all
seem to realize how much we‟ve done for them.” Pyrite shook his head slowly, the grin on his
rocky features maniacal and cruel as he gestured at the huge walls of fire to either side. “Don‟t
you understand how this was our universe first? The gods had no right to take it from us, no
right! And now I shall own the land of this world, and my brother Fluorite the waters, and we‟ll
make beautiful art of it!”
“Ever-changing art.” Fluorite said softly, and then he smiled almost gently as he halfbowed again. “Forgive us. Brother, let‟s welcome our guests.”
Immediately, Pyrite laughed as he stepped forwards, lashing a hand out and sending a
fireball flying straight at Zerrex, but Selena immediately stepped in front of him and blocked it
with her forearm, wincing backwards at the explosion of flames and stumbling once before she
stepped forwards, throwing a hand out as Priest and Cherry did the same, and Pyrite screamed
and fell to his fiery knees as the flames surrounding his body started to die out, making Fluorite
curse before he lashed a hand out and sent a massive jet of water out, knocking all three of them
off their feet. The water was so cold, it immediately began to freeze on contact, but Cherry and
Selena quickly superheated their bodies, anticipating this as Priest rose his hand with a curse and
simply sucked the water off himself, whipping it at Pyrite as Zerrex lunged in the same moment
for Fluorite.

The brothers deftly traded positions, however, their legs vanishing into long wisps of
their element as they slipped past each other, and the ball of water uselessly splashed into
Fluorite‟s form as Zerrex‟s sword tore through Pyrite‟s arm with all the use of waving a stick
through a fire, Pyrite grinning before he punched Zerrex in the face and sent him staggering. The
lizard cursed, clutching a face that was both burnt as well as slashed from the rocky not-hand of
the Primordial, and then Cindy charged past and punched Pyrite in the chest, knocking him over
the fountain with a scream of pain before he caught himself in midair, flying upwards and pelting
small fireballs into Cindy as she covered her face with her arms.
Anathema leapt forwards, jumping onto Cindy‟s shoulders and kicking rudely off her as
small explosions rattled the natural armor of her body, and she stumbled with a curse as Pyrite
snarled and threw a hand out, releasing a conical conflagration towards the skeleton… but
Anathema simply passed right through this, snarling even as a few small flames sprung up over
her body before Pyrite threw a fireball at her… but she tilted her head forwards and simply
snapped apart, appearing to grin for more reasons than her skeletal features now as her bones
spun around Pyrite and reformed behind him, the Primordial looking stunned before her claws
burst into purple energy and she ripped savagely through the stony „back‟ of the creature.
Pyrite howled in agony and flew quickly away, and below, Fluorite cursed under his
breath as he dodged another swipe from Priest‟s electrified knives, before Cherry‟s whip lashed
out and tore through his arm, sending up a spray of foam as Selena threw a fireball at his head.
The latter struck his shoulder as Fluorite tried to dodge away, and he hissed in pain as his entire
body bubbled for a moment, before he made a wide waving gesture towards the fountain, and it
rumbled before exploding in a massive geyser, a pillar of water rising into the air as the six tried
to avoid being hit by chunks of marble, stone, and steel raining down around them, before the
pillar twisted violently and swept in to crash into Cherry, knocking her into Priest and then into
Selena to crush the three of them into the ground before it splashed to the earth and quickly
evaporated in the intense heat, leaving Pyrite and Fluorite floating over a pit in the earth.
The six reassembled in a line, and the Primordials looked at each other before Fluorite
said slowly: “We may have underestimated them, brother…”
“Then let‟s rip them apart, and start by taking away their toys!” Pyrite snarled, and he
waved his hands out, flames bursting up underfoot and making Zerrex and Cindy both curse as
they looked down, before Cindy grabbed her head, shaking it violently back and forth with a
groan of pain as Anathema burst into flames with a howl, and Blackheart became superheated,
Zerrex dropping it. Priest, too, dropped his knives, looking in shock at the blackened burn marks
on his hands, and then he snarled before starting forwards… and he was immediately knocked
flying by a blast of water from Fluorite.
Selena ran in next, bringing her whip back before snapping it forwards as Zerrex grabbed
Anathema, and she snapped into pieces before quickly attaching herself to his body, a shield of
bone engulfing his metal armlet as he felt it beginning to overheat as well, and the two
exchanged a mental thanks as Pyrite drew back a fireball, then screamed in pain when Cherry
simply threw her revolver at him with a grunt, the gun exploding when it touched the flaming
creature‟s body. He floated backwards, and Cherry charged for him with a yell even as Cindy fell
to her knees and vomited blood, Zerrex cursing as her metal scales trembled. He looked
desperately back and forth, and then simply glanced up as Selena blocked a gout of water fired
from Fluorite, and the reptile hoisted Cindy‟s body over his shoulders, feeling her form burning
against him before he reappeared high above Hez‟Ranna, throwing her high before he created a
sphere of energy and threw it hard into her.

The energy struck Cindy and rattled her body, blue sparks jolting over her as Zerrex
tossed a salute and a grin as he began to fall, Anathema‟s bone armor locking in place as she
laughed in his mind… and then Cindy‟s wings exploded from her back, and she went into a dive
before beginning to circle, her form quickly cooling off as she smiled down at her father, but
stayed ready above the battleground.
Zerrex angled himself high above, as on the ground Selena was battered by another blast
of icy water before Priest leapt over her and caught the blast, gritting his teeth as he pushed hard
back against it… and Selena took the chance to slide under the cold beam, running forwards
before lashing her whip out. It wrapped around one of Fluorite‟s rocky not-hands, and the
Primordial snorted in distaste before his eyes bulged as the runes on the whip glowed, and he
arched his back with a howl, the rock twitching and trying to jerk away as he looked from her to
Priest, who was slowly forcing forwards against the beam.
Fluorite snarled, then looked down… and a blast of water issued from the earth beneath
Selena‟s feet, knocking her flying with a howl… but she gamely held onto the whip, twisting
Fluorite‟s arm upwards as it moved with the rock, and then behind him as she landed… before
dodging to the side as a beam of water shot towards her, then pulling her whip over her shoulder
as she leapt away, ripping as hard as she could forwards and yanking the Primordial‟s not-hand
off as he screamed in agony, his entire arm of water exploding in a burst of foam, automatically
clutching at the wound… and then his eyes bulged as he realized his mistake, Priest ripping
through the last of the beam of water and smashing a fist across the Primordial‟s features to
knock him flying away from the pit, before Priest‟s other hand became electrified as he landed
beside the hovering, stunned being, and he slammed this into his rocky gut, cracking the plate
and sending lightning exploding over his form.
Pyrite snarled, throwing fireball after fireball at Cherry as she dodged back and forth,
throwing fireballs of her own in return… and they were always aimed at either the rocky plates
that made up his body or beside him, so when they detonated, the explosion took some of his
flames with it. It was an annoyance, but an annoyance that was quickly becoming pain as more
and more of his body was eaten away at, and had to be replenished just as quickly, even as he
threw both arms upwards… and Cherry twisted her body to the side, then spun herself as she
elegantly leapt away from a blast of flame that issued up from the earth, landing in a handspring
that carried her away from another explosion of fire that ripped out of the ground with a gesture
from the Primordial.
He howled, then made a sweeping motion, and tentacles of fire tore out of the enormous
inferno that surrounded the courtyard, each flaming appendage twisting back and forth before it
lashed out towards Cherry, but each vanished after every failed strike, the female almost
effortlessly dodging the attacks as she bowed her body forwards so that one tentacle thrusted
beneath her and the other swept uselessly overtop her, and then she threw herself into a simple
roll that dodged another two that lashed down towards her body, before leaping upwards and
scissoring her legs out at three that tried to stab into her… and then she grinned as she spun
around, whipping a fireball at Pyrite‟s face.
The explosion struck him square in the head, chipping away part of the plate of his
features, and he screamed before throwing both hands out, and Cherry backstepped to avoid an
explosion of flames in front of her… before five tentacles ripped out of the firewall behind her
and seized her body, making her scream as her clothes burned and her scales began to char, her
eyes bulging in horror as it felt not like fire, but some kind of deadly, terrible acid tearing
through her. Pyrite laughed, then he snarled and threw a hand almost irritably outwards at

Fluorite‟s screaming… and as Selena charged forwards, she was caught up in an explosion of
dark red flames, the fires immediately greedily ripping apart her thermal suit and beginning to
consume her body as she screamed in agony.
Priest shouted wordlessly as Selena fell to her knees in shock, and then a blast of water
caught him across the face, knocking him staggering… before another pillar of water ripped out
of the earth, catching him in the spine with an audible crack as his eyes bulged, flying bonelessly
upwards before he fell back to the earth… and Fluorite floated over to him, shoving a hand out at
the same time to send pressurized water powerful enough to knock a bus flying shooting straight
into Priest‟s ribs, the demon gargling as he vomited blood and bile, his bones snapping like twigs
as he twitched and trembled violently, pinned under the river of water.
The two Primordials snarled… and then Zerrex dropped out of the air like a bullet, his
scales vanished from his warped right arm as a three-foot blade sprung from his wrist, and he
slashed this across Pyrite‟s face, leaving a long, deep scar and making him scream and grab his
features before the Drakkaren spun around, cleaving another scar into his body and sending him
flying backwards before he shot into the air like a bullet, and Fluorite looked horrified before
Zerrex rose his left hand and blasted him with a beam of blue energy, the water being howling in
pain before he hit the firewall behind him, and his body boiled and bubbled violently for a few
moments, screaming in pain before he shot upwards to join his brother in the air above, the two
looking down at the four with matching looks of hate and growing fear.
Priest slowly picked himself off the ground as Selena did the same, gasping from the
wound burnt into her body by the acidic fire, and Cherry fell to her knees as the tentacles
vanished around her, laying prone on the ground, half-in and half-out of the wall of flames.
Zerrex looked at her in shock, at the fact her flesh was left visible in so many places as a puddle
of blood spread slowly out from her, steaming and hissing as it evaporated from the heat… and
then Pyrite flicked his wrist out, and her body was dragged into the massive inferno as she
gargled weakly, leaving a bloody trail behind herself and her metal whip as the Primordial
snarled: “Three down. Three to go.”
Zerrex‟s eyes glowed with fury, and then he rose his right arm, the cracks in the warped
metal not covered by Anathema‟s bone plating pulsing red as he said in a dark, dangerous voice:
“This won‟t end well if you keep going like this. Stop now. Surrender. Leave. And you don‟t die
today.”
Pyrite snarled, but Fluorite looked hesitant, looking slowly at his torn-off arm, then at the
scars on his brother‟s rocky body, the long tail extending from the bottom of his body as he
floated by his brother flicking back and forth as he said uncomfortably: “Perhaps this is a fight
we can‟t win, brother…”
“What do you care? You have the entire ocean as your playground!” Pyrite raged, then he
pointed at Zerrex with a trembling not-fist. “That monster, that godling, just wants what all gods
want, more power! More domain and territory, after we were released with the promise from the
Old Gods this would be our land! This is my land! Mine, mine, mine!”
Then Pyrite turned and threw a fireball at Zerrex, and he cursed as he created a shield of
energy in front of himself a moment before it impacted and exploded with enough force to crack
the shield. As Zerrex flinched, Pyrite immediately rose a hand, and the ground beneath Zerrex‟s
feet exploded, his shield shattering into motes of energy as he was launched skywards before
Fluorite dove forwards with a sigh, throwing his not-hand out as water rushed violently forwards
and spread over Zerrex into a gelatinous cube, restraining his movements before he simply let the
reptile fall to the ground as he twitched, then his eyes bulged as the water-cube began to slowly

but unstoppably constrict around him, crushing the life out of him as Fluorite dove towards
Selena and Pyrite towards Priest.
As Zerrex struggled against being crushed, Anathema cursing in his mind as her bone
armor spread further over the reptile‟s body to try and push outwards with him, Priest dodged
back and forth under wild swings from Pyrite, before he was clubbed viciously across the face,
knocked backwards… and Pyrite savagely drove both not-hands into his back, Priest screaming
as he exploded into flames, and Selena‟s eyes bulged as she ducked under a blast of water from
Fluorite and watched as Priest‟s scales began to rot entirely away. Immediately, she looked up as
the other Primordial dove towards her, water cycling around his hand… and she ducked at the
last moment, the water rushing past her to form an ugly gelatinous blob on the ground that she
immediately kicked hard, sending it flying through the air to smash into Pyrite before it
exploded, water washing over him and sending him down to the ground in a heap of flickering
stones, his screams the only sign he was still alive as smog rose from his body.
Fluorite cursed, distracted again… and Selena snapped her whip hard across his face,
then lashed it down across his chest, forcing him backwards towards the wall of flames as her
whip drove back and forth across him, before she snarled as her eyes turned solid black and she
threw the whip aside, the rage inside her building to a crescendo as she gave an earth-shattering
roar and shoved both hands forwards, and a massive torrent of flame erupted from her, smashing
into Fluorite and making his body boil and evaporate as he was shoved violently by the cyclone
of fire into the roaring inferno, howling in pain the entire while. Then Selena collapsed to her
knees, and she let out a sigh of relief as her eyes returned to normal, her suit hanging in tatters
around her and the water that had engulfed Zerrex melting slowly away.
Zerrex grunted as hit the ground softly, but he gave a sigh of relief… then he looked up
in shock as weak flames sprouted around Pyrite, and he floated slowly into the air… before an
explosion of water tore out of the firewall in a river that turned into a waterfall as the river spread
wider and become a tunnel, and the other Primordial floated out of this, dripping slime and foam
and with little more than a weak layering of wetness surrounding his body, as the waterfall and
river through the firewall both evaporated. The two looked at each other, and then Pyrite
whispered: “Fine. If I can‟t have this place… no one will.”
“All land must one day sink…” Fluorite rasped… and then Zerrex staggered to his feet,
staring in horror with Selena as both of the brothers rose an arm, and the ground beneath them
rumbled before flares erupted from the earth around them, pillars of fire bursting high into the air
as the earth shook beneath their feet and the walls of the inferno twisted back and forth like the
flames of a grassfire in a high wind, before they too climbed higher and higher, slowly twisting
together… and in a few moments, Zerrex and Selena were trapped inside a small cone of air,
Pyrite and Fluorite floating high underneath the dome of flames that had formed overtop them.
All of Hez‟Ranna trembled as the water around the continent spun in a violent
maelstrom, the smaller islands caught in the roaring tides ripped completely off their supports
and destroyed as the waters rose higher, slowly beginning to form a huge bowl around the entire
country, readying to engulf it as water flowed faster and faster and built up more and more
pressure and momentum. At the same time, the fire on the island compressed even as it grew
higher, becoming white-hot in a matter of moments and beginning to melt the few things that had
survived the inferno, and the ashes that littered the ground boiled upwards, even that quickly
becoming nothingness.
The reptile cursed, then he created a sphere of energy in his hand and threw it hard up at
the pair… but Fluorite simply took the blow, wobbling a bit on the spot with a grunt as a few

chunks of broken brown rock hailed down, but it wasn‟t enough. Zerrex snarled, preparing to
build up a charge… and then a shape ripped out of the canopy of fire and tackled Pyrite, and he
screamed as he was driven to the ground, the flames ripping in a wild torrent back and forth as he
was crushed against the earth before Cindy snarled as she jerked one of his rocky hands up
behind his back before tearing it off and throwing it aside, then she seized into the rocky, masklike plate of his face, and Pyrite howled, flames exploding up around them but never managing
to even touch Cindy, before she applied pressure and snapped his face in half, then ripped either
half away and tossed them to either side of her.
Pyrite screamed one last time, his body convulsing… and then it simply exploded, Cindy
wincing away as rock pattered against the metallic scales of her body, and the ground rumbled as
the heat in the air intensified… before slowly, the flames all around them began to die down and
fade away, even the immense firewalls around them flickering down, down, down until they
were nothing… and in a few minutes, they were surrounded only by ashes and a veil of smoke.
Then the reptile looked up, remembering Fluorite… but the Primordial was resting on the
ground, his breath rasping in and out before he looked up with a tremble, whispering: “It‟s
over…”
All around Hez‟Ranna, water settled slowly, waves splashing down as the ocean slowly
calmed and the tide ran up the beach, lapping at the broken ground like an animal tending to its
wounds, washing away grit and dirt and soot as the walls of water cascaded down with rumbles.
Zerrex looked at Fluorite for a few moments, and then he clenched a fist as he felt Anathema‟s
energies flooding down it, the undead Naganatine telling him coldly to kill it in his head… and
so many parts of Zerrex wanted to honor that wish. Wanted to rip Fluorite into pieces, wanted to
make him suffer and bleed foam, wanted to break him apart… but as Fluorite lay there, foam
already leaking off him, bits and pieces of rubble falling off his body, the only thing Zerrex
could do was ask quietly: “What‟s happening to you?”
“I am dying.” Fluorite said simply, as Selena slowly approached Zerrex and Cindy tossed
the Primordial a dark look before she headed quickly away from him, towards where Cherry‟s
burned, naked-and-scarred body lay. Zerrex looked over at her with concern… but Cindy then
gave him a weak smile and a thumbs-up, and he let out a soft sigh before he looked over at
Priest, heading over to him as Fluorite asked softly: “Will you kill me?”
“Maybe.” Zerrex muttered, glaring over his shoulder at him, and then he knelt by Priest
as Anathema‟s armor retracted slowly to rest on Zerrex‟s back, her skull still in its usual place on
his shoulder as his warped arm withdrew its blade and scales slowly came back into being over
it. “Priest, can you hear me?”
“Dad…” Priest whispered, and he smiled weakly over his shoulder at him, murmuring:
“We did it…”
Then he closed his eyes and slumped, rasping quietly, and he murmured weakly into the
ground: “Power grid needs… needs…”
Then Priest fell silent, and the reptile swallowed thickly, looking over his son‟s body as
he trembled hard. His scales had rotted almost entirely away, most of his clothes had been burnt
off, his electronic watch thing had exploded and fused into his flesh… and Zerrex snarled, then
he closed his eyes and concentrated, muttering: “Not today. Not today.”
He put his hands down on Priest‟s back, pushing energy into him… and Priest moaned
weakly, blood leaking from his mouth before Zerrex forced forwards anyway, and Priest‟s
moans rose to a scream before he rolled over, breathing hard and clutching his stomach… but
then he trembled and spasmed, and his eyes fluttered as scales slowly grew back into place,

stopping the bleeding of his naked flesh here and there as he sat up… and Zerrex coughed a bit
of blood before he smiled faintly, rubbing at his muzzle with one hand and only glad to see his
son alive and okay.
Cherry, meanwhile, was gurgling and moaning in Cindy‟s arms… but when Zerrex
looked at her, he could see she was smiling a bit too, before she rasped: “What the fuck, Priest…
I thought you were tougher and smarter than that shit.”
“Fuck you, Mom.” Priest mumbled, and then he slumped back to the ground. Zerrex
smiled a bit, feeling relief course through his system… and then he looked over at Fluorite as the
seriousness returned, wondering what he should do with him… before Fluorite laid himself
slowly down, closed his eyes, and simply died in silence as his body and face cracked apart and
fell into rubble, the last of the water flowing off his body and into the ground.
And slowly, as Zerrex stared in amazement, grass and flowers bloomed and pushed up
from the earth around his dead body, and the reptile walked slowly over and knelt, brushing his
hands through the small patch of grass disbelievingly. He looked at the others, and then he
pushed his hands slowly into the earth… and it felt like soil, not like ashes. The Drakkaren stood,
and then he looked up at the smoke in the sky above, watching the last of it dissipate… before he
looked down, gritted his teeth with a long breath, and then shoved both hands down hard as he
pumped as much energy as he could into the earth.
The ground trembled, and then grass erupted from beneath their feet, followed by bushes,
ferns, and flowers… and then trees exploded upwards, proudly growing towards the sky and
standing tall as if they had always been there, as ivy spread across the earth, the green devouring
the blackened ashes as the entire courtyard burst back into the vibrant life it had once been,
chunks of statue and stone flying in all directions as clean water exploded up out of the pit… and
then Zerrex fell back on his ass, feeling stupefied, as black roses slowly grew up around this, and
he murmured weakly: “Hez‟Ranna is the Cradle of Life for the Drakkai… hallowed land, said to
be protected despite the fact many people call it cursed…”
“Daddy, it‟s not just that…” Cindy smiled over at him, and Cherry curled up against her
huge body, but she was smiling at her father and master with equal adoration, as Priest managed
to gain the sense to look up and even Anathema laughed quietly in Zerrex‟s mind. “It‟s because
you‟re here… a god has come home to his land, Hez‟Ranna… or rather, his favorite part of the
land he‟s dedicated himself to protecting. Who needs machines with you around, after all… I
think all this time, we‟ve been overlooking just what you are.”
“A god?” Zerrex said dumbly, then he made a face as he stood shakily up, a bit weak
from both the shock and the loss of energy. “No, I mean… I know I‟m a god, but if I‟m a god of
anything specifically, it‟s going to be stupidity, or something to do with lust or wrath, like when I
was a demon…”
“Or maybe after all this time, only now we‟ve come to recognize you as a god of
fertility.” Cindy said softly, and Zerrex stared at her, wondering if this could be true… before a
rock smashed into his face and he slowly keeled over, stunned. Immediately, all eyes turned to
its source… and as Zerrex looked blankly up, he groaned at the sight of the panther from before,
dressed once more in his uniform and this time with a plain straight katana sheathed at his side.
“There‟s no place you can hide from me, Old God! I see now, you‟ve taken this useless
territory from the Primordials to hide your base in… but I will fight you and all who support
you! I will kill you all!” The panther raged, and then he seemed to vanish from the spot before he
appeared in front of Zerrex long enough to draw his sword with a flourishing-slash down into his

right arm… and the blade snapped off as the reptile winced a bit at the impact as he crawled back
to his feet, before he rose a foot and booted the stunned panther hard across the field.
He crashed into a tree and collapsed stupidly, and Zerrex rolled his eyes before the
panther leapt up with a snarl and dashed towards him… and a moment later, Zerrex felt as if he‟d
been punched roughly fifty times as the panther moved with hideous speed, his blows hitting
wounds and tender pieces of anatomy as the Drakkaren staggered backwards, gagging from a
particularly-hard hit to his larynx before the reptile threw a hand out as Cindy‟s eyes narrowed,
ordering her to wait as the panther slipped elegantly around to Zerrex‟s back before half-flipping
his body and landing no less than a dozen kicks to his spine in roughly one second of time, all in
different, targeted areas, before he landed a donkey kick against him that sent the reptile
staggering forwards, arms pinwheeling.
In truth, he was glad for the distraction: the panther‟s blows hurt, but far less compared to
the Primordials he had just dealt with… and although he was weak and tired, he also felt like
taking his frustrations out on something, and the panther was the perfect target. The reptile
narrowed his eyes as the panther darted around and landed three consecutive blows to his right
leg, trying to make him fall, and he cursed at the agony that flared up when the mortal hit the soft
point where his bad leg always hurt the most, twitching before he threw an arm out, knowing it
would be useless… but he didn‟t expect for the panther to use it as an axis, leaping up to land a
hard blow against his kidney and twist his body around the strong limb in the time it took Zerrex
to register the pain, before both his feet smashed into Zerrex‟s face.
The reptile staggered, and Anathema snorted laughter in his head as Zerrex‟s mind went
stupid for a moment, thinking about how he‟d love a cup of coffee as he dropped his defenses…
and the panther leapt forwards, grabbing him by the neck and kicking both feet into his crotch
before slamming a headbutt into his nose, and Zerrex‟s eyes bulged in pain before Cindy
dropped Cherry, making her half-screech in agony as the currently-enormous female smashed
her metallic fists together. The lizard realized she was likely near breaking point by now, and he
also was beginning to feel humiliated by how this stupid young mortal was beating the crap out
of him… and the reptile focused himself, made himself concentrate as he analyzed the situation
as best he could… before he stepped forwards, but threw an elbow backwards at the same time.
The panther was too fast for the counterattack to land, however: instead, he ducked and
charged straight into his back, knocking Zerrex stumbling before he ran around to his front
again, and the reptile threw a hand out, trying to grab him… but again, the panther ducked, then
easily avoided his knee, actually managing to use the counter to his advantage by throwing an
elbow into the muscle to try and damage it before pistoning his hand into his chest. Suddenly,
Zerrex was impressed, as he grinned a bit… and this infuriated the youth, as he halted some
distance away to shout angrily: “This is no joke, scum! I‟ll kill you, I‟ll kill you all!”
Confident, cocky even, but careful, too… I… wait, wait, I’ve dealt with something like
this before or had my own movements… I think I got it. “Then why don‟t you show me you can
actually hurt me, kid? Right here, here‟s my face.”
Zerrex leaned down and cocked his head forwards, and the panther looked absolutely
outraged, even as the Drakkaren concentrated… and this time, when the panther shot at him, his
movements were fast… but not blurring or almost invisible, and the panther looked stunned
when he threw a fist out… and Zerrex sidestepped and reached up to easily grab his throat,
lifting him into the air and choking him for a moment as the kid wheezed: “H-how…”
“I just thickened the energy in the atmosphere around me… made it harder to move
through, in other words. I had something like that happen to me a few times.” Zerrex said mildly,

and then he brought the panther‟s head in close. Immediately, a flurry of kicks struck into his
abdominals, and Zerrex gargled… then Cindy grabbed the panther‟s head from behind and
jerked him upwards before Zerrex‟s fingers could slip, and the kid grabbed her wrist and
attempted to kick backwards, before he hissed in pain as his foot snapped the moment his heel
collided with her metallic scales. “Smart move, genius.”
“I‟ll kill you! You‟ll all see, you‟ll all see!” the panther raved, shaking back and forth…
and then Zerrex frowned as he leaned forwards, grabbing his sash and pulling it off. The youthful
panther immediately went berserk, flailing his limbs in all directions, and Zerrex held it up in
front of him, frowning a bit as he murmured: “I‟ve seen these symbols before.”
“Over here!” Cherry wheezed from the ground, and Zerrex looked down at her before he
shrugged a bit and lowered it as she refused to get up. She looked up at it for a few moments
thoughtfully, then snapped her fingers and grunted as she struggled to get up, then simply
flopped forwards with a mumble. “Fuck this. Hurts too goddamn much. Thanks for that, by the
way, Cindy, you cunt. But that‟s uh… that‟s an honorary belt from one of the dojo associated
with the old fighting center I used to work at, you remember?”
Zerrex frowned… then he nodded as the panther looked stupid, now hanging limply from
the grip of Cindy. “Yeah, I do. Way back, before I died, right?”
“What? Who are you all?” the panther asked, then he accused sharply: “Were you the
ones who sold us out to the Old Gods?”
Zerrex looked at him for a moment, and then he grabbed the panther‟s jaws, wrenched
them open, and shoved the fighting belt into them. He gave a muffled yell and flailed against the
Drakkaren, but the reptile held his muzzle shut, saying flatly: “If you say another stupid thing,
I‟m going to knock you the hell out and throw you in a cage, do you understand me?”
The panther quieted, now just glowering at him, and Zerrex sighed before he looked at
Cherry and reached down to pick her up. She snuggled against him despite the groans of pain she
gave, and the reptile sighed before he finally said: “We‟re all in rough goddamn shape. Let‟s
head back to the helicopter and hope that the tides haven‟t washed it away, with our new friend
in tow. And if he starts struggling, do feel free to kick his face in. Sammy?”
After a few moments, the pseudodragon popped into existence on Zerrex‟s shoulder,
smoldering a bit and coughing smoke before he chirped weakly and nibbled at his hair. Zerrex
looked at him softly, and the pseudodragon chirped gently again before the reptile felt a nudge at
his mind… and when he closed his eyes, he made a face at the sight of the helicopter overturned
and half-floating outwards, the rear propeller thankfully snagged on a rock outcropping. It looks
like it got hit by a tidal wave… which, thinking about it, it probably did. We’re just lucky it didn’t
get washed away. “Great. Come on, we got repair work to do. First, though, let‟s treat what we
can here.”
Cindy nodded, and Zerrex shrugged off the backpack he was still somehow wearing as
Selena checked her own… and while his was damaged, only the bandages were salvageable from
Selena‟s burnt-up pack. It was enough, though… and when everyone had looked at the panther,
he had crossed his arms and mumbled something through the gag, but it was enough for now.
They put him aside, and he tried to dash away… but all he managed to do was fall on his face,
grabbing at his swollen heel with a moan of pain as his features paled, and Zerrex felt a moment
of something like sympathy for him: broken bones hurt a lot more when you were mortal and
couldn‟t regenerate that damage nearly as fast or well.
Cindy had returned to her normal state with a bit of embarrassment, and smiled at Priest
when he offered his tattered jacket… and she had worn this while bandaging everyone else up,

and even applying a splint to the panther, who looked at her darkly but wasn‟t really in a position
to argue or fight about it. She was wary around him, but took her time with the wound, being as
careful and considerate as possible… and then she used the last of the bandages to cover up her
breasts and her crotch, looking a little embarrassed as she tied the tattered jacket around her
waist as an added layer of covering.
Once that was done, Zerrex looked over his group: tired, weak, and sore. Priest was
barely able to maintain his feet, and he and Selena leaned heavily on each other, the latter female
looking numb but only murmuring she was fine when Zerrex offered to help her… but when
their eyes met, she thanked him silently, and from her shivers, he could tell she had just been…
scared by the battle that had taken place. Cindy supported the panther, who had tied his belt back
around his waist and refused to talk, and Zerrex had Cherry in his arms, as well as both their
weapons on his back, dug out of the ashes. Selena‟s whip, meanwhile, was tied in an awkward
sling around Priest‟s arm, his knives once more holstered and the watch torn off his arm as he
breathed hard, looking pale and still bleeding some. They were in bad shape, and he could tell
Anathema had gone to sleep to try and heal herself… but Sammy chirped at him and nipped his
neck firmly before he leapt down, and the reptile smiled a bit. Okay. Lead the way, and I’ll have
faith in them.
They began to walk… and after a trek that was painful but nowhere near as arduous as
before – Cherry regaining the strength to walk along the way, but complaining so much about it
that Zerrex ended up carrying her anyway – they reached the helicopter, and Priest almost
knocked Selena over as he shoved away and grabbed his head in consternation at the sight of it,
washed up now on the beach on it side, full of sand and water. Zerrex made a face, and he put
Cherry carefully aside before he walked over and grunted as he half-lifted, half-pulled the
helicopter back standing… and Priest cursed as he inspected it, muttering: “Shit. Shit fuck shit…
goddammit, if we want this thing flying again, we need to dry off the batteries – carefully!
They‟ll explode if they get too hot! – and… fuck, one of the blades snapped entirely off on the
propeller, we need a new one… and the goddamn rear propeller is all bent out of whack… and
oh fuck, the circuitry must be soaked and damaged… shit! We can‟t do shit!”
Priest raged back and forth, and then Zerrex patted him on the shoulder, saying calmly:
“Listen. You go take care of the circuitry, then. We‟ll handle everything else. I‟m sure something
in there must be useable for the tools you need.” Zerrex paused, and Priest grunted and ran over
to the helicopter, flailing awkwardly onto it and cursing as he leaned on his bad arm, and Zerrex
rolled his eyes before he looked at Selena. “Can you heat up the batteries?”
“I‟ll be careful. I‟m fucking tired of this fucking place already.” Selena muttered, and
Zerrex smiled a bit despite himself. “Where are they located?”
“Right there, in that sliding panel. If you feel confident enough, you can remove them
too, heat them up and the place they slide into, see how much water you can get off.” Zerrex
pointed at a dented panel on the hull, and Selena nodded, walking over to it before the Drakkaren
closed his eyes, mentally judging his strength. “Cindy, can you sort out the rear propeller? And
Cherry, uh… keep an eye on the guy.”
Cherry obviously knew this was just an extra job to make her feel better, but she nodded
seriously all the same, immediately glaring at the male, who looked back at her darkly, neither
seeming to care in the slightest she was essentially naked. Zerrex rolled his eyes with a sigh,
figuring the ride home would be fun, and then he grunted as he climbed up on top of the
helicopter, muttering under his breath as he slid over the roof and touched the broken propeller,
then concentrated as his right arm became warped and rocky… before it slowly smoothed out

into silver steel plates, the reptile clenching his gauntlet hand before one of these plates
elongated and grew, and the lizard carefully tugged this out, mumbling about how Priest was
going to bitch but not quite caring, before he pulled a long, propeller-shaped piece of metal off
his arm with a curse and carefully lined it up where the broken end of the propeller was.
He pushed the metals together, and they became almost liquid before fusing, and Zerrex
smiled a bit at this sight, feeling alright as he stood up and put his hands on his hips… and then a
wave of nausea and faintness overtook him, and the next thing he knew, he was laying on the
sand staring stupidly up at Cherry, who was staring stupidly back down at him, before a rock
bounced off her head and then hit him in the eye, making him yell in pain as cover his face as he
sat up, and his head smashed against Cherry‟s, knocking them both senseless.
The panther immediately got up on his hands, and he charged off on them at a surprising
speed, his abilities apparently applying to every part of his body… before Cindy glared after him
and threw a large chunk of quartz crystal, and it sailed high into the air in a long, beautiful arc as
Zerrex and Cherry stared… before thudding neatly down into the panther in the distance, and he
flopped to the ground, at least a hundred feet away. The two gaped, and then Cindy moodily
strode past them as Cherry mumbled: “Don‟t think I could have made that shot even if my
precog was functioning properly…”
“Still messy, huh?” Zerrex asked mildly, and then Selena came over and sat down with a
sigh, pulling his head into her lap and beginning to quietly play through his hair. “Hi.”
“Do you want to just go back and stay here for a little while?” Selena asked abruptly, and
Zerrex looked at her with surprise before she smiled faintly. “Hey, fuck you. I can like it here if I
want to like it here. Besides, we got demonic crystal in that pack, and you can jump me to Hell
any time you want-”
“It‟s „shoop,‟ and believe me, you do not want to go through that shit, babe.” Cherry
interrupted, and then she winced when Selena slapped her forehead, groaning in pain. “Fuck
off.”
“Fuck you.” Selena retorted, and then she sighed as Cherry flopped around a little on the
ground. “Anyway, yeah. I can just use the demonic crystal we carried with us, like I was saying,
to go back to Hell later… Priest can take your prisoner here back home… and you can always…
„shoop‟ around, as Cherry calls it. Besides, I thought you were going to set up a colony here.”
“I‟d like to, Selena… but my promise was to return to Ire afterwards and the colony, and
then I‟ll be back here afterwards.” He stopped, then smiled a bit, saying quietly: “I get the feeling
I‟ll be going all over the place in the next while… including to Hell, too, so I‟ll probably see you
here and there, too.”
Selena nodded, looking at him softly before she said quietly: “Your word really does
mean so much to you still, huh? It‟s kind of funny… I know I‟ve known that for a while now, but
for whatever reason, it still amazes me. In Hell, yeah… certain contracts can‟t be broken, certain
demons can‟t tell lies: but you, even with all your power, even with all the things that happen to
you… fuck.”
She laughed, shaking her head and smiling at him before Priest gave a yell of triumph
inside the helicopter, and the blades began to whirl, the Dragokkaren leaning out of the
helicopter as he called: “Come on, I think I got it working… systems don‟t seem optimal, but as
long as you guys have… holy shit.”
He stared at the sight of Cindy dragging the panther along by a leg, the male unconscious
and bleeding from an ear and a large cut visible on his back. Zerrex wondered mildly if Cindy
had gained a bit of temper with everything else she‟d absorbed from him… and then he shrugged

this off, looking towards the helicopter as he grunted and climbed to his feet, before picking
Cherry up and ensuring he still had their weapons secured on him. They piled carefully into the
helicopter, Cindy a little ruthless with the way she tossed the panther in hard enough he bounced
off the wall opposite with a gurgle, but Zerrex wasn‟t about to tell her to treat him any kinder,
either.
They climbed into the helicopter, and golden light flared in Anathema‟s sockets as
Sammy chirped and jumped up after them, scrambling around like a maniac inside the hold as
Zerrex rolled his eyes and laughed a bit, then Anathema said dourly: “We should just kill the
interloper. He‟s annoying. And mortal.”
“I was mortal once.” Zerrex reminisced, and Anathema sighed as Selena smiled a bit and
squeezed his arm, Cherry sitting on his other side and resting her head on his shoulder as Cindy
half-lifted the panther into a seat before sitting on Cherry‟s other side, kissing her neck softly and
earning a slight smile from her. Then the helicopter rumbled before it slowly began to lift into
the air, and Zerrex winced as Selena got up to try and close the door… and it simply tore off and
she dropped it as he reached out and awkwardly caught her by the tail before she could fall out
after it, saying mildly: “I guess it‟s still not the worst ride ever… even if it‟ll be a little windy.”
The helicopter ride was an awkward dozen or so hours, Priest unable to go as fast as
before because the vehicle vibrated an unnerving amount as it was with how the replaced
propeller wasn‟t holding up as best as hoped it would. The rear portion of the helicopter also
began smoking lightly as they passed over Ire, and Priest was forced to go even slower now, but
he swore up and down they‟d make it… and several hours later, they limped the rest of the way
over the forest and landed as Huck yelled obscenities at them and others waved, more concerned
with the people inside the helicopter than the state of the helicopter itself.
When they piled out, however, Huck yelped and covered his muzzle, staring with wideeyed shock at the state the group had been left in. Mercy immediately turned and signaled for
someone, and Zerrex made a face before Carmen approached with a curse, looking over him
with a wince and rapping on Anathema‟s skull after a moment, and golden fire flared in the
sockets before she asked mildly: “Since he won‟t tell me honestly, is the big bastard here okay or
has he been turned to mulched hamburger like everyone else?”
“He‟s drained, but he‟ll survive.” Anathema paused, then added, as Zerrex slapped his
forehead. “He had a seizure when he turned his energy levels back down, though. So don‟t let
him do anything excessive for a little while.”
“You promised not to talk about that!” Zerrex said irritably, and then he smacked
Anathema‟s skull a few times, making her grumble before a bony arm tore out of the plates
covering the reptile‟s back, curved carefully around Blackheart, and then hammered the back of
his head, making him curse.
“I promised not to tell as long as no one asked.” she retorted as the bony arm vanished,
and Zerrex sighed, then watched as Carmen pushed past and carefully wrapped an arm around
her great niece, helping her along as Cherry mumbled something and she frowned worriedly,
then winced as Priest slid out last, his handheld computer loose in his hand. Then he smiled
tiredly at the demoness, bowing his head politely before trudging over to Huck and kicking him
childishly, before he half-fell on him.
Almost everyone ended up being carted off to the living quarters, Anathema finally
detaching herself from Zerrex and reforming, looking only a little worn out as Sammy sat on
Zerrex‟s chest, the reptile laying tiredly on a bed and letting Cindy tend to his wounds. Mercy

stood on the other side, gazing at him worriedly… and then Zerrex smiled faintly, reaching up to
stroke her face quietly before she took his hand in both of hers, and he said finally: “It was a
rousing success, kiddo, so don‟t look so sad… might not seem like it right now, but it really was.
No one died… who didn‟t have to.” He paused, then glowered down the bed at the panther being
restrained at the other end of the living quarters by chains around his limbs. “Even if we had
jerks interfering.”
Mercy smiled a bit at this, nodding slowly… and then she leaned down, brushing his hair
back and kissing his forehead softly. Zerrex smiled at this, and then Mercy looked at Cindy,
grasping her shoulder as she finished the last of the bandaging on her father, and she guided her
carefully over to the other bed, Cindy looking like she wanted to argue… but Mercy simply gave
her a look and a bit of a firmer push, and Cindy mumbled, but climbed into bed herself, saying
finally: “Just… just don‟t let anyone strain too much or anything… and-”
Mercy pressed a finger to Cindy‟s lips, and Cindy made a face, blushing a bit, before
Mercy smiled at her and pointed to her, then signed a few symbols. The wounded female sighed,
but then she nodded and laid back, and the mute daughter of Zerrex laughed silently through her
stitches, then smiled and brushed the female Drakkaren‟s hair quietly back, the gesture making
her fidget a bit, but obviously not from discomfort, before Mercy left.
Eventually, the living quarters quieted… and Zerrex looked over at Anathema, still sitting
quietly on the bed and looking at him curiously, as Sammy hopped up on the Drakkaren‟s chest
and chirped… before Cherry called as she sat up across the room: “Are we breaking out now?”
“Announce it to the neighborhood Cherry, really.” Zerrex responded drolly, and then he
grunted as he tried to sit up… before Anathema grabbed his skull and pushed him firmly back
down as Sammy bounced on his chest, growling loudly. “Oh come on, I‟m not even that tired!”
“Your energy levels are way down… you need rest.” Anathema said firmly, then she
looked over at Cindy, saying mildly: “Keep him here, would you? I‟m going to go and get some
of that Frost cola he‟s so fond of. Or coffee, whichever I find first.”
“Bring enough for everyone!” Cherry yelled, and then she covered her mouth when
everyone glared at her… excluding Priest, who had curled up around his pillow and was snoring
loudly, completely undisturbed, and Selena, who was also possibly asleep, eyes closed and on
her back. “Sorry. But seriously. I want stuff too. I deserve shit, as I have been skinned alive.”
Anathema didn‟t reply, only rolling her eyes as she left, and Sammy jumped up and down
again on Zerrex‟s chest, making him wheeze before he leaned down and growled at the lizard…
and the Drakkaren growled back after a moment, making the skeletal pseudodragon squeak and
dash away. Zerrex rolled his eyes, then he sat up a bit with a grunt, rubbing at his head slowly…
and Cindy smiled faintly across at him as she rolled onto her side, still clothed only in the
bandages wrapped around her body. “It is good advice, Daddy. I might even nap myself…”
“Seriously. Rest, Boss. You earned that at least.” Cherry added from across the room.
Then she made a face as the male pushed himself to his feet, mumbling: “Cindy, you get him.
I‟m too tired to pretend I‟m more mature than him at the moment.”
The lizard rolled his eyes, going in the direction opposite the doorway as he muttered:
“I‟m not always stupid, you know. I just figured I‟d check on the guy who‟s been trying to kill
me constantly, that‟s all.”
As the reptile walked forwards, everything suddenly seemed to slow, his movements
became difficult… and the lizard looked dumbly back and forth before reality stuttered… and a
moment later, he spun around, wincing as he saw that Cherry and Cindy had frozen in midmovement, mouths open, and the sounds of Priest‟s snoring no longer filled the air… before a

calm voice said quietly: “Everyone‟s always stronger with their family backing them, isn‟t that
right? Or something like that… it‟s been so long now that I have trouble remembering.”
Zerrex turned around, and he was somehow unsurprised to see Chronos and Ennui
standing across from him, but their body language was far from hostile: Chronos was relaxed,
and Ennui was looking curiously around the room, as if he‟d never seen anything like it before.
Then Chronos shook his head, continuing to speak: “It also seems you‟ve discovered your talent.
Fertility: a broad term, often misused. Tell me, Zerrex Narrius. If you could create a new world,
what would it look like?”
Zerrex frowned at Chronos, and the ancient god shrugged, tilting his conical facelessness
towards him… and the lizard shook his head after a moment, saying quietly: “It would be… like
Hell. A beautiful world, built on natural concepts… full of magnificent creatures, and taught
about punishment and sin and virtue… a world based around honor.”
“And what would you do when that world became corrupt, as all worlds must… when
those in power abused their privilege, when even the priests of your religion began to doubt your
existence and instead began to rule their flocks through fear of you, as if they themselves were
the instruments of your work, mouthpieces like the Metatrons of Heaven, and not simply the
devout who are supposed to help their followers find your light?” Chronos asked gently, and
Zerrex frowned at this, but the ancient god laughed faintly. “Oh, you think I am a cynic? No, not
at all… and should you ever own your own world, I would honestly wish you only the greatest of
luck with the endeavor, and that your world last millions and millions of years before such a
wicked thing transpired. But sadly, it seems to be the fate of all worlds; the problem with giving
mortals the ability to make moral choices, is that there will always be people who make the
wrong ones… and ones who make the bad choice in furtherance of „the greater good cause.‟”
“But isn‟t it better to give them that choice, than just to leave them as mindless drones?”
Zerrex paused, then he smiled a bit at Chronos. “And don‟t give me that crap about thinking it‟s
the right thing only because that‟s what I‟ve been brought up to believe, either.”
Ennui laughed a bit at this, and the golden-armored god shook his head slowly as Zerrex
frowned from one to the other. “Oh no, this isn‟t about who‟s correct and who isn‟t… it‟s just…
questioning, you see. Not all battles are fought with fists, after all… but do tell me about this
fascinating structure, Zerrex Narrius…”
“Enough, Ennui.” Chronos said mildly as he held an arm out, and Ennui sighed and
crossed his arms, walking over to his side and tilting his head towards the apparent senior god
with both deference and a sense of irritation. Zerrex looked at the two, and then Chronos turned
back to Zerrex, saying mildly: “We are here on business indeed, but our orders are strict. We are
not to test you if grievously injured, but still to use the time to gather information… and since
you show so much promise, I could not help but to ask.
“Tell me, too, why is it you spared the life of the mortal that attacked you… why bring
him into the fold here, where he could do much damage if he escaped?” Chronos asked,
gesturing towards the restrained male… and Zerrex looked down thoughtfully, before something
caught the corner of his vision. Some movement… and then he dismissed it when he looked up,
instead biting his tongue as he chose his words carefully.
“It was the right thing to do.” he said quietly, and Chronos leaned forwards a bit, conical
mask tilting. “Killing him would have been pointless. He was trying to kill me, true, but for all
his talent and ability, he couldn‟t manage to hurt me all that much. He was fighting out of
emotion and passion and rage… I‟m not saying what he did was right, but it… was excusable.
Understandable, even. He thought I was an Old God. He wanted to avenge people he‟d obviously

lost. And sure, if I can convince him otherwise, he‟d be good to have around, especially since
he‟s mortal and yet somehow survived how toxic the atmosphere is… he might know where
other people are, who we can then bring to the safety of the colony and the surrounding area.”
Chronos nodded, and then Ennui asked quickly: “And the Primordial, Nature? And the
Ghoul you had enlisted here?”
Zerrex looked at him for a few moments, then he said softly: “You‟ve been keeping
pretty close tabs on me. I‟m kind of surprised… wouldn‟t think someone like me was so high up
the priorities list of whoever you work for.”
Ennui seemed to realize he‟d accidentally slightly-tipped their hand, and Chronos shook
his head a bit before he said softly: “We are destined to battle, but our interests are similar. A
universe free of unnecessary evils, a universe where there are no… Old Gods parading around,
forcing their laws on others, or monsters from the dark places preying on the innocent, or
political corruption causing not simply scandal but global catastrophe. And you deserve to know
why you have been chosen for all this, among the candidates… it is because of what you have
become, your body‟s energy makeup… and that unflinching moral compass in your head
matched with your values and personality.”
“But who is Magnus?” Zerrex asked, and Chronos hesitated, before Ennui grasped his
upper arm… and the armored god shook his head silently. The Drakkaren looked at them, and
then he murmured softly: “If he wants such good… why can‟t we just talk through this, instead
of initiating battles to the death? This has something to do with the Broken that appeared on the
mortal plane, doesn‟t it?”
“Jupiter.” Suddenly, Chronos spun around, stomping past Ennui, then he made another
angry turn and walked back towards Zerrex, his voice dripping derision as he said coldly:
“Jupiter was once the King of Gods, said to have existed since the beginning of time… and now
he is merely a warped version of his former self, seeking only to destroy, always pulling on the
leash of his master like… like some feral beast that smells a bloody hunt ahead!”
Chronos snorted, then he shook his head slowly, saying with quiet disgust: “At least I
chose my master, for his vision of peace… Jupiter did not choose his, but instead decided to
chase his passions… and in his hunt for greater and greater glory, he eventually trapped himself
in the Unworld, and his warlike spirit was perverted into that unstoppable tyrant you did so
miserably against. It will take more than brute force to stop Jupiter, Zerrex Narrius. And I have
no doubt that you‟ll have to stop him sooner rather than later.”
“Our time is up.” Ennui said quietly, and Chronos glanced over at him before nodding.
Zerrex frowned a bit, and then the silver-armored god looked over at his partner, asking
hesitantly: “Should we give him a time and place?”
Chronos frowned, his body language visibly torn as he almost froze with everything
around him, one arm in the air and head slightly tilted… and Zerrex said courteously: “If you do,
I‟ll do my best to be ready for you by then… and to not show up half-dead. Otherwise, who the
hell knows what I‟ll go chasing after?”
This made the ancient god sigh, shaking his head slowly as he murmured: “Eloquent and
yet so tactless it‟s almost polite. One week, Zerrex Narrius of Elysium. You have one week,
seven days exactly from the moment this sentence ends, to train. And then, wherever you are,
whatever you are doing, we shall come and fetch you. One week.”
“Thank you.” Zerrex said awkwardly, but it was only to thin air… and Cherry and Cindy
both frowned as they sat up, and the Drakkaren winced as he rubbed at his head slowly before
shaking his head, murmuring: “Sorry. We just had visitors.”

“What?” Cherry sat up sharply… then moaned and slowly flopped over, clutching her
stomach and rolling back and forth. “Holy fucking hot shit fucking ass fuck butt nuggets, that
hurts like all… pain…”
Cindy was frowning as she got quickly up and walked over to Zerrex, the Drakkaren
striding over to the bed the panther was tied to… and he was trembling, staring up at the reptile
weakly before he looked down the open dormitory, then back up at the lizard, whispering:
“Who… what… were those things?”
“You could see them? I thought time was frozen?” Zerrex asked dumbly, and then he
made a face, hammering his forehead with a palm. “No, it just seems like that… they do
something to the molecules in the room or something…”
“I…” The panther bit the inside of his cheek, and then he tilted his head, revealing a
white scar on one side as he mumbled: “I have microchip implants that allow my synapses to fire
ten thousand times faster than normal mortals, among… other things. It‟s how I can tell what‟s
going on even when I accelerate to extreme speeds…”
“Who‟s the sensei now?” Zerrex said imperiously, putting his hands on his hips, and the
panther glowered at him. “Hey, I kicked your cyborg ass. Don‟t give me that goddamn look.”
“Fuck you!” the panther spat, and then he hesitated, before asking finally: “Who… who
are you? Even more so, what are you? Your genetic makeup identifies you as a god, among other
things… the database can‟t be incorrect, either, it was taken right from a project on Heosphoros.”
“What did you just say?” Cindy asked sharply, narrowing her eyes, and the panther
frowned up at her before she grabbed his throat, glaring down at him. “The only genetics project
capable of that on Heosphoros… hell, on all the colonies… is my Ark! And I‟m the only one
who… no…”
She frowned, looking away as Cherry sat up with a wince, and then she cursed under her
breath, muttering: “The fucking coder. The fucking coder, he had access to the genetic cards in
the initial stages… same with some of the lab techs…”
The panther looked up at her, and then she leaned down, her voice and eyes hard. “Who
the hell did the surgery on you? Who did the neurological tampering, answer me!”
“Cindy.” Zerrex said quietly, grasping her shoulder, and she looked at him, trembling a
bit, before she grunted and leaned back, taking a slow breath and lowering her head. Then Zerrex
looked down at the panther, who was still wordless as he looked dumbly up at them. The
Drakkaren looked down, and then he asked calmly: “What‟s your name?”
For a moment, the simple question didn‟t seem to register… and then the male shook his
head a bit, saying finally: “Julian. Julian Duke. And… it was a mortal that did this surgery. That
took me in after I lost my family, and taught me about the Old Gods… he used to be a
„technician,‟ he called the job, at Wulfe Industries. He died years ago…”
“That makes sense.” Cindy muttered, and then she turned to the wall and rose her fist as
if to punch it, but then only sighed and slumped her shoulders. Zerrex grasped them soothingly,
massaging slowly up and down as her emotions seemed to play through his hands, told him what
she was feeling, and he stepped forwards and hugged her quietly… and she turned around in his
arms, hugging him tightly back before looking down at Julian, and asking the panther roughly:
“When was this done?”
“Five years ago… he had been developing the technology for a while, planned to sell it.
Said it would make a fortune, since it would allow anyone to identify who was a god or a mortal
or anything else even in a crowd.” Julian murmured, looking like he didn‟t want to risk her rage.

He hesitated, then he asked imploringly: “Please. I need to know who you people are. What
you‟re doing here. What‟s going on…”
Zerrex looked at Cindy, and she shrugged before Anathema entered the room, carrying a
tray loaded with mugs of coffee. The reptile looked at her, and she smiled a bit, saying mildly: “I
sensed the psychic resonance of gods while outside… I thought it was better to not interrupt. I
also get the sense that our prisoner here has said something upsetting.”
“Sort of.” Zerrex shrugged a bit, and the panther leaned up before wincing at the sight of
Anathema as she stepped up to the foot of the bed. A moment later, there was a loud flop, and
Cherry crawled slowly along the floor, wheezing loudly and mumbling about coffee, and the
Drakkaren shook his head slowly before he took a mug when offered and handed it off to Cindy,
then took another for himself with a bit of a smile at Julian. “And we‟re just… people. People
who have an interest in seeing the mortal world rebuilt, I guess… and we‟ll do whatever it takes
to see that dream come alive, so that everyone gets a chance at a happily-ever-after…
supernatural beings, mortals, even gods.”
“I thought the gods were evil.” Julian muttered, and Zerrex shrugged a bit, sipping slowly
at his coffee before the panther asked quietly: “You… were a mortal once? What did you do, sell
your soul for power?”
“Selling your soul is harder than it seems.” Zerrex said mildly, looking down into the
inky darkness of the mug. “You need to find someone who deals specifically in that first… and
of course, get their attention somehow.”
“Believe me, Lord Zerrex, you don‟t have to tell this young fool.” Anathema said mildly,
sitting on the bed with a smile, and Julian winced away from her, even as he grit his teeth and
looked down, pulling firmly at the chains that bound him as a blush filled his features. Zerrex
frowned, then it clicked in his mind as he looked sharply at the panther, and Anathema smiled
dryly. “Exactly. This mortal‟s powers stem from a soul trade… but with what, you cute naïve
creature? Not a Reaper, Reapers make short-term deals and take the soul at the first possible
moment… you sold your soul to someone a long time ago.”
“I don‟t have to tell you anything.” the panther muttered, and then he threw his head back
and howled in pain, and Zerrex threw Anathema a sharp look as he realized she was squeezing
his broken heel. She only looked mildly back, however, and then the panther finally screamed:
“Djinni!”
It made sense in Zerrex‟s mind: Djinni granted three wishes to whomever found the item
they were bound to, but unlike the ones in the fables, they didn‟t simply let you go after that:
they marked you as one of their own, then hunted you down and ate your soul for sustenance
after they got hungry. They were a rare supernatural creature, their breed almost entirely bound
into items and „servitude‟ by mortals… assuming your servants ate you after you ordered them
around too much, that was. It was thought that whoever made a contract with a Djinni was
forever cursed, however: the rumor was that even if you escaped having your soul consumed
after making three wishes – usually by dying – you then became a Djinni yourself.
Djinni had limited mystical powers, and often their wishes looked like things of immense
proportion, but really involved either subterfuge, misdirection, or a Djinni simply misinterpreted
a wish on purpose. But say… giving someone super-speed, strength beyond a normal mortal’s,
and the ability to survive in this toxic atmosphere? Well within their power limit. “I have some
guesses as to what you asked for… why don‟t you confirm them for me, though, Julian? Just so I
know there‟s no surprises up ahead.”

Julian looked away silently… and Zerrex grabbed Anathema‟s shoulder when she
reached out to grab his heel, giving her a pointed look. She sighed, then glowered when Cherry
tugged at her heel, handing her a mug of coffee… and Cherry grunted as she crawled up to her
feet, naked but obviously not caring in the slightest that she was, as the panther finally
murmured, a tear sliding down his cheek: “The ability to survive… the strength to be as fast as
lightning… and my parents back. But instead of doing the last, he… he just animated their
remains, and I… they chased me out of the house…”
He swallowed, then looked over at Zerrex imploringly. “The Djinni had been in the
family for years… hidden in an old ring, passed down from generation-to-generation with the
story of how it gave my great-grandfather enormous wealth, but cost him his life… and I neither
want to die, nor do I want to become one of them. Immortal and magical, but easily pulled into
bondage and forced to serve the whims of someone… and feeding off the souls, the very essence
that makes up people, I don‟t want that either… I swore, I swore that I would purge the world of
the Old Gods, though, don‟t you understand? I swore I would find the strength to fight them…”
“But you had the stupidity to sell your soul… and the weakness to take the fast path.”
Zerrex said quietly, and when the panther snarled up at him, he only shook his head, reaching
down to pick up a key from the side table. As he opened the locks holding the chains binding the
panther down, he murmured: “Believe me. Strength takes time and cultivation, and it‟s not all
about the brawn. The Old Gods and the Primordials are victims of a simple bully and a stupid
coward themselves, after all… someone who started off with good intentions, but quickly
became warped and tawdry. It‟s easy to get sucked into making bad choices for good reasons.”
The panther growled at him, shoving the chains off as they came loose before he sat up
and asked sharply: “And just what the hell do you know about me or any of this? Don‟t judge me
by your ideals, you‟re a god… how can you ever understand the way I‟ve suffered and the hells I
have to look forwards to when I eventually become a Djinni myself? But I was terrified! I
couldn‟t do anything but conceal myself away, and every minute that passed, I was dying faster
and faster… how could you know what that‟s like?”
Zerrex only sipped at his coffee mug, however, too tired to argue, and then he yawned
and stretched, saying finally: “Alright. Fine. Well, since you can breathe in the toxic atmosphere,
you‟re free to leave if you want… but you‟re also welcome to stay here, assuming you don‟t try
and sabotage anything. That would be stupid, anyway, since as I think I‟ve made clear by this
point, we‟re building this for mortals: not for gods, not for demons, not for angels. Mortals.”
Julian muttered something, but then he simply rolled over and pointedly began to ignore
them, and the Drakkaren shook his head before he made a face at Cherry, who was slowly
reaching up as if to pour the remains of her coffee on the panther. Before she could, Zerrex
grabbed her wrist, and she mumbled something from the ground as Anathema shook her head
and left, Cindy following before Zerrex sighed and leaned down to gently pick up Cherry.
When he turned, he was somehow unsurprised to see Selena had sat up, looking at them
intently… and the reptile carefully cradled Cherry as he walked back to her bed and set her
gently down, making her mumble her thanks before the Drakkaren limped over to sit on the bed
beside her. Cindy had returned to her own bed, and Anathema was sitting on Zerrex‟s, sipping
her coffee slowly… and Zerrex smiled a bit as he offered her his half-empty mug of coffee,
which she took after a moment with a soft look to him. “I think I owe you a thank you, still. So
thank you.”
“For what?” Selena snorted, shaking her head slowly as she murmured: “We… I…
should have been more prepared, should have fucking done better. We just got the shit kicked

out of all of us, if you haven‟t noticed, Zerrex… I mean, look at Priest there, and even Cherry.
Those Primordials, I… I thought it would be like fighting high-tier elementals, but they were in a
class of their own...”
The male nodded, and then he said softly: “But we did all survive. That‟s a victory any
day… and yeah, we took on injuries, but I expected us to. I… I wasn‟t even sure we‟d all make it
back in one piece, Selena. And how could anyone say you did anything short of an exceptional
job, all of you? Selena, without your help, we never would have been able to take down Fluorite
and Pyrite. As I remember, you were one of the few left standing at the end…” Zerrex paused
meditatively. “Maybe that‟s what‟s wrong with the picture. You‟re usually the first person to
fall, after all.”
“Oh fuck you.” Selena muttered, shoving him hard with one hand, and Zerrex laughed a
bit as he swayed, before smiling as she sipped at the coffee slowly. Then she glanced up,
mumbling: “Oh here we go.”
Zerrex tilted his head, then he looked over his shoulder as Marina approached with a
hesitant smile on her face, the two wolves trotting along behind her and shoving at each other
before they blushed when the Drakkaren‟s eyes passed over them, both stopping and waving.
Then Marina motioned for them to go on for a moment, and Lone pouted as Mahihko gazed
fondly at his father before they both slowly stepped past, heading over to see Cherry as Cindy
got out of her bed to join them.
Marina sat down her with father, rubbing his shoulder gently with one hand as her other
interlaced her fingers with his own, and she gazed at him lovingly, before leaning in and quietly
kissing his cheek, murmuring softly: “I was so glad when you came back doing okay, Daddy… I
know you‟re low on energy right now, but that will remedy itself in time. And I also felt the
presence of the gods here, but I didn‟t want to intrude…”
“Scared, little one?” Anathema jeered from across the room, and Marina shot her a dark
look, as the skeletal female leaned back against the wall and put her hands behind her head with
a snort. “Or were you just embarrassed after last time?”
Marina‟s eyes flickered, but then she took a slow breath as Zerrex looked sharply over at
Anathema… but she looked pointedly back, and it made the Drakkaren nervous. This back-andforth between them had been going on for quite a while now: Anathema would goad Marina into
something, and Marina would eventually either lash out or storm off. The undead Naganatine
was convinced that the psychic was hiding something… but Zerrex had sighed and replied
tiredly that his daughter always had something up her sleeve: the advantage of being a telepath
on Marina‟s level was that she could cull knowledge from everyone and everything around her.
But Marina had told him openly and honestly when he‟d asked she had nothing to hide,
and the reptile believed her: she was a lot of things, but she never lied to him, after all, especially
when he asked such a direct question. And right now, Zerrex didn‟t care: he was only glad to be
back with so many people around him and safe, and he traded a tight hug with his daughter
before he glanced over at Selena, asking softly: “What would help you relax, huh?”
Selena obviously wanted to snap some reply, but she restrained herself visibly… and then
she forced a smile as she leaned forwards and asked Marina candidly: “Could you tell me how
the base has been faring? Firenze will want to know.”
Even Marina looked surprised at Selena‟s tact, although Zerrex could feel her claws
digging slowly through the scales of his right arm, and he was only glad there was so little
feeling in that section of his body, as Marina glanced at her father, then said softly more to him
than to her: “No attacks or interruptions, and everything seems to be holding up okay… everyone

did their jobs, too, and listened to the people you put in charge. Mercy is doing a fine job, Daddy,
I know you‟ll be pleased to know that.”
“I am, Marina, and I really did think she was holding up well when I saw her… I‟m glad
that‟s confirmed now.” Zerrex said softly, and Marina smiled warmly up at him before she
pushed herself against his side lightly, closing her eyes. There was quiet for a few moments, and
then the Drakkaren nudged her, asking quietly: “But what about other things?”
Marina glanced up at him, then she shrugged a bit, murmuring softly: “Nature behaves
herself, and no Old Gods have attacked… everyone‟s working and the colony can safely house
any mortals inside it. Even after we hand over administration of the colony, it should do fine…
there‟s nothing to worry about, Daddy.”
“Alright. I‟m glad to hear it, then.” Zerrex said softly, and he smiled a bit, saying quietly:
“Will you please go and let Mercy know we‟ll be staying… a little over a week, I think, then,
while we finish the transfer of power from my main team to her. I also need you to let Balthazar
know he can confirm what‟s happened to Albatross, and that we‟ll be ready in two weeks‟ time
to begin rebuilding Hez‟Ranna. It‟ll be a hard process, but… I guess it‟s kind of also one I‟m
looking forwards to myself.”
“Of course you are, Daddy… you have a deep connection to there, now.” Marina said
softly, not looking up at him, and Selena frowned even as Marina smiled, closing her eyes. “It‟s
a perfect place for us, you know… so many bad memories, yes, but… good ones, too. The place
where my father rescued me, like I always knew he would…”
She let out a soft, strange sigh, and Zerrex looked at her for a few moments before she
gazed up at him adoringly. “I‟ll take care of everything for you, Daddy… I promise. I won‟t let a
single bad thing happen to you…”
Slowly, she stood up, then she smiled strangely at Selena as her eyes flashed, and the
Dius recoiled as her breath caught in her throat before Marina turned and strutted off, switching
her hips back and forth as she smiled slyly over her shoulder at her father. Zerrex watched her
go, unable to stop himself, but it wasn‟t so much arousal that flowed through his body as
nervousness, before he shook his head and looked at Selena as she hugged herself. “What did she
show you?”
“She… fuck…” Selena looked down quietly, then she murmured, as she closed her eyes
and leaned in against Zerrex: “She told me there was a place for me in the new world, if I was a
good girl… and… and she showed me what she would do to me if I wasn‟t.” Selena swallowed
thickly, and her emotions reeked of fear and malice. “She‟s dangerous. She‟s really fucking
dangerous, do you not see just what everyone else sees?”
“I do… but I see the other stuff, too.” Zerrex said quietly, holding her against his chest
with one arm as he closed his eyes and lowered his head a bit, and then he sighed and smiled
faintly, murmuring: “Cherry was terrified of you at first, too, though.”
“She fucking well should be.” Selena mumbled moodily, and then she sighed and sat
back, pulling Zerrex‟s head down to start playing moodily with his hair. An old habit of hers,
something she always did when especially nervous… but it wasn‟t exactly like the reptile
minded.
Then the wolves bounced over towards him, Lone fidgeting in the background and
looking both nervously and excitedly at Selena, his eyes lingering over her body before he
flinched when her black eyes glared up at him. Mahihko, meanwhile, bounced right up to Zerrex,
ignoring the Dius entirely as he looked over him worriedly, then leaned forwards and hugged
him tightly around the waist, pushing his head against the reptile‟s chiseled abdominals. “I

missed you so much Daddy! It was lonely here without you around… Nature‟s fun and all, and I
really like Huck too, but I missed you and Priest and Cindy and Cherry and it‟s really nice to see
you too, Selena!”
“What about me?” Anathema called from across the room mildly, as she stroked a finger
under the skeletal Sammy‟s chin gently, and Mahihko looked over, gave big eyes, and
immediately dashed past Lone with a giggle towards the pseudodragon, as Lone sighed and
rubbed at his head and Anathema winced backwards, almost knocked off the bed as Sammy
scampered away with a squawk and Mahihko nimbly scrambled after him, jackknifing the wide
bed before sliding under the next in a surprisingly-sleek movement.
Zerrex shook his head, then glanced at Lone as he walked over and hugged the reptile‟s
arm: the part of him furthest away from Selena, who was still looking sour. “It really is great to
see you back, Dad… the little guy and I were worried about you and everyone else. It‟s good to
see you all made it back alive, even if… you know…”
He looked at Zerrex quietly, then turned around to gaze at Cherry, watching as Cindy
touched her forehead gently… and then Zerrex nodded slowly, looking over at Selena, but even
she looked uncomfortably worried about the female she had once tortured almost to the point of
breaking for little more than fun. That had been so many years ago now, though… and since
then, so many things had happened: as Zerrex had discovered, when you lived for millions of
years… friendships, kinships, hated enemies and alliances… all tended to wax, wane, and
change, but more often than not, peopled tended to work things out… at least to some degree.
The Drakkaren couldn‟t help but let his eyes linger on the female as well, and then he
sighed a bit as he shook his head slowly, murmuring: “She‟ll be fine, Lone, don‟t you worry
about that… what did you and Mahihko get up to while I was gone, though? Although it sounds
like Nature kept you plenty busy as it was.”
“She‟s sure got a lot of energy, yeah.” Lone muttered, rubbing the back of his head, and
then he smiled awkwardly up at Zerrex. When the Drakkaren gave him a pointed look, he cleared
his throat, then continued finally: “But uh… you know. The usual stuff… Huck had us charging
and recharging a lot of electronics, and we helped retrieve some supplies from the city… hey, is
it true we‟re going to Hez‟Ranna?”
The reptile looked at him with mild amusement, but then he nodded, saying quietly:
“Yeah, it is. But before we do that, we gotta finish transferring things over, giving Mercy the
reins and bring in some more demons and the first crew of mortals. We don‟t want to rush the
process too much, but we can‟t exactly drag it out, either… gods know if that‟s the case, we
might never end up leaving.”
Lone smiled a bit and nodded, then they both looked up as Mahihko dived over Priest,
arching his body as he brought his large paws high into the air and gracefully let his body drop
down to land smack on Sammy, rolling once and ending up on his back with the pseudodragon
snuggled tight to his chest, giggling as the skeletal beast squawked and then growled in
resignation. The little wolf hopped up to his feet, and then he padded quickly over to Zerrex and
Lone, holding up the pseudodragon with a smile on his face. “Got it!”
Lone reached hesitantly out to pat Sammy on the head, and the pseudodragon huffed at
him before Anathema appeared behind the two lupines, lifting either into the air by the backs of
their neck to make Lone squeak and Mahihko whine loudly, flailing around as she said briskly:
“Visiting hours are over, wolves. Your… father… needs his rest now, understood?”
Mahihko slumped and nodded glumly, and Lone mumbled something before he winced
at the sour glare the undead Naganatine shot him. Sammy took the opportunity to leap out of

Mahihko‟s arms, and the little wolf whined as he clawed after him and kicked some more, but
Sammy easily avoided his hands and skittered up Lone‟s chest and over his face, kicking off his
skull as he curled up with a yelp before he vanished under a cot. Zerrex rolled his eyes, and
Selena snorted before Anathema put both lupines down, and they looked at Zerrex and said their
grouchy goodbyes in unison, both glaring at Anathema, but then yelping and running when she
glared back.
“Thanks.” Selena grumbled, and Anathema shrugged before sitting on the Drakkaren‟s
other side. Then they both looked up, watching as Cindy checked Cherry‟s pulse, then her
breathing… before she quietly kissed her sleeping forehead, and she smiled a bit before walking
quietly around and heading over to join the others at Selena‟s bed, as the Dius asked awkwardly:
“She… okay?”
“I think so. But whatever was in that fire will probably leave scars on both her and
Priest… and you too, Selena, it looks like it left a mark.” Cindy said softly, and she gently
grasped Selena‟s shoulder, making her grumble in embarrassment even as she was pulled up to a
sitting position, before Cindy gazed over her… and Zerrex smiled a bit, slipping to the side
despite Selena‟s further protests and allowing the female to carefully check over the Dius‟s body.
When he looked closely now himself, though, he could see what she meant: patches here and
there, almost like spots, were darker than the rest of the female‟s scales… and Cindy murmured:
“Stop fidgeting now… if anything, you only look prettier like this.”
Cindy quietly kissed Selena‟s cheek, and the eyes of the demoness bulged in shock, as
she froze for a moment… and then she gritted her teeth and hissed through them as Cindy‟s
hands skillfully slid around, half-embracing her as she smiled and undid the back of her corset
with fluid ease, before beginning to tug it off. Selena immediately hugged her own body tightly,
glaring… but Cindy looked resolutely back as Anathema watched with marked interest and
Zerrex said softly: “Let her look, Selena, I know it‟s awkward but she is a doctor.”
“I… stop… staring at me.” Selena tried to glare back and forth, but she almost trembling
with how vulnerable she likely felt at the moment… and Zerrex reached a hand up to squeeze her
shoulder gently, and she sighed and slumped before letting go of herself, allowing Cindy to
continue her examination.
Soon afterwards, Selena was laying naked under a sheet, her clothes stacked to the side
but hugging her corset like a stuffed animal, a salve applied here and there on her form and
bandages over part of her body: some of the scales under her corset had suffered severe decay,
and yet her clothing itself hadn‟t been harmed… but Cindy had murmured that the flames had
been less than half the danger from the Primordials, and noted that it was more likely from the
concentrated blasts of water that soaked through her corset to freeze the scales beneath, which
were then cracked by the sheer heat of the flames, and the decay-smog allowed to set in on
vulnerable flesh. Anathema had been impressed with this analysis… and now she and Cindy
were chatting quietly while the others laying in their beds, but Zerrex could tell that soon, Cindy
would be asleep herself.
He didn‟t manage much in the way of sleep, though: too many thoughts kept colliding,
too many things tried to shove their way to the front of his mind at once. Finally, several hours
later, he climbed restlessly to his feet, looking over the mostly-quiet room… and then he‟d
tapped a few short commands on his nanotech armlet, and his current clothing had vanished,
leaving him in only his boxers.
The Drakkaren looked down at these, poking at them… and then he looked awkwardly
back and forth before muttering a cleansing spell, and he was surprised when he felt the strange

buzzing sensation he‟d grown to associate with the spell, the scent of decay vanishing from
where it had started to set into not just his scales, but his baggy underwear. He smiled a bit, then
rose his armlet to his muzzle and murmured: “Plain clothes, black. Activate.”
The armlet buzzed loudly, and then nanomachines spread over the lizard‟s body before
forming into a t-shirt and jeans, and the Drakkaren nodded with an approving grunt. Then he
stood up, slipping his well-worn, slightly-charred military boots on, and made his way quietly
down the living quarters.
He almost made it to the door, and then Anathema appeared behind him, asking moodily:
“Shouldn‟t you be back in bed?”
“I can‟t sleep.” Zerrex complained, dropping his head against the doorframe, and then he
sighed and looked at her awkwardly. “Can‟t we just go outside and enjoy the night air?”
“Who am I to argue with you, my master?” Anathema said seriously, and Zerrex couldn‟t
tell if she was being sarcastic or not before the undead Naganatine snorted in amusement. “Come
on now, let‟s just head outside before you wake everyone up.”
Zerrex glowered at her, and Anathema rolled her eyes before following as the Drakkaren
mumbled and pushed through the doorway. A few minutes later, they emerged out into the deep
night air… and the Drakkaren looked to the side in surprise as Nature approached with a yawn
and a benevolent smile to him. “How are you, Zerrex?”
“I‟m alright… I‟m… I‟m sorry about your siblings.” Zerrex said after a moment, but
when Nature only smiled and shook her head, he relaxed a bit, adding quietly: “Did you know
what would happen when I was in Hez‟Ranna?”
She only shrugged, however, then reached absently out and touched Anathema‟s
ribcage… and the undead Naganatine made a face as ivy spread slowly over her skeletal front,
making her look more like a garden trellis than anything else as she swatted at the red flowers
that began to immediately bloom over her body. Zerrex only stepped back from the two, wellaware by now that there was nothing he could ever do to get the Primordial and the undead being
to get along. “I had some idea… surely you must have known what your calling is by now,
though?”
“He was supposed to find out for himself, but he never exactly put much effort into it.
The whole god thing scares him.” Anathema steamrolled the Drakkaren before he could speak,
and Zerrex glared at her before staring when she grabbed a long, curling vine of ivy that reached
up and squeezed, crushing it before her hand glowed purple, and the ivy over her body exploded
into flames for a brief moment before vanishing, Nature immediately covering her face with a
moan of pain. “For the last time, stop doing that.”
“Don‟t be so mean, Anathema.” Nature replied pettishly, her hands still covering her
features… and as Zerrex looked at her, he realized today they were vaguely fox-like, but with a
smattering of some other animal. It was always hard to keep track of Nature‟s shape… the
moment he thought he recognized her, she changed into something else. “And well, Zerrex, those
who hide from their power often end up succumbing to it in the end… it‟s best to dive headlong
into something sometimes, even when you have no idea just how deep the rabbit hole may go.”
Anathema muttered something about eating rabbits, and Nature pouted visibly even as
she became one; but as always, fur, eyes, and her triangular, odd ears stayed the exact same, as
she crossed her arms almost indignantly. “Fertility has many aspects to it, Lord Zerrex: Crops,
Harvests, Natural Life, even Creation as a whole. Creator gods are just gods that plant a seed,
nurture it, and adjust what happens to grow in their garden every so often. I had a great friend
once who was a Creator…”

Nature looked dreamy now, spinning slowly around once as she brought her hands up to
clasp against her cheek, and her form changed… and although it took Zerrex a moment of
staring, he realized she had taken on the shape of nothing less than a Naganatine, as even
Anathema looked surprised. “He helped me out of a nasty predicament I was in on another
world… transported me in secret to this planet, put me down and allowed me to twist and turn
and dance as I so pleased. But when other Gods came looking for me, he… he placed me into
hiding, sealed me off in a beautiful little inner paradise where I could frolic and still manipulate
the events of this world to some degree, but my presence and energies were both invisible to
those searching for me. Oh, I knew there were other Primordials, sealed away too… but I was
not imprisoned like them. I was really so very unhappy when the Old Gods broke the door open
to my paradise and dragged me out of it, because they wanted me to fill the entire ocean with
algae. I was fortunate to escape when they decided to replace me with Gaia!”
She laughed a bit, then shook her head and smiled from one to the other, before hugging
herself and twisting back and forth, making her dress billow around her. “We Primordials love to
build… and build and build and build! I‟m lucky that the ground will always need further life
spread across it, that even in a single square meter of earth, hundreds of plants can bloom and
require tending to… my siblings were never so lucky. Fire must burn, Water must flood, Air
must storm, and Earth must quake… they all have such difficulty in expressing themselves
artistically, creatively, without first being destructive. And Primordials, like every other race,
tend to war with each other… an unhappy truth, but unable to look past our passions, few of us
seem capable of getting along forever.”
She stopped, then simply smiled, striding up to Zerrex and taking his face in her hands as
she looked into his eyes, her form becoming that of a Drakkaren now. “Do you know what
makes a person great and mighty? It‟s not their strength, not one bit. It‟s their ability to
understand others. To create even when everyone else calls for destruction: and to build even
when you can play no other role but the destroyer. I think you understand that, and that‟s why
despite all this rage and suffering inside you, you‟ll make an excellent god, one that even some
of us Primordials can look up to, despite the unceasing conflict between us.”
She smiled again, then laughed and spun suddenly away, dancing off under the light of
the moon in the distance… and the Drakkaren blinked stupidly before Anathema sighed and
shook her head, muttering quietly: “What a nutcase. But do you think…”
“Oh, like you even have to ask. I‟m surprised that you‟re surprised, though.” Zerrex said
quietly, glancing over at her… and Anathema merely shrugged, then looked ahead, obviously not
wanting to talk about it. She didn‟t look upset… merely thoughtful, before she returned her eyes
to Zerrex.
“Want to train, then? We can go out towards the highway, past Nature‟s plants… the
Unsent can stand them about as much as I do, so there shouldn‟t be any of them for miles around
now.” Anathema said mildly, and Zerrex nodded, this a subject he was admittedly more-keen on
himself. The two smiled hesitantly at each other, and then Anathema stepped up to his side, and
they slid an arm around each other as they headed for one of the gates.
It was comfortable with Anathema, in a word: yes, she was an undead monstrosity, with
most of her insides visible and a stare that could probably pierce through titanium, but she
seemed to understand him at least as well as Sin could… and she had a gentle, romantic side to
her that balanced out her sadistic nature. She wasn‟t weak in the slightest, and she loved to fight
as hard as she could before giving in to even the simplest demands on some days… but despite

how much she frustrated him, they got along well. Maybe the frustration was even part of the
reason they managed to do so well together, who knew?
They were quiet, but they didn‟t need to talk: and when they reached the wastes, they
leaned towards each other and shared a quiet, slow kiss, before Anathema drew away with a grin,
her eyes glowing before she said curtly: “Let‟s skip the basics. If you‟re going to be dealing with
beings like Chronos and Ennui in the future, we need to teach you a few tricks… and although
Sin is much better at covering dealing with your particular abilities, I can at least teach you how
to put some of your good old-fashioned physical traits to use.”
“Now that‟s a shock.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he winced when Anathema glared at
him, before clearing his throat and holding up a finger. “Speaking of the physical, you still
haven‟t slept with me yet. We haven‟t even had a quickie.”
“Oh leave it alone.” Anathema groaned, rolling her eyes, and then she closed them before
leaning forwards with a sharp breath, and the wings she‟d gained when they had traded hearts
pushed out of her back. The strange, gleaming white appendages flapped once, and Anathema
smiled a bit before she leapt upwards, flapping them hard and hovering in the air with a clunky
sort of movement, obviously still not entirely sure how her wings worked… and as the
Drakkaren gazed at her, he wondered what other traits she‟d inherited that she was hiding, as she
crossed her arms but visibly winced when she almost threw herself off balance, losing whatever
composure she was pretending to have. “This is such an awkward method of movement… but
alright, you suffer a great disadvantage against aerial targets, Zerrex. Many of your earth-based
supernatural abilities won‟t work on them, and Chronos and Ennui both use an advanced
levitation to move around instead of wings or anything you can visibly disable. The only option
is to knock them out of the air… but a direct aerial assault against them would be pointless.”
“Why?” Zerrex asked dumbly, tilting his head… and when Anathema sighed, he felt like
he was missing something, as he rubbed the back of his head slowly. “I mean, it kind of sounds
like I can‟t keep them on the ground, if they just… float around…”
“Flying is very direct, especially the way you do it.” Anathema said flatly, and when
Zerrex looked at her sourly, she shrugged. “You can build up a lot of speed… but the last thing
you can do is turn on a… quarter?”
“Dime.” Zerrex corrected, and then he motioned for her to go on, even as he muttered:
“Like how much you paid for your face…”
Anathema glowered at him, but chose to ignore the comment as she continued dryly:
“Hitting them would be difficult. Their levitation means they can simply slide to the side, or step
out of the way, since most of your attacks come across as very direct. And that‟s without taking
into account the fact that they can freeze you in mid-lunge.”
“Okay okay, air bad, ground good. But how the hell do I make them stay on the ground,
then?” Zerrex asked flatly, gesturing at the wasteland around them.
“Once you drag them down… and figure out how to defeat their molecular control… you
should be able to keep them on the ground by… what was that phrase Cherry taught me?”
Anathema looked up thoughtfully, then she nodded after a moment with a slight smile. “That‟s
right. Going primitive on their asses. I believe that means beating them with your fists, right?”
Zerrex snorted in amusement, nodding, and then he said hesitantly: “Look, I… I think I
could take Ennui and Chronos on one at a time, but I have no idea how the hell I‟m supposed to
fight both at once. Chronos manipulates time, or particles or something… and Ennui obviously
has massive energy control. I still don‟t remember how to change my energy signature at all, like

Sin taught me to, so I‟m real vulnerable to Ennui, especially… but Chronos could probably just
stop time, then turn me into an old geezer and push me down some stairs or something.”
“You‟re already an old geezer.” Anathema said mildly, and then she laughed when
Zerrex glowered and created a sphere of blue energy, throwing it at her. She easily batted this
aside, and it exploded uselessly in midair in a small fizzle of energy, the female smiling slightly.
“One thing at a time, though. Energy attacks, obviously, will be useless against them, after all…
you need to do it the old-fashioned way.”
Zerrex grunted, then he readied himself… and Anathema shook her head, saying dryly:
“No, wrong. No lunging. The best method is going to be using your tentacles. The moment you
have one in your grips, you should be able to squeeze into him hard enough to disrupt his
concentration while you reel him in. I‟d recommend going for Chronos first: otherwise he may
simply halt time if you grab Ennui.”
The reptile nodded, becoming serious as he readied himself… and for the next hour,
Zerrex worked on extending his tentacles at a moment‟s notice, aiming for Anathema… but she
was a surprisingly-difficult target to hit, despite how unwieldy a flyer she was. Zerrex knew part
of it was the fact he hadn‟t had serious practice with the extendable appendages for quite some
time… but he also knew that normally he didn‟t try and seize a target moving at high speeds.
Then they were interrupted by Cindy… but she only offered to trade places with
Anathema for a little while, and Zerrex smiled a bit at her as she extended wings of beautiful
fluorescent ivory energy, before leaping into the air and moving with much greater speed and
grace than the undead Naganatine could manage. It made the practice far harder… but at the
same time, Anathema was now better able to coach Zerrex, explaining how he could modify his
stance, when the best time to „release‟ the tentacle was, etcetera. Things the Drakkaren never
would have taken into account on his own, after all, much as Anathema‟s lecturing was starting
to grate on his nerves.
His frustrations began to lift the first time he snagged Cindy, however… before he was
almost dragged off his feet when she continued to move, straining the appendage as he cursed…
and Anathema had barked that he needed to take this as if he was really trying to drag one of
them down to earth. Cindy, hovering embarrassedly nearby now, had added she didn‟t mind…
and Zerrex had moodily accepted.
By the third time Zerrex caught her, he felt much more confident about the whole thing,
as he dragged her hard on a wide, sideways arc before pulling her into the ground… but releasing
a little before contact, so Cindy was able to go into a short roll and recover to a crouch.
Anathema glowered at Zerrex, but didn‟t say anything as Cindy smiled over her shoulder at her
father before taking flight again.
When morning rolled around, Zerrex felt like his reflexes had sharpened somewhat, even
though he‟d only managed a few more successful catches… and then he winced at the sound of
Selena yelling at them angrily through the trees, and he sighed before slouching off as Anathema
kicked at some rocks before following, and Cindy sighed and landed, her wings vanishing as she
came last. Selena ranted for a little while about resting and getting back his energy, then slapped
Zerrex when he opened his mouth, grumbling at him and then finally hugging him tightly, and he
had awkwardly hugged her back even as she‟d mumbled an apology to him, saying in a
stumbling voice she was just worried about him.
She was getting ready to leave now… and Zerrex looked over her, at how parts of her
scales had darkened to black now, the spots looking permanent… and then the reptile reached up

and quietly touched the broken end of one of her horns, and she blushed deeply before he
murmured: “It just makes you look prettier.”
That had earned him a hug, and a long, passionate kiss, before Selena had pulled away
and said embarrassedly she had to leave… but Zerrex had glanced at Anathema, and after a
hesitant nod, he replied that he‟d come with her, to see if he could wrangle another favor out of
Firenze. Selena had looked at him oddly, but nodded nonetheless… and so ten minutes later,
after Zerrex checked on a snoozing Cherry and a grouchy-looking Priest who was still covered in
bandages, the Drakkaren had met Selena near the helicopter pad, as she bounced a sphere of
demonic crystal in her hand, the green gemstone glowing oddly as Mercy watched curiously
from the sidelines… and beside her, stood Julian.
The reptile frowned at the sight, and Mercy shrugged before smiling calmly and gently
patting the panther on the shoulder… and Julian mumbled something, then looked up to watch
intently, leaning heavily on a crutch. Zerrex figured after a moment he only hated gods, not all
supernatural entities… and then he shrugged before Selena had created a vortex to Hell, the
crystal cracking in her hand but the glow not fading from it before they‟d both headed through
and stepped out onto a balcony of the Central Spire.
“Let me go and check.” Selena said carefully, and when Zerrex looked at her, she simply
smiled awkwardly up at him, saying finally: “Not… not that… well… you know. Lily might be
working, and I want to… I mean, I don‟t want you to…”
“Lily won‟t be working today.” Zerrex said quietly, glancing up and focusing anyway,
feeling the emotions and energies of those present beyond the double doors guarded by
apprehensive-looking Amazons… and then he nodded a bit, saying mildly: “See, told you so.”
“How the hell can I see that?” Selena asked flatly, and the Drakkaren cleared his throat
before she rolled her eyes, grabbed his hand, and walked forwards, the Amazon guards
immediately shoving the doors open for them and letting the two through as Firenze looked up
with a sigh from the round table, standing… and on either side of him, Amiglion and Sin stood,
along with the gathered council of demons. “I‟m back!”
“Can you please, one day, try and do this the formal way?” Firenze almost pleaded
through his steel mask, and Zerrex could sense his frown as his eyes settled on his father.
“And… Dad, not that I‟m not glad to see you… but I‟m in the middle of something here, and I
thought you had operations of your own to tend to on the mortal world?”
Zerrex began to open his mouth, and Selena elbowed him in the kidney, making Ixin
giggle stupidly where he sat at one side of the table, before she asked sharply: “Firenze, do you
want your father to die?”
“What? No!” Firenze looked alarmed at this, rearing back before he leaned forwards,
putting his hands on the table to support him as he asked quietly: “What‟s this all about, Selena?”
“I think I know.” said a soft voice, and Zerrex frowned a bit as a figure he didn‟t
recognize stood up from the table: a Reaper, obviously, dressed in a flowing black robe and with
an ivory skull-mask hiding his features, the only thing visible a pair of glowing red eyes. His
body was gaunt, but difficult to make out: shadows seemed to play up and down his form, and
Zerrex had the sense it was partially the cloak‟s doing, partially just the fact the Reaper was so
strange to look at despite how simple he seemed it hurt his brain to process. “It has to do with the
appearance of ancient gods, coming and going as they please to your mortal world.”
Zerrex grimaced: this was likely the Great Reaper Thanatos had sent in to replace Dust
Toll. He wondered awkwardly if he should introduce himself or at least try and say a polite hello,

and then Selena said darkly: “Yeah, maybe it does. Either way, I think Zerrex wants someone to
help him train. If I had to guess, I‟d say Sin is the most capable here of doing that.”
“And I too, shall accompany thee, Lord Zerrex!” thundered a voice, and Thor leapt to his
feet before climbing onto the table, the enormous caracal pulling his hammer off his belt and
swinging it back and forth, his armor gleaming on his body and muscles flexing as Loki groaned,
dropping his face into a hand, before sighing in defeat as Thor added cheerfully, pointing at the
otter: “And mine brother Loki, he shall honor his debt to thee and thy kindred in placing the
value of your life before his very own!”
Loki looked like he wanted to punch Thor, but the handsome feline only continued to
grin, his cape swirling around him, before Firenze asked politely: “Thor, would you kindly get
off the table? Our strategy session has yet to end.”
“Of course!” Thor leapt off the furnishing, flipping gracefully through the air to land
neatly on his feet, before he grinned and pointed his large hammer at Zerrex. “But you have my
sacred vow that I shall not rest, that I shall defend thee until my doom claws at my heels and
tears me down into damnation, that-”
“Thor.” Firenze said mildly, and the feline cleared his throat before he walked calmly
over to his chair and sat down in it, and across the table, Sabnock had a very visible twitch going
in her face as she glared daggers at the god, the area around her visibly starting to freeze over as
ice spread out from her elbows across the furnishing. Firenze sighed a bit as Amiglion stared at
the tabletop, and then the High King reached up and pushed his mask back, asking in a strained
voice: “I know that you and Mom have a very special relationship, that Mom is the… the best
person for the job in Hell, especially with… certain events that transpired… but can‟t you choose
anyone else? I can‟t gain one member of my administration back only to lose another!”
Selena made a face at this, and Zerrex looked at Firenze for a few moments before he
said quietly: “Then bring the Sisters back into Council. They‟re ancient and wise, and… we
could use their help. Put them on probation, turn it into punishment if you have to… but I know
you miss them. Hell, I miss them… I think even Cherry misses them, even if she‟ll never admit
it.”
Firenze looked at him thoughtfully for a few moments, and then Sin said quietly, as she
took off her royal mask and smiled softly down at Firenze: “My High King… my son… it‟s a
good idea. The Sisters will make an admirable replacement for me, and have more knowledge
than I do in the workings of Hell and the mortal realm… and with so much aid and gratitude
coming in from the space colonies, you have more than enough information and advice to make
the critical decisions needed, with your own wisdom alone. Have faith in yourself…” She gazed
over at Zerrex quietly now, looking at him with soft love in both her real eye and the sparkling
stone in the metallic side of her face. “And if I do go with your father to the mortal realm, we can
better initiate peacekeeping efforts there. A… trade-out with Lady Selena, if you will. Showing
that every member of the Compass Thrones of Hell is anxious to help the mortal realm.”
The blue-scaled lizard frowned musingly at this idea, tapping his fingers on the
tabletop… before Sabnock looked up, saying mildly: “I‟d like to take the opportunity to point out
that Lord Zerrex, for all his… many, many faults… has strong instincts in this kind of endeavor.
And furthermore, it is the logical thing to do: if there are gods threatening and opposing him
directly, his death could create a backlash through the colonies. They may feel they cannot be
properly protected, and other Old Gods may become bold, lashing out against the settlements in
place. Protect Zerrex, and you protect the spirit of the colonies.”

Zerrex blushed at this, looking over at Sabnock with gratitude… but she gave only the
slightest of smiles, as Thor leapt to his feet with a hearty „hear-hear!‟ before Firenze said slowly:
“Well, if that‟s the case… I suppose I should permit Sin to go then. But I also want to send Thor
and Loki, in that case, in order to… better protect Zerrex from any harm that may come his
way.”
“Most excellent choice, young one! I approve wholeheartedly!” Thor nodded firmly,
smashing a fist against the table before he leapt to his feet, and Selena carefully edged away from
Zerrex and walked the long way around the table to reach her seat, as Thor looked at the
Drakkaren eagerly. “What adventures shall we have first? Do we battle Primordials that feast
upon the world‟s wretched state? Or shall we march thunderously into combat with these mighty
gods? Or perhaps we spar! Brother, what does thou suggest, for the brawn thy lacks thy have
mine strength tenfold in thy treacherous mind!”
Loki made a face, then wheezed when Thor smacked him firmly on the back, before Sin
courteously swept past the two and gently took Zerrex‟s arm, saying kindly as she half-bowed:
“We won‟t hold up your meeting then with our plans,… Thor, Loki, please meet us in two hours‟
time outside the Ravenlight Estate. And thank you, High King Firenze… you are an admirable
ruler.”
“Thanks, son. I appreciate this.” Zerrex added quietly, and Firenze smiled tiredly, raising
a hand to them and waving a bit and sending his own thanks with his eyes: the way it was
working out, Zerrex had the sinking feeling he‟d be doing him a favor, as Thor laughed
raucously and Loki covered his ears with a sour glare at the Drakkaren, as if this was all his fault.
Then the reptile felt himself being pulled out of the room, and he gazed at Sin as she looked
softly back, before she opened a portal and they stepped through it to emerge in front of an
enormous tower, standing in the remnants of a courtyard full of cracked and ancient black trees,
but the cobblestone path beneath his feet had long been torn apart and covered in dust, and the
old metal gate that had guarded the Tower had fallen aside, overgrown with weeds and ivy,
strangely terrifying and picturesque all at once.
It was a simple construction, a bit cracked and overgrown with ivy now, a single barred
window at the top below the conical roof. It sat high up in the mountains, and it was cold here,
the air thin and almost oppressive… and Sin smiled at him softly, kissing his cheek as she
murmured: “It‟s so good to see you again… I‟ve missed you greatly, Lord Zerrex. And I sense
that my Sister has made a special pact with you… strange, since I believe it was the pact I
suggested first myself, to help… reel in my temper.”
Zerrex looked at her softly, then he stroked her face gently as he let his other hand slide
down her side, grasping her hip through her tight corset. “I hope you aren‟t jealous at all, Sin.
You know that you‟re special to me… that I‟d gladly do the same with you, even though it
would piss Carmen off that she still doesn‟t get to be my Iuratus.”
“Oh, Anathema is closer than Iuratus now, even though the concept is similar…” Sin
pushed her face against his hand, then smiled and took it gently in both her own, their eyes
gazing deeply into each other‟s as she murmured softly: “And no. Not one bit… in fact, I‟m
delighted for my sister. It‟s been so long for her, since she‟s felt physical affection… and even if
she‟s shy about sharing her body with another, give her time, patience, and comfort. She cares
deeply for you. Loves you, even, as I do. And good sisters know how to properly share, and it‟s
only right that she goes first this time, when I‟ve stolen so much from her already… and I know,
when the time is right, you‟ll bring me into the fold of your disciples too.”

“Why do I need disciples again, though? The question has been skirted around every time
I ask, I just get told… for protection, for safety reasons, etcetera.” Zerrex said softly, and Sin
smiled up at him quietly before she hugged him tightly, and the Drakkaren smiled a bit before he
hugged her firmly back, murmuring: “Don‟t think you can distract me that easy.”
Sin laughed softly, then the Naganatine drew back, taking his face in her hands and
studying it slowly, tilting his head back and forth… and then she nodded slowly, saying quietly:
“A god is a being of immense power. But they have weaknesses and vulnerabilities, and even
periods – much like demons – where they must go into temporary stasis, hibernations, and fully
recharge themselves. Guardians, or disciples, if you prefer, exist to protect that god during such
times… and to help with his ideas. A disciple granted powers by a god, for example, may be able
to tread into areas that god is bound from, and destroy whatever halts his progress… and a
disciple may be called by will alone to the god it is bound to.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, beginning to understand further… and then Sin took his hand,
saying lovingly: “Come inside, though… do you remember this place? I‟ve… added new stock,
and replaced that which… went bad.”
The Drakkaren looked up as they entered, at the almost-empty body of the tall tower,
rickety wooden stairs extending from the wall going up to the top… but Sin led him instead to
the center of the room, to stand on a slightly-faded illustration of the sun… before, with a creak,
the floor around them collapsed into a ramp, and the memories came slowly back as Sin led
Zerrex down this and into the large, rectangular room below, filled with empty rusted cages.
“This… how can I love this so much… and yet be a god of fertility? It‟s terrible, and depraved
and…”
“And beautiful, isn‟t it?” Sin asked gently, and Zerrex looked at her, and the anxieties
worming in his body faded slowly at the soft, loving expression on her face. “So stop that, Lord
Zerrex. I know how you feel about this… and I know your worries, but you must also remember
how many rules are in place, so that… only the deserving are brought here, if I may use the
word. Only those who are determined to be incurable, who refuse to acknowledge any help or
that other people matter, who are dangerous and violent and left in any other place, would cause
great harm to people… among others. Come, Lord Zerrex. Come with me, and remember.”
Zerrex nodded hesitantly, and Sin led him slowly over to a black square of metal in one
corner of the room, and it slowly descended to the next area. The floor here was a massive ramp
that twisted slowly down a long, circular shaft leading deep into the ground, and cells lined the
room, many of them simple cages, others flat walls of clear metal, sparking with enchantments as
Sin murmured: “I brought special treats in some cases…”
The Drakkaren nodded quietly, squeezing her hand slowly… and they passed screaming
demons, snarling, furious monsters, beasts and beautiful beings and others… and Zerrex licked
his muzzle slowly, feeling a terrible lust growing inside him as he fidgeted, and Sin smiled softly
at him, rubbing his chest soothingly with her free hand and pushing their sides together, resting
against him as he murmured: “So wrong… but so right…”
“Immoral, perhaps… evil, perhaps… but never wrong now, Zerrex. You do not judge
them, even when you rip them apart… you never did.” Sin said quietly, gazing up at him. “In a
way, you loved them. Tried to teach them in the only way you had left to teach, when words and
lessons and actions and kindness and generosity failed and failed and failed again. And every one
of them, you stared at like a reflection of yourself.”
“I face the abyss: in hunting monsters, though, have I become one?” Zerrex asked, and
then he glanced up as a demon threw itself against the cage, clawing through it, slobbering and

hissing at them, naked and with a body mutilated by its own ragged claws. It was less than feral,
stupid and hungry… and then the reptile looked over at Sin, but she smiled at him kindly. “Is it
right to try and teach through fear? To experiment on them, to find cures for the rest of the
functioning world?”
“You‟ve asked me that a hundred thousand times, Lord Zerrex… that alone should be
answer enough for you.” Sin said gently, kissing his cheek as they continued downwards… and
finally, they reached a door at the bottom of the ramp, Sin opening it for him and the reptile
walking slowly through, before he hesitated as he hugged himself, trembling a bit: but from
excitement or self-loathing, he didn‟t know.
The walls were painted with dried blood, black and red smears all along the length of it,
and rusted pipes overhead dripped water here and there, most of the droplets falling through
gratings below. Meathooks dangled along the sides of the corridors, and Zerrex looked back and
forth, before he eyed a mostly-dead demon of some sort, nothing but a torso and a head, skin
ripped off so that bare flesh and sinew was left exposed and its guts left hanging loosely from the
bottom of its body… and when Zerrex looked at Sin, she blushed deeply and whispered: “I
couldn‟t resist tasting just one…”
Zerrex stepped forwards, touching the body… and it moaned weakly. He dug his fingers
forwards, and it cried out faintly, unseeing eyes flickering… and then he tore his claws into its
flesh and ripped downwards, and it screamed loudly, and he felt the agony of the creature in his
emotions as much as heard it in the scream, and he closed his eyes… and something in his mind
fell into place, and the reptile licked at his fingers slowly, tasting coppery blood as he murmured:
“I remember… we used to have such twisted delights here, Sin.”
“We did, Lord Zerrex, and they remain some of my most treasured memories.” Sin said
lovingly, and then she took Zerrex‟s shoulders and gently guided him onwards, and the reptile
smiled a bit, his eyes lingering on the creature as he gazed over his shoulder at it… then he
looked forwards as they passed through an open door, and he quietly shut it behind them as they
entered another rusty, blood-painted room.
It was octagonal in shape, the floor mostly grating, and from the ceiling dangled
countless meathooks… and Zerrex stepped forwards, smiling more openly now as he reached up,
stroking quietly along the underside of one of the sharp, deadly-looking crescents… and when he
looked at Sin, she blushed deeply, hugging herself tightly as he murmured softly: “We
engaged… in many sick delights here, didn‟t we? Countless passions in this room…” He closed
his eyes, murmuring: “I taste you… in so many ways…”
Sin fidgeted… and then she motioned to a door on the right, whispering: “Wait, let me
show you this new addition… I had the rooms walled off, but now they‟ve been reconstructed
and reconfigured for… a special gift for you…”
Zerrex tilted his head as she twisted the valve on the armored door, pulling it open… and
he followed her forwards, glancing around in curiosity as they stepped onto a short bridge, the
ceiling above made of hammered-together boards and the walls simple steel bars, gazing out
onto a massive natural cavern. A river of lava boiled and rumbled beneath them, and the walls
were filled with beautiful gemstones and crystals… and then the reptile looked up as Sin opened
another pressurized door, and he followed her into a steel hallway beyond, four armored doors
with small, sliding panels in each in either wall and one huge, barred door at the end of the
corridor.
Sin motioned for him to follow her to the second door on the right, looking oddly eager
as she murmured: “We don‟t have… all the candidates yet, but look inside here, first…”

Zerrex nodded slowly, grasping the handle hesitantly before he pulled it open with ease…
and he stepped through into a large living quarters, at least a dozen beds in the room arranged in
two rows, heavy-duty restraints hanging from the walls near each… and when Zerrex entered,
succubi and Dius of all shape and size gazed up at him fawningly, but all had one thing in
common: the brutal, butcher-work of scars covering their body. And in one single look, as they
adoringly dropped to all fours and crawled forwards, Zerrex realized they were masochists, and
likely driven purely by lust as well. “Sin…”
“Gifts, and now… your property. That‟s all they want to be, Zerrex… used, and in many
cases, abused. I figured you‟d like them…” Sin smiled softly at him, then she snapped her
fingers, and they immediately all sat down in a neat semicircle, as she added gently: “They‟re
well-trained, too. They understand what it means to be a slave, a servant, to a master… and there
are others, too.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, swallowing and not knowing if he should scold Sin or thank her…
and then he thought about where they were, and he smiled over his shoulder at her, asking
quietly: “You‟re absolutely sure?”
“Test for yourself.” Sin invited, her eye half-lidding, and Zerrex trembled a bit at the
temptation, before he looked down as one of the females crawled forwards, before she offered
her supple, naked body to him, arching her back and letting her arms fall back, tilting her head to
reveal her neck… and Sin whispered softly: “Go ahead. Just test it out. Better to loose such
desires as we have on the willing or the wicked, isn‟t that right?”
Zerrex looked at the servant… and then he stepped forwards and kicked her hard in the
chest, and she flew backwards to roll over the floor before catching herself neatly on her
stomach, and she immediately arched her back with a moan and whisper of: “Thank you,
Master…”
The others all shifted, fidgeting and breathing harder, looking excitedly up at him… and
Zerrex gazed over the flock before he simply let go of his moral choices for now, saying quietly
instead: “I‟ll be back, girls. You can count on that.”
“We anxiously await, Master Zerrex.” they murmured in unison, and Zerrex stepped
backwards and out of the chamber, before he turned to Sin, who gazed at him with a hungry look
in her eyes, fidgeting a bit.
“What about me? Don‟t I deserve something?” Sin asked softly… and Zerrex grasped the
back of her head, pulling her into a slow, delicious kiss, her body reacting against him and
grinding forwards as one of his arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her closer, and their
mouths worked slowly and delightedly together before parting. The two gazed at each other, and
then Zerrex smiled slightly, as Sin murmured, blushing deep red: “You‟re too kind… but I have
more to show you.”
She led him to the end of the hall now, pulling up the bar that blocked the door before
slowly pulling it backwards… and Zerrex stepped slowly out into a comfortable viewing room,
carpet underfoot and with a large-size television in either wall, a comfortable set of armchairs
and couches around a coffee table outfitted with a coffee machine and several mugs at one side
of the room, and a double-row of theatre-style seats at the other end of the rectangular area, as
Sin wrapped an arm around him and led him up to the massive glass wall that dominated the
area. She smiled at him lovingly, then said softly: “I had some engineers set this up… your son
Priest helped design this as a surprise for you. Here, watch this.”
She tapped against the glass… and shapes formed on it, and Zerrex realized that at least
part – if not all – of the glass wall was also a massive screen and control system. Sin entered a

short command… and the lights flicked on in the viewing area beyond, revealing an enormous
arena surrounded by rune-covered metal walls, several large-size shutters protecting the area as
she murmured: “This is an experiment hall… and an arena, for when you feel in the mood.”
“You built this… as a sort of base for me, didn‟t you? It caters to my every urge and
twisted delight… and I‟m willing to bet that there‟s a set of bunks and other things here for me,
too.” Zerrex said slowly, and Sin blushed, but then nodded, and Zerrex gazed at her softly before
he grasped her shoulders and forced her to her knees, and she gasped before blushing deeply as
he asked roughly: “Why, Sin?”
“Because I want to serve you… for you to be happy…” Sin whispered, gazing up at him
hungrily and swallowing thickly as their eyes locked… and then they smiled at each other softly
as the moment of roughness ended, Sin looking strangely delighted in the force of the Drakkaren
before he grabbed her by the head and leaned down, kissing her firmly again for a few long
moments before their mouths parted.
They looked at each other, the reptile bent over her, her on her knees and rubbing her
hands slowly up his chest… and then he asked quietly: “How do we get down to the arena?”
Sin blushed as she stood shakily up, and then she took him by the wrist, pulling him
almost eagerly past the theatre chairs and to an electronic door at the side of the room, which slid
open at their approach. They stepped out onto a staircase beyond, following it halfway down to
where it became a ladder… but Sin and Zerrex both simply jumped, landing on the metal floor
before Sin fell backwards as Zerrex pushed himself roughly onto her, her legs wrapping around
his waist as they kissed again, the reptile grasping roughly into a breast as his other hand settled
on the back of her head and yanked her harder upwards into the passionate movements of their
jaws.
Then they parted, both panting quietly, and Zerrex whispered: “The time is now, Sin. If
you want to bind yourself to me… become a disciple as well as my wife… the time is now.”
“Yes, yes, I need it… please… give me that honor…” Sin whispered… and Zerrex gazed
at her, the two looking into each other‟s eyes… and then Sin reached up and slowly pulled her
crystal eye out, tossing it aside as her body shuddered… and then she reached up, clawing into
his shoulders and kissing him almost viciously, savagely, and Zerrex bore down against her with
a growl, pinning her with his body as his hands grasped against her body and tore her corset,
before they pulled apart and she threw herself against him as he got up to his knees, pressing
against his chest as he wrapped his arms around her, his entire body pulsing with energy…
And then Sin pulled back, gazing at him as she whispered in a trembling voice, her socket
glowing with passionate purple light: “The process is different for everyone. Cherry gave you
her soul, and already the story of how you reshaped Cindy has become almost legend here.
Anathema traded hearts with you, I know my sister and can feel what she did… but you and I
have always… been special. Take off your armlet, Zerrex… and follow your instincts…” She
stopped, then reached up and seized his shoulders, growling at him as she gritted her teeth. “And
make it fucking hurt.”
Zerrex looked at her for a moment… and then he only reached down and slowly turned
the armlet off, feeling the energy returning to him, her passions ripping into his body and almost
driving him insane as he gasped at the power of her emotions, before the armlet fell to the
ground… and before he could grab it, mind reeling, Sin brought a foot up and stomped on it, the
armlet sizzling and squealing before she crushed it under her heel with a second stomp, and
Zerrex stared in shock before she murmured: “We don‟t need distractions right now.”

She kicked it away, and the reptile felt a moment of inarticulate rage… before he realized
what Sin wanted. That in a way, she was trying to free him… and then she spread her arms,
tilting her head back and whispering: “Hurt me.”
Zerrex reached out and grabbed her corset by the front, her breasts pressing against his
knuckled before he tore it off her… and she looked down with a sharp breath before blushing as
he reached out and tore her dress off, her body visibly aroused as she shifted a bit on the spot…
and then Zerrex stepped forwards and wrapped his arms around her body as his right arm
exploded into full, warped life, his warped claws sinking into her back and making her moan in
not agony, but pleasure… and their jaws met, and this time Zerrex bit forwards, tasting her blood
and making her teeth shift in place before he pulled back with a growl and bit down in her
neck… and suddenly, he was taller, larger than her, his body pulsing with power and energy as
he felt his control over himself slipping… before he threw her down, then slammed his right fist
forwards, knocking the wind from her and ripping gashes in her scales before his claws
lengthened and he thrusted his hand into her stomach.
Sin screamed in both pain and bliss, her hips bucking, before she howled again as the
reptile tore to the side, sending up a fine spray of blood and gore, and his other hand grasped the
other side of her stomach, ripping her own to reveal her insides with the ease of peeling open a
candy wrapper. Blood gushed up out of the terrible wound, and as she began to sit up, Zerrex
reached his hand forwards, grasping her face and shoving her hard down into the floor of the
area, pinning her as she clawed uselessly at his rocky wrist, and Zerrex shoved his maw into the
hole in her body like a hungry animal, his jaws ripping into her insides and swallowing them
greedily as Sin screamed again, but it only made the reptile grin as his other hand reached up and
seized a breast, squeezing it hard enough to bruise the sensitive flesh.
Then he drew his right hand back, tearing small nicks along her face and leaving a few
bloody cuts as his claws slid down her muzzle, before he shoved his right hand inside of her as
he withdrew his maw, blood dripping from his chin… and then Sin howled as his rocky claw
seized her heart, and he easily tore it free from her chest, Sin staring as he lifted it above his head
like a plump fruit… and then he simply crushed it in his rocky hand, blood spurting down over
his face, showering him with her red essence as it spilled down over his chest and left streaks of
crimson in his hair, before he dropped the deflated muscle into his muzzle and chewed once,
twice, then swallowed it, the reptile growling down at her as she spasmed on the ground…
before he murmured: “Like your sister… but not.”
He held his hands out, keeping them slightly apart… and a sphere of energy came into
being between them before it condensed… and then the same rocky, warped material that made
up his right arm flowed slowly over it, shaping into a purple and black heart of metal… and
Zerrex put this down as Sin stared, moaning weakly, before he sliced his left arm open with a
grunt and let his blood flow over this. It was absorbed quickly into the metal, and blue light
pulsed brightly through the cracks before Zerrex lifted it up as his right arm returned slowly to
normal, the Drakkaren still immense, towering over Sin as he whispered: “Yes… this will suit
you perfectly…”
He pushed it up through the hole he‟d savagely ripped in her, shoving it where her old
heart had been… and Sin screamed, her eyes bulging as blue light shone out of her mouth, her
nostrils, the socket in her metal plate and the massive hole in her gut, making Zerrex wince back
as it intensified… and then slowly, the light faded, and Sin was left laying on the ground, flushed
and moaning, a wet trail that wasn‟t blood between her legs and down her thighs, her stomach

once more solid… before she gritted her teeth, and then her eye bulged before she roared and
arched her back as her features began to distort and she began to change.
Her tail first became massive, turning into an immense, snake-like body as her feet
melded it into, leaving her legs visible as her body convulsed and became androgynous, breasts
vanishing as immense muscles took their place, her arms becoming longer and thicker as her
body grew and grew, before she rolled over with a howl as spikes ripped out of the length of her
long, snake-like body to form a ridge, and larger spikes pushed out of her wide, thickly-muscled
back, becoming larger as they went up her spine until they turned into massive, upwards-curved
deadly blades pushing out just below her shoulders.
Then skeletal wings tore out of her back, long and wide, but without any webbing
between them as she hissed, her head jerking back and forth as the metal plate grew with her
skull, straining to clutch to her features as it seemed to sink into her skull, and the horns on the
other side of her face became long and massive, as she shoved hands with rake-like, long and
savage talons against the ground with another roar that shook the entire building, her demonic
side taking completely over as the bony wing-like appendages flapped… and she slowly rose to a
height of no less than fifty feet tall, her long snake-like lower portion almost double her height as
she hissed slowly, then grasped at her skull with a groan as her purple and black scales rippled.
Energy pulsed over her form as her scales took on a harder consistency, and then she
stared at her hands as energy sizzled over them, and then she gritted her teeth as her talons
transformed, the lower half becoming fingers made of interlocked black metal as the scales on
her hands became the same substance that raced up her forearms, then shaped itself to become
heavy vambraces made of overlaid alloy plates attached to solid gauntlets with metal-coated,
jointed fingers… and then her talons shone for a moment before retracting into these as Sin
hissed, staring as she was left with short claws… but with a flick of her wrist, the talons became
long and rake-like once again, made of silvery steel now instead of simple bone.
Then she cursed, and her biceps bulged even larger, muscles flexing as her form
expanded slightly, before her bone-wings flapped hard, and blue flames burst into being over
them, forming into a thick, ethereal webbing that flickered in and out of existence and burned
savagely over them, Sin hissing, then twitching as blood leaked out of the metal socket in the
steel side of her face… and then blue energy seared over the metal, turning it black but leaving a
beautiful, swirling design etched in white, unfathomable and yet elegant and speaking of a
thousand things… and then Sin leaned forwards with a groan, her body trembling as two more
huge, black blades of metal tore out of her shoulders to either side, curving slightly upwards as
she rasped: “Power…”
Her tail rose in the air, and an axe-like blade formed in the end of it, with a savage hook
on the other side… before Sin howled as it snapped downwards, tearing through the floor as the
room vibrated violently and she threw her arms outwards, and then she took a long breath… and
slowly, she shrank downwards, her demonic form vanishing back into the Naganatine body she
preferred to stay in, leaving her on her knees as she groaned softly… but her forearms and hands
were still made of black steel and what looked almost like crafted metal plates, and her tined tail
was still ridged with small spikes. When she shakily stood, Zerrex could see that her taloned feet
also looked as if they were made from the same dark steel now, huge claws included… and
behind her, bony wings consumed with blue fire flapped once.
Then Sin gritted her teeth, the now-black metal that made up one side of her face
trembling… before horns tore out of it, making her hiss in pain as they twisted around and
shaped themselves to perfectly match the horns on the other side of her face, and she flushed

deeply as she reached up to touch this quietly, before looking across at Zerrex as the purple light
in her socket turned into an ethereal blue fire that burned quietly but unstoppably… and she
threw herself forwards, hugging him tightly as Zerrex hugged her back, still almost half-again
her size as he blushed a bit, but she snuggled against him lovingly, laughing as she whispered:
“My mind feels clear…”
“Anathema said the same sort of thing…” Zerrex said quietly… and then he smiled a bit
as Sin looked at herself with incredulity, before she laughed again and leapt backwards, hugging
herself… and then her eyes rolled almost shyly over Zerrex, as he rolled his shoulders, feeling
her emotions, her thoughts vibrating in his mind… and then both of them gazed at the broken
armlet laying some feet behind him, and Zerrex murmured almost distantly: “No problem,
right?”
He held a hand out… and the armlet appeared in it a moment later, once more in perfect
condition. He looked dumbly at this, realizing what he‟d just unconsciously done… and he
winced, slipping it on with ease before stupidly realizing at some point he‟d just returned himself
to normal size with barely a thought. He muttered under his breath as he turned the armlet on…
and then Sin hugged him quietly from behind, murmuring softly to him: “You don‟t need it.”
“I have faith in you guys… but I have yet to put that much faith in myself, Sin.” Zerrex
replied with a bit of a smile over his shoulder, and she nodded with a blush… before smiling a
bit as she glanced down at herself, and Zerrex stared as her corset and dress appeared on her,
back in perfect condition. His finger hovered over the buttons… and then, before he could resist,
he reached forwards somehow with his mind and his energies, and he murmured softly as they
touched her, felt her, understood her somehow: “Your abilities…”
Sin blushed, glancing away… and Zerrex turned the armlet on, looking at it for a few
moments as energy sizzled over his body, stunned out of speech for a moment… and then he
looked up, saying quietly: “How much strength did I just give you?”
“Energies of Mephistopheles, Naganis, even the Goddess have entered me…” Sin closed
a fist slowly, gazing at it quietly, and she murmured: “Reality control, and now I can control my
hands like you control your arms…” With a flick of her limbs outwards, twin, short blades shot
from her wrists, and then vanished in an instant when she hugged herself with a smile at Zerrex,
her blue-fire wings furling slowly behind her. “And it feels like… with a thought, I can exercise
even the most powerful and complex of magic. Exercise control over the molecules in the air like
I never could before, merge and submit the elements to my will…”
She closed her eyes, breathing softly… and then she gazed at him lovingly as she stepped
forwards, leaning down to whisper: “But I am nowhere near as powerful as you may one day
well become, Zerrex… and if it makes you feel better, you can take all these powers back now.
Sacrifice me to make yourself even stronger, or kill me to send my spirit to the mortal world and
revive it… or, as… as Lady Cherry and Lady Carmen have inspired me to ask for… you… if
you would… I mean…”
She flushed deeply… and Zerrex smiled faintly as he understood her after a moment,
saying quietly: “It seems almost like a gratuitous use of my powers, Sin… but…” He paused,
then stepped away from her, adjusting the dial on the armlet to forty before activating it, and he
winced as energy shocked over his body, flooded into him… and he took a slow breath, then
held his hands out and concentrated… and a beautiful collar of dragon scales slowly formed in
his hand, mixed with his energies and the same metal that made up his right arm, beautiful in its
design and with a circular clasp. Most of the circle was purple… but a crescent-shaped slice of
the side of the clasp was blue, and Zerrex smiled a bit, the collar floating silently between his

hands before he opened the clasp, then walked over to Sin and slipped it around her neck, saying
quietly: “You will always be more than my equal though, Sin… you will always be beautiful to
me, and worthy of every ounce of respect I can give you. I‟ll always love you as that first… and
as my weapon, my toy, my disciple, second.”
He closed the clasp, and Sin gasped softly as it tightened, but left a comfortable space…
and she smiled softly at him, kissing his cheek gently as she murmured: “As I love you, Zerrex…
but I need to be kept in line, and you know what happens when I‟m not. I am vicious, and
savage, even though people have forgotten that with how I‟ve… worked to change myself, but
my core has never changed… yet now, I have a way to focus it, a place to put it. We‟ll always be
together, Zerrex…” She took his hand quietly, then squeezed firmly between both of hers… and
although they looked like metal, they felt like flesh, had all of Sin‟s warmth in them as her bony
wings flapped once, then settled again behind her. “My soul is your property, to do with as you
will. You are my god now, as I pass from Naganis, to you: he was the first I served, but you shall
be the last, and yet I hope I serve you forever and a day.”
“And I thought Anathema was the poet.” Zerrex said quietly, and the two hugged, then
hesitated, their muzzles almost touching… before they kissed slowly and lovingly, tasting each
other‟s very souls, their forms pushing firmly together… before they slowly pulled apart, and Sin
smiled lovingly at him before Zerrex asked with soft entertainment: “So do I get a church now?”
“You don‟t have enough disciples yet.” Sin said softly, and Zerrex stared at her stupidly,
before she quietly pressed a finger to his lips, blushing a bit. “I‟m sorry, Lord Zerrex. I‟ll…
explain. It‟s hard to remember sometimes you were unfairly forced into this position… that you
came back without memories, that this was never explained. And it‟s hard to know what I should
explain, and what I should leave you to find out for yourself… and what is too much
information, or too little for you to take in at a time.
“Most gods have twenty or so disciples, of varying position and value.” Sin said softly,
and Zerrex made a face before she shook her head with a blush. “No, disciples are…
subordinates, but they can be equals, or commanders, or just servants. But you are surrounded by
those who love you, and feel dedicated to you… that is why so many have been so eager, so
compelled, to become disciples. It‟s not merely… some kind of silent pressure from you for us to
do it, it‟s… almost a need, a feeling of being drawn towards someone, that when resisted, only
makes it all the harder to fight. It‟s a pull that would only vanish if you hurt us in some way, or
we felt a separation. But you treat us well, and it has only strengthened our dedication to this
point, where we now have tied our fates with yours.
“The disciples of many gods are scattered all over the universe, or throughout
dimensions, doing… jobs or other things. Other disciples are like Iuratus, staying close to their
god and protecting them. The number of disciples a god has is often determined on its rank, and
its strength… and the reason you haven‟t dealt with many thus far is because Athéos tied all the
Old Gods to him, as his disciples, in a way to maintain order… it‟s why when Athéos died, many
Old Gods vanished from existence as well. Warrior Gods, like Thor, and even like Loki, don‟t
feel a need for disciples, either: Thor has been known to take on apprentices or rally troops now
and then, but he does not feel the pull for disciples.”
“I didn‟t feel any pull either, but people kept telling me I needed them.” Zerrex muttered,
and Sin smiled a bit at him, gently stroking a hand through his hair and making him sigh, looking
moody. “Why did I need them again?”
“We went over that.” Sin gently reminded him, and then she added quietly: “You would
have eventually, though… and when the pull becomes strong enough, you may have been

compelled to force choices on those you feel exceptionally close to, but who may not want the
job. It would have added difficulty on your ends… after all, I know how much you love Mercy.”
Zerrex frowned, then he nodded slowly, rubbing at his face quietly. “Is that part of the
reason why I keep trying to… bring her along with me, everywhere I go?”
“That… and you simply love her and want to protect her and see her excel in life.” Sin
said with a smile, and Zerrex laughed a bit before she nudged him gently with her muzzle. “But
come, enough for now. Time is passing quickly… we should head to the Ravenlight Estate, and
get ready. We can always explore here more some other time.”
“Alright Sin.” Zerrex said softly… and Sin smiled, then closed her eye, and the reptile
tilted his head before vertigo tore at his senses, and a moment later, they were standing in his
room at the Estate. He winced, falling against her, and she blushed a bit as he mumbled: “Holy
crap. Now I know why Cherry complains when I do that.”
Sin blushed deeply, helping him up before he stumbled backwards and rubbed at h is
head, and she said embarrassedly: “I‟m sorry, I should have warned you first. Would you like to
take anything from here though, Lord Zerrex?”
Zerrex shook his head after a moment, and then he poked at his armlet, before adjusting
the power levels back down to ten percent… and cursed, flinching at the pain that shot through
his body, but glad he at least didn‟t fall over or set the armlet any higher than it was. He took a
long breath as Sin watched him with a frown, and then he stopped and looked at her for a few
moments, thinking of Anathema before he said softly: “Weird that you‟re the dark sister.”
“Is it?” Sin smiled after a moment, saying quietly: “Anathema and I have… never quite
been what we appeared, I suppose. But I think that‟s part of the reason you care for us, isn‟t it?”
“That is true, I think, yeah.” Zerrex said softly, laughing a bit as he looked over at her
with a faint smile, and then he smiled slightly, poking her stomach gently and making her grunt.
“What about those wings of yours? You going to hide them?”
“I‟m not sure if I can.” Sin said honestly, blushing a bit again, and then she rolled her
shoulders, concentrating… before she shook her head slowly, wings flicking a bit but to no other
ends. “I‟m sorry, it doesn‟t seem that I can… I imagine that my sister‟s changes were much less
different, but not only do I still have my original body, I was a demoness… and demons, as you
have undoubtedly learned by now, Lord Zerrex, are very malleable creatures.”
“Then why didn‟t Cherry change at all when she signed her soul over?” Zerrex asked
curiously, and Sin smiled at him softly as they headed for the door, opening it and slipping out to
walk slowly down the hall… and Zerrex quieted as he looked at the door to Lily‟s room as they
passed, before he almost walked into the door at the end of the hall, saved only by Sin‟s gentle
hand on his shoulder. “Sorry, I…”
“No need to explain.” Sin said softly, and then she stepped past to open the door for him,
saying quietly: “But Lady Cherry did change some, I‟m sure… it‟s just not very visible. Give it
time, Lord Zerrex: every transfer is different.”
Zerrex nodded, stepping out onto the stairs and making his way down to the entrance
hall… and then he looked up curiously to see Desire and Serenity standing by the doors, Serenity
in her armor but Desire dressed in full Royal Guard gear as well, a spear resting on her shoulder
as Serenity said briskly: “Lord Zerrex. We have learned that you need to be protected while on
the… Lady Sin? Is that… I mean, Desire, salute!”
Serenity blushed a bit, managing to cover up her mistake but still looking embarrassed,
and Sin rubbed at her head embarrassedly as Desire smiled, even as she stood at full attention…
and then Zerrex motioned for them to stand down, as he said mildly: “You two are totally not

coming with me to the mortal plane. Desire, I feel better with you here, watching the Ravenlight
Estate and… my wives.” Zerrex glanced down, then he looked up at Serenity, adding flatly:
“And you‟ll just cramp my style. „Zerrex, don‟t do this, Zerrex, don‟t do that, blah-blah-blah.‟”
“It‟s not my fault you need protection around the clock, sir.” Serenity said irritably,
before muttering: “Furthermore, this would be a far simpler process if you would simply not put
yourself in harm‟s way all the time… do you really need to be present on the mortal world for
the rebuilding process?”
The Drakkaren looked at her mildly, not speaking, and for a few moments Serenity glared
back at him… and then she quailed, and the reptile held up a finger, saying dryly: “For one thing,
yes I do. For another thing, I‟m apparently some sort of god now. Therefore, that means I‟m also
the best-equipped to handle threats to me and mine. Besides, like I‟ve said about a hundred times
before. You‟re my Iuratus, therefore you have to listen to me. And I would much prefer you two
stay here, since… I‟ll have protection with me.”
Zerrex made a distasteful face, glancing up and not needing to be able to sense energy
signatures as he heard Thor‟s raucous laughter… and a moment later, the gates to the Ravenlight
Estate were nearly torn off their hinges as Thor strode in, half-dragging Loki behind him by the
arm as the otter strained to keep up with the pace of his brother, Thor saying cheerily:
“Adventure awaits, dearest brother to mine heart! We speak bittersweet fare-thee-wells to the
tedium of majestic council in order to better protect our new and dearest friend… ah, there!
There thou art, Lord Zerrex Narrius of Elysium most noble! Does thou fare well? How could
thou not, with such beautiful ladies all around!”
The caracal grinned widely, looking from Serenity to Desire to Sin, and then Loki
roughly jerked Thor‟s head down, whispering something harshly in his ear, and Thor frowned for
a moment before he nodded seriously and turned, running off. Loki sighed, watching him go, and
when Zerrex glanced at the otter questioningly, he made a face and muttered: “I told him I must
have dropped a magical stone on the road by accident. It‟ll keep him busy for hours, if not days,
if we‟re lucky… can we please go before he comes back?”
“Loki, if I don‟t take him with me, Firenze will be upset. It seems like he was kind of
wearing on his patience. Besides, how bad can he really be?” Zerrex asked, trying to remain
optimistic, but at the sour look the otter gave him, Zerrex was getting the idea he could prove
frustrating indeed. But then again, Loki’s not so hard to piss off. “Go… go get him or
something.”
“Oh, no, he‟ll be back here in five minutes, you‟ll see.” Loki said dryly, crossing his
arms… and Zerrex frowned a bit, but decided to wait, holding up a hand every time Serenity
tried to bicker with him about being taken along. And, true to the otter‟s prediction, Thor came
running back less than five minutes later, carrying an armload of rocks… and then he tripped and
fell face-first into them, and Loki started to cackle as Zerrex winced, rubbing at his head slowly.
He’s got the fitting powers and body of a god… but he’s a little lacking in the brains department,
I’m starting to see. “Smooth move, genius!”
“Oh brother.” Thor said good-naturedly, smiling embarrassedly, and then he picked
himself up and brushed himself off as Serenity gazed over him, touching her own muzzle lightly.
He smiled at her, then looked over at Loki as he began to dig through the surprisingly-large pile
of rocks, holding up a shiny black stone as he asked: “Is this it?”
Loki opened his mouth… and when Zerrex glared at him, the otter sulked, then said in as
patronizing a voice as he could manage: “Well, yes, I think it is Thor. Why, thank you just so
very much for going back and finding that for me, really.”

“Not a problem, most loved of my kin!” Thor leapt to his feet, nodding firmly, and then
he pulled his hammer out and spun around, striking at the air itself, and reality shattered like
glass to form a wormhole, pieces falling away from the air before it formed into a vortex… and
Thor smiled warmly over his shoulder, nearly crushing Loki‟s hand when he slammed the black
stone down into it and seized it at the same time in a strangely-childish gesture. “Let us fly!”
And, without waiting for an answer, Thor laughed before running through the vortex…
and Zerrex traded a look with Sin, before the two followed, the Drakkaren shoving Serenity
backwards and waggling a finger at her, making her glare before he tossed a wave to her and
Desire… and a moment later, they were in the twisting tunnel of black and white, following the
two godlings quickly until they emerged on the highway outside the colony, where Thor was
pointing excitedly at Nature as she hummed to herself and made plants of all shape and size
grow further into the wastelands, Mahihko and Lone toddling along after her, none of them yet
noticing the others as the vortex shut behind them. “Look, look! A Primordial, and two consorts
most diabolical! Shall we move to the battle?”
“You idiot, that‟s the Primordial Firenze was telling us not to attack, remember?” Loki
reached up and smacked Thor‟s helmeted head, and the caracal winced, his helm falling forwards
over his eyes before he adjusted it with an embarrassed smile at the others, Sin looking politely
back at him and Zerrex crossing his arms as he tried to focus his attention on the small group in
the distance. “And those are two gay little friends of Zerrex.”
“Gay? Not at all!” Thor peered at them, then he said quite seriously: “I fear their gaiety
must have been removed in that case, as thy friends look as happy as a meat-hog strapped to the
butcher‟s slaughter-rack! Come, brother, shall we see why they have lost their smile?”
Loki groaned, looking upwards and raising his hands as if begging for patience and
fighting against the urge to strangle Thor, and Zerrex giggled stupidly to himself before Thor
beamed, nodding firmly. “See, Zerrex instead is most gay!”
The reptile cackled and fell over, and Loki simply sighed and slumped, mumbling and
stomping off towards the forest as Sin blushed and reached down to gently help Zerrex back to
his feet, and Thor scratched at his head, asking curiously: “Was it something that slipped from
mine tongue?”
“Lord Zerrex is just glad to be back. The mortal world always puts him in a better mood.”
Sin said courteously, and Thor nodded benevolently before he slapped Zerrex on the shoulder,
almost knocking him over with the strength of the blow before the god ran off after his brother,
shouting cheerfully. That, of course, drew the attention of the wolves and Nature… but the
Primordial made a face and vanished into the trees, the wolves looking confused before Thor
spotted them staring and immediately ran over to them.
Zerrex smiled a bit before he sighed and shook his head, looking amused nonetheless as
he motioned to Sin. “Come on. We‟d better go and drag one away from the other before Thor
gets confused or scares them.”
Sin nodded, and then she glanced around slowly as they began to walk towards the forest,
asking quietly: “There was much beauty here once, wasn‟t there? But despite the state the world
is in… there‟s a chance to restore the beauty, I feel. Or perhaps even build on it, on the original
plans of Naganis…”
“Perhaps.” Zerrex said softly, and then he smiled a bit over at her, saying quietly: “I don‟t
think I‟m any Naganis, though. My impulse isn‟t to create, and especially not to make up a
whole new species… just the same old biological drives and weird instincts telling me I gotta fix
what I started.”

“Oh Lord Zerrex.” Sin laughed a bit, gazing at him softly, and then they both looked up
as Thor squatted in front of the two wolves, Mahihko and Lone both staring at him as the god
looked curiously over them.
“So you be brothers… what strange and pretty vestments thou wears, little one.” Thor
reached out and tugged at the pink skirt Mahihko was wearing today, but then he simply smiled
and stood up, nodding firmly. “But no stranger than mine brother Loki! Odin, my father, once
scolded mine dearest brother for his strange and eccentric tastes, thou should know… he told
mine brother that his interest in such mortal concepts was most undignified for his status, but
Loki perforce saw something that neither mine most honored father nor myself could see: the
day when Gods, once again, would work side-by-side with mortal life fair and foul.”
Mahihko was just staring at Thor, and Lone was gaping a little, before he asked dumbly:
“So who are you again?”
Thor laughed, leaping to his feet and pulling his hammer off his belt to raise it high in the
air, lightning shooting out of the skies above with a crackle to strike the head of this as he
announced: “I am Thor, mightiest of the warriors from the sacred halls of Valhalla! I am here to
protect your beloved kinsperson Zerrex, and prevent him from being shoved into most dire straits
by unruly and dishonorable villains!”
“Hey, I can do that too!” Lone said immediately, and he struck a pose before lightning
shot from the air and hit him, and Thor looked shocked – No pun intended, of course… – before
Thor immediately threw his hammer down into the ground and rose both hands, and an
enormous arc of lightning shot up above his head, going from one hand to the other as he
grinned… before Lone gritted his teeth and mimicked the gesture, then scrunched up his muzzle
as he made the arc lengthen and widen slowly, becoming larger than Thor‟s.
The caracal‟s eyes went wide… and then he huffed, the electricity vanishing from his
hands before he clapped his hands together, then drew them apart to reveal a sphere of
electricity… and Lone grinned at this, then he kicked Mahihko lightly, nudging him out of the
trance he had almost fallen into before he created a ball of lightning in either hand, and the little
wolf giggled, doing the same before they began to juggle back and forth, before both tossed a
sphere of the stuff towards each other and caught it in their maw, both striking a pose at the same
time.
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but Sin clapped politely… and then Thor stomped the ground,
throwing his head back and shouting: “Loki! I need your help!”
Loki sighed, walking out of the forest and looking moodily from the wolves to Thor,
before he leaned up and whispered something to him… and Thor brightened, then rose both
hands with a grin before he shoved them out, hitting Lone and Mahihko with bolts of lightning…
and the two wolves staggered with yelps, lightning jolting over their bodies before they both
twitched and made shoving motions in return, and Thor had a moment to look stupid before twin
blasts of lightning shot from the lupines and smashed the caracal off his feet, and the otter began
to laugh loudly as the Drakkaren groaned and slapped his forehead, looking mildly over at Sin.
“Can we go and train now?”
After first making sure Thor was okay – the only thing tarnished was his pride, but within
five minutes he was laughing, an arm around either wolf as they walked towards the colony –
Zerrex first showed Loki and Thor the living quarters, then gave them a quick tour and did
introductions as they ran into people here and there. Thor nearly broke Balthazar in half giving

him a bone-crushing hug, which taught him to be much gentler with most of the crew, Zerrex
reminding him they weren‟t all godlings and warriors here.
Loki was mostly disinterested, but he made a point of hiding from Anathema when she
glowered at him distrustfully, and vanished altogether when Marina popped out from where she
had been helping out at the operations headquarters. Thor smiled and charmed her with his allbody, no-brain mentality, and Zerrex smiled a bit at this, but figured it wasn‟t a bad thing… Thor
was honest, and open, and strikingly handsome: three things that usually won out over intellect,
especially with Marina.
Zerrex sent Thor off with the wolves to teach him about the power station, and told
Marina to find Nature and reassure her about the presence of the Gods… but then Marina simply
smiled and pointed, and Zerrex was surprised to see Loki leading Nature back into the colony,
obviously trying to charm her up… and even though he was failing at the latter, she at least
seemed willing to walk with him, even smiling hesitantly as he talked.
So instead, Zerrex and Sin went into the living quarters to find Priest and Cherry: the
former was sitting worriedly on the bed across from his mother, dressed for work, and he only
looked up when they came close… before nearly falling off the bed at the sight of Sin, then
cursing under his breath as he grabbed his side, and the Naganatine immediately slipped
forwards as Zerrex pretended not to hear Anathema walk up behind him, standing on one side of
Zerrex and only looking curiously at her sister, as she carefully checked Priest‟s body over…
before gazing down at Cherry and performing the same slow, methodical look over her wounds
without needing to be asked.
Anathema and Sin shared a look… then a hesitant smile, and they had nodded to each
other… and both had ended up guiding Zerrex over to Cherry. While Sin said Priest would heal
on his own, Cherry still had several very large, black-burned rips through her body, where the
wounds were continuing to slowly putrefy and rot despite everything Cindy had done… and the
sisters carefully instructed him on what he‟d have to do if he wanted to heal her.
Zerrex had adjusted his armlet to sixty… nearly fallen over when he‟d activated it, and
needed to be steadied by Priest and the Naganatine, as Anathema muttered this was a stupid idea,
but Sin said softly it would hurt far more to lose Cherry to something that could be cured… and
Zerrex had grunted and agreed with the last. Thankfully, it would be a simple enough process:
the only real problem would be disposing of the „peelings‟ afterwards.
In simple terms, the Drakkaren needed to remove the toxic energy of the Primordial that
had been infused into the wounds: it was what was creating the constant decay, as it ate deeper
and deeper into Cherry‟s body. It was also what was making her feverish and ill… and Zerrex
nodded a bit, murmuring to himself as he carefully removed the bandaging from a thick black
scar across Cherry‟s stomach, reaching down to touch the end of this wound with his fingertips
even as Cherry moaned in pain… and then he drew his fingers quickly and precisely down the
length of the wound, and a long strip of black not-flesh was torn up from it, leaving a bloody trail
that made Cherry hiss before the stuff formed into a sphere of black, boiling energy in Zerrex‟s
hand. The reptile transferred this to his other hand, then repeated the process with another
wound… and within fifteen minutes, the Drakkaren had what looked like a ball of pure darkness
burning in one hand, the negative energy given off by it so strong it was charring the
Drakkaren‟s palm, the fingers of his other hand trembling a bit as Cherry visibly began to settle,
her wounds pulsing faintly as they began to slowly heal.
He had infused her with his energy as he‟d „pulled‟ up the negative stuff from the
Primordial at the same time, almost like peeling rotting wood off a tree before applying

protective sap over it. The wounds would heal in their own time now… and Zerrex made a face
as both Sin and Anathema grabbed him and led him quickly outside.
The Drakkaren could feel the dark stuff in his hand trying to get out, and he winced as he
looked back and forth before Sarah skipped cheerfully towards him before, as almost always
happened, she tripped and came falling forwards… and Zerrex cursed before he reacted in the
only way he knew how, throwing the ball of dark energy as hard and high upwards as he could,
before he stepped forwards and caught Sarah against his body, wrapping one arm around her as
he created a sphere of blue energy in his other hand and threw it upwards, his mind locking onto
the dark blob high above, his eyes flashing as he hoped more than anything else it would work…
and then he winced as the sky turned red with the explosion above, dark lightning sizzling in all
directions as people all over the colony stared… before the reptile looked stupidly down at his
hands, surprised at the destructive force unleashed by so little an amount of energy.
Before anyone could question him, Zerrex was dragged off by Sin and Anathema for
training… and for the next three days, with little rest in between, the Drakkaren worked hard at
learning to manipulate his energy signature and channel not only his blue energy better, but also
create white energy and dark energy: skills he‟d long forgotten he‟d had, with how used he‟d
become to just throwing the blue spheres around, although Anathema had muttered they would
have all the usefulness of thrown rocks even if he did, by some miracle, manage to hit Chronos
or Ennui.
Sin and Anathema were getting along spectacularly, however… and Zerrex wondered if
it had something to do with their binding to him, or simple bonding over training him together.
Cindy too, came out to help him train, although at least then they‟d taken a short break so she
could congratulate Sin quietly and earnestly, and they‟d inspected each other with fascination,
until Anathema had finally muttered something about „preening dragons‟ and gotten them back
to business.
Thor tried to help out, too, but Loki quickly quashed that idea, and after seeing the way
Thor had been grinning from ear-to-ear, smacking the business end of his hammer against a
palm, Zerrex had been forced to agree it would be better if he continued to help guard the
colony… and at first the caracal had looked downcast, but then Zerrex simply suggested he and
Loki could take the wolves with them and go into the city, to explore and help salvage some
more equipment. That had made Thor brighten, and even Loki had looked grudgingly
interested… but of course, the moment they vanished, Cherry limped out, the wounds on her
body bandaged still but no longer bleeding, mostly healed: she was sore and cranky, but still
energetic enough to help out a little with target practice and harass the others.
The fourth day found Zerrex resting under a tree, Sin and Anathema off somewhere
together, Cindy fixing up the medical bay a little, and Cherry sleeping the last of her wounds
away… and the Drakkaren looked up curiously as Nature came and sat beside him with a smile,
touching his arm and immediately taking on the likeness of a Drakkaren as she asked gently:
“Why do you fight, Lord Zerrex? Don‟t you know there‟s always another choice?”
“Yeah, I do… but sometimes surrender isn‟t the best option, Nature… and I can‟t simply
let Chronos and Ennui walk all over me. They‟re playing a game with me, I know, but… I have
to play along.” Zerrex quieted, glancing down as he touched the ground, pushing some of his
energy into it… and a few flowers bloomed, Zerrex plucking one of these before he handed it
over to Nature, who smiled softly at him as she took it. “I can‟t stand the thought of what they
might do to make me fight them if I refuse. Not to me, but to the encampment.”

Nature nodded, and then she looked up with a sigh at the sky above, leaning back against
the tree as she murmured: “You know, your powers have been growing by the day, Lord Zerrex.
For a fertility spirit, you seem so very warlike… and yet you can‟t properly be called a warrior
god because you do so much more than simply fight like Thor, or plot like the trickster Loki.”
She paused, then hopped up to her feet, smiling benevolently down at him. “And of course, you
never look at me like other gods do: we may be the very second time friendship has bloomed
between god and Primordial, after I lost my dear sweet first friend.”
She stopped, then laughed and leapt backwards, grasping a narrow tree like a pole and
spinning around it before she fell over and landed on her rear with a grunt, becoming instantly
rabbit-like as she blushed up at him, then she hopped up and neatly brushed herself off, saying
softly: “I really hope nothing bad happens to you, Zerrex. The camp‟s all ablaze with talk about
what‟s happening, and you know many people are really very worried about you. Just remember
that nothing must ever be done in halves, especially not if you‟re supposed to do half of
something. If you must absolutely fight, you must fight them always in full, and never a half, nor
to quarter… or did I mean to say a quarter? I forget.”
She looked up thoughtfully, then smiled and curtseyed politely, the Drakkaren looking at
her for a few moments in confusion. “Take care, Lord Zerrex. I need to go about my duties
now.”
With that, she vanished into the trees, and the lizard watched her leave with a frown,
rubbing the back of his head slowly before he sighed and closed his eyes, letting his head fall
back against the tree as he mumbled about riddles. Then he opened one eye as he heard a loud
yawn, and he was somehow unsurprised as Cherry sat down beside him with a grunt, Sammy
sitting on her shoulder and chirping cheerily at him. “Boss, I hate you.”
“I hate you too.” Zerrex muttered, and then he leaned over and they shared a short, gentle
kiss, before he touched her stomach and smiled a bit, Cherry blushing and rubbing selfconsciously at the darker stripes she now had across her form: three large, thick bars across her
body, a scar along her collarbone above her right breast… and two more thick portions of dark
scale over her right bicep. “Still think scars are so cool?”
“Fuck you, asshat. I think yours are. I feel ugly now, like my ass is covered in hair or
something.” the female complained, and Zerrex rolled his eyes before she added meditatively:
“Not that a fine-haired ass is a bad thing in and of itself. All soft and nice, like silk cushions that
you can rape.”
“Do you ever make sense, ever?” Zerrex asked mildly, and Cherry shrugged amiably
before Sammy jumped over to Zerrex‟s shoulder, curling up contentedly around his shoulders
and nibbling at his hair as the reptile touched the female‟s thigh gently, saying softly: “You‟re
still beautiful, Cherry. Besides, we all came back a little worse-for-wear, one way or another.”
Cherry snorted. “Yeah, by which you mean me, Selena, and Priest. But then again, I
guess it‟s hard for you and Anathema to get uglier and Cindy was kind of made of metal, so she
can just buff her scars right out. Cheap bitch.” Cherry muttered, then she made a face when the
female herself poked her head around the tree, looking sourly down at Cherry, who grinned
widely up at her. “Give momma some sugar?”
Cindy sighed, but then she leaned down and kissed Cherry slowly and gently, and Cherry
growled lightly in her throat, before flailing a bit after Cindy when she pulled away with a
smile… and she sat herself gently down in Zerrex‟s lap, kissing his cheek, then his lips for a
moment, before curling herself against him… but taking one of Cherry‟s hands gently,

murmuring softly: “I‟d love to marry you one day, you know. I‟d even let you be the guy in the
relationship.”
“I am the guy in the relationship!” Cherry said in an offended voice, and then she paused
and looked embarrassedly at Zerrex, rubbing the back of her head slowly. “Besides, uh. Boss.
Isn‟t it kind of awkward that me and her are all… you know… with you right… here… and…
you know?”
Zerrex looked amusedly at her, and then Cindy winked, saying mildly: “Well, I don‟t
think it‟s a gun I‟m sitting on, but it still feels pretty hard.”
Cherry stared, then she shoved at Cindy, grumbling: “Screw you, you bitch. And fuck
you too, Boss. You‟re supposed to be like… managing us and keeping us in line and apart and…
fucking us like crazy but not letting us fuck anyone else.”
The Drakkaren rolled his eyes, deciding it was better to simply ignore her for the
moment… and then he looked at Cindy, squeezing her gently against his body as he asked softly:
“How are you holding up, though? You trained pretty hard with me… and I know you and
Cherry are… trying to get things between you towards some kind of fix, but I know it must be
hard for both of you. I worry about you both.”
The female smiled softly as the other Drakkaren blushed and rubbed at her finned skull,
muttering nonsense, and then Cindy blushed a bit as she said softly: “It… hasn‟t been entirely
easy, but all things considered, we‟re managing along okay. Things could definitely be worse,
Daddy… and even if… we may never seriously pursue each other again… I‟m happy with her
like this now. I‟m happy to have her when I have her… and always know that I can come back to
you at the end o the day. That I have a purpose with you, and am dedicated to you… that you
answered my selfish desires like this.”
Cindy looked down at herself, clenching her hands into fists, and then she gazed up at
him quietly, murmuring softly as she pressed against his chest while squeezing Cherry‟s hand
tighter: “I love you both. And I know that if Cherry had to choose, she‟d choose you, and I don‟t
blame her for that anymore. It‟s… helped a lot, helped me put my problems in my past and let us
work through a lot of the conflicts our old relationship had.”
“Stop like. Talking.” Cherry grumbled, and Cindy rolled her eyes and sighed, before the
female mumbled as she hugged them both, Zerrex smiling despite himself as Cindy blushed, and
the more-masculine female muttered: “Ever tell anyone about this, and I kill you both. Cunts.”
The moment was short, but wonderful… and when she let go and sat back, Cindy slipped
out of Zerrex‟s lap to rest on his other side, gazing at them both happily as she drew her hands
through the grass. As they sat in comfortable silence together, Sammy climbed down into
Zerrex‟s lap and curled up there, chirping tiredly once before he nuzzled against his body softly,
and the reptile stroked along his back slowly as his daughters and disciples curled themselves up
against either side of their father and master.
A few minutes later, Sin and Anathema appeared… and training once more resumed
almost immediately. The main focus was again on Zerrex learning to harness his innate skills
with energy, and learning to change his energy signature on the fly, even with his armlet set so
that only five percent of his total powers were available… and although it was hard to even
create a sphere with the armlet turned so low, the Drakkaren was still slowly grasping the
concept of altering frequencies, something that Cindy could already do on a much-higher level
with her ability to shift herself to an ethereal state.
After two days, when Zerrex could finally manage to do it even with the armlet turned all
the way down to one percent – and in this state, Zerrex could barely concentrate or even exercise

his supernatural strength – he was finally allowed to rest for an hour… and then the reptile
realized stupidly that tomorrow was the day that the gods were coming for him, and he had gone
into an anxiety attack, the armlet turned down so low that he was apparently left even more
vulnerable to the variety of emotional disorders that often plagued him. They had calmed him
down – mostly Cindy and Sin, since Cherry just giggled stupidly and Anathema sighed and let
the other females do their thing – and then decided to force Zerrex to rest after returning his
armlet to its normal ten percent of energy.
Zerrex had muttered and grumbled and tried to drag Cherry off… but she had complained
loudly her body still hurt and that, unlike the last time he‟d been given a week-long deadline
before a horrible fight to the death, she had been unable to put a sex party together. Zerrex had
been confused by this, but when Cindy had sighed and shook her head with a faintly-sad smile,
Zerrex had remembered Requiem… and these thoughts brought around other ideas to him, so the
Drakkaren had retreated into the thicker part of the forest around the colony, sitting himself
down on a rock and deciding to meditate.
After less than an hour, as the reptile felt himself beginning to truly relax and find some
part of himself that he‟d lost, something smacked Zerrex in the chest and knocked him over…
and the reptile looked stupidly up to see Cherry, grinning widely and waving at him, before he
looked down dumbly and found a large can of Frost laying on his body. It was at least a nice
gesture, and he managed to keep himself from glaring too much at her… and then they‟d sat
back-to-back, sipping their cola and talking quietly.
When he returned to the colony with Cherry, people kept coming up to him and wishing
him luck, Mercy and many others giving him tight hugs and other affections , and in some cases,
even tokens of appreciation. Thor pledged to fight valiantly by his side so he wouldn‟t have to
battle alone, and Loki said tiredly he‟d stop Thor from doing anything overly-destructive when
the ancient gods appeared to take him away. Before Zerrex knew it, however, he was being
swept towards the living quarters… and Marina awaited him on several beds that been shoved
together in the unused section, gazing at him fondly, before the other sisters followed Zerrex
in… and soon, their clothes were off, their bodies moving together as Zerrex felt himself loved,
almost worshipped, by his three daughters, as they clung to him and moaned and his body
worked over each in turn, sharing kisses and love and affections as they stroked over his chest
and body and fed his every desire, carnal and loving…
In the morning, Zerrex awoke naked, Marina‟s head on his abdominals as she clung to his
middle, an arm around Cherry and his other around Cindy, their heads on his chest and noses
almost touching… and he gazed over them quietly, then kissed Cindy‟s forehead, then Cherry‟s,
before he carefully wiggled his arms out from beneath them… and then he lifted up Marina and
cradled her close like a child, nuzzling her softly… and she opened her eyes quietly, hugging
him around the neck and murmuring how much she loved him as he put her gently down in bed
and whispered for her to take care of her sisters before he left to walk downstairs and over to his
usual bunk in the living quarters, where all his stuff was stashed.
The Drakkaren put on a fresh pair of boxers and activated his nanotech armlet to create
jeans and a tight t-shirt, both his usual black, before he slipped on his old combat boots… and
finally, he pulled Blackheart free from under his bunk and settled it on his back. Then he walked
down to the first floor, where Sin and Anathema were waiting for him, both hugging him and
kissing either cheek before they stepped away… and the Drakkaren squeezed both against his
body, kissing one, then the other, before Anathema grinned and offered to accompany him as

armor… but Zerrex smiled a bit, reminding her ruefully that they would easily see through her
deception.
Yet the morning was so alive as Zerrex stepped out, it felt as if time seemed to be moving
with surreal speed even while he felt like he was walking through sludge, unable to move faster
than a crawl as he glanced back and forth quietly, before he grunted as Mercy tackled him from
the side… and she gazed up at him both adoringly and anxiously, squeezing him around the
middle and burying her head against his chest… and as Zerrex hugged her tightly, he looked up
to see Nature standing near the gates with a soft smile before she vanished, and a moment later,
the reptile felt two furry figures crash into either side, clutching him just as tightly as Mercy was.
Lone, Mercy, and Mahihko… and Zerrex gazed over them all as they stepped away, the
little lupine snuffling a bit and Mercy swallowing back her tears as Lone looked up at him
worriedly… and the reptile said softly: “I‟m going to come back, I promise. I‟ll be okay.”
“I‟m scared, Daddy.” Mahihko whimpered, and Zerrex knew he spoke for all of his
children here… not just the three in front of him, but even his sleeping daughters in the living
quarters. Then he wiped at his eyes slowly, and he whispered: “But I‟ll be brave for you, okay?”
Sammy chirped from Zerrex‟s feet, and the reptile looked down with surprise as the
skeletal pseudodragon hopped up on his back legs, clawing at his jeans… and then he said in a
perfect imitation of Zerrex‟s own voice: “Remember your promise.”
“I will.” Zerrex smiled a bit, reaching down towards him… and then a wave of something
rippled over him, and the Drakkaren frowned a bit as Sammy opened his muzzle before stopping
that way… and he slowly stepped backwards, unsurprised when the pseudodragon didn‟t fall,
didn‟t move. Mahihko was frozen in mid-speech, and Lone looked like he was about to cry,
while Mercy was gazing up at him silently… before the reptile made a face as the one figure who
didn‟t seem to be worried about him poked his head around the corner of a building before
wincing and hiding again. Julian, I swear I’m going to kick your ass. You can process fast
enough to know what’s going on, move fast enough to defeat even the time control of the gods…
and yet for all your talk, there you go, hiding. “Chronos!”
“Behind you.” the god said calmly, and Zerrex looked down at Mercy quietly, before he
hugged her frozen body and kissed her forehead gently, whispering for her to be good… then the
Drakkaren stepped slowly away from her, his gaze lingering on his daughter before he turned
around and narrowed his eyes coldly at the sight of the two armored gods standing in front of the
power generator of the colony.
Chronos looked as calm as ever, but Ennui was carefully dragging his hand down the
wall of the power station… and although Zerrex at first thought he was doing something to the
building, he realized a moment later that he was inspecting the wall with apparent fascination,
looking at the crumbled mortar in his hand before he walked over to Priest, who was just coming
through the open door of the station, frozen in mid-step, one arm in a sling and his hand on the
frame of the door. Ennui poked a little at Priest, and Zerrex rolled his eyes, making Chronos tilt
his head before he turned around… and he sighed, shaking his helmed skull slowly before
turning around and half-bowing. “I apologize not only for our intrusion, but my partner‟s
behavior. Ennui comes from a different world… this is all very strange to him.”
“Is that why you wear the weird armor?” Zerrex asked mildly, walking slowly through
the encampment as he glanced back and forth, making a face. “And we aren‟t going to fight here
in the colony, are we? I don‟t want anyone getting hurt.”
“We have selected a different area for the confrontation that will likely better suit your
tastes, Lord Zerrex.” Chronos said softly, and he hesitated before answering finally: “And no.

This armor was crafted to resist Unworld Essence… they are the only things in existence that can
nullify the energies of the Unworld completely, allowing us to travel into the plane without
hurting ourselves.”
Zerrex looked at this for a few moments, and then he said softly: “There‟s no reason for
anyone to go to the Unworld willingly… so you must be either big game hunters of a special
variety, or serving someone from the Unworld.”
“This is not important now. I am sorry, Lord Zerrex, but we must go.” Chronos replied
quietly, and the Drakkaren nodded slowly after a moment, before he winced as the two gods rose
into the air… and then Ennui extended a hand with a sigh, and a translucent sphere appeared
around the reptile, lifting him as well as the reptile made a face but didn‟t fight, only glad they
were going somewhere away from the population of the colony.
They floated upwards in silence, and Zerrex realized they were passing out of the
atmosphere as their speed increased, the reptile looking stupidly back and forth as he pressed his
hands against the solid energy of the dome, and he felt them changing direction and twisting
around before slowly sinking towards the earth… except when the reptile looked down, he
realized with surprise they were landing on the moon, as Chronos said quietly: “A place where
none of us will have to risk harming anyone else.”
The surface was rocky and barren, deep craters here and there… but for the most part, the
surface was dark gray and felt strangely dense as the reptile stood up, the translucent shell fading
from around him. They were on the dark side of the moon, encompassed in cold and shadow, and
the reptile couldn‟t breathe even if he didn‟t feel his eyeballs being forcibly sucked from his head
either… and he hopped a little, but the Drakkaren didn‟t float away like he expected to, as
Chronos said softly: “The presence of Heaven and Hell have altered the moon‟s composition
slightly… and for our purposes today, I have magnified the atmosphere and gravity slightly.
Enough that you should be able to move normally.”
“Thank you?” Zerrex said awkwardly, and then he shook his head a bit before glancing
up as he watched the darkness slowly receding around them, a visible line of shadows retreating
first over Chronos and Ennui… and then over Zerrex, as he winced a bit and covered his eyes
with an arm as the blazing sun appeared in the distance, and the reptile murmured as heat flooded
his body almost immediately: “Amazing…”
“The universe is full of wonders.” Chronos murmured softly, and then he and Ennui
seemed to exchange looks before nodding, and the silver-armored god walked forwards,
readying himself visibly as the golden-armored being said quietly: “Our test begins, Lord Zerrex.
Sparring first, with Ennui, then myself. One-on-one, simple confrontations, followed by a last,
final battle… and should you win, I promise you that all your questions will be answered.”
The Drakkaren looked at Chronos for a few moments… and then he pulled his sword off
his back and shoved it down into the surface of the moon, cracking his neck and raising his fists
as he said quietly: “I wish it didn‟t have to be this way.”
Chronos only lowered his head… and then Ennui said quietly: “Not every story will go as
you want it to, sadly. Now, let‟s begin, Zerrex Narrius!”
With that, Ennui shoved a hand forwards, and Zerrex created a shield of energy in front
of himself, wincing as a blast of force struck it and cracked it before Ennui simply made a
shoving motion, shattering it into shards… but Zerrex grit his teeth before he leapt forwards,
focusing on matching his energy signatures with the shards… and they passed harmlessly
through him as they shot forwards, before he cursed as he felt their signature change, Ennui
jerking his hand backwards and pulling the shattered daggers of energy towards the Drakkaren‟s

back…but he leapt forwards, buying himself an extra precious second before the shards tore
harmlessly through his back, and the reptile shoved his hand out, adding force to the shards and
manipulating their energy himself, and they crashed into Ennui, knocking him backwards even
as they shattered against his armor, the god knocked off balance before he fell on his rear… and
Zerrex pressed his advantage, his rocky arm bursting into existence and a blade tearing out of it
to press against the god‟s throat before he could even stand, freezing up in shock with his
forearm dangling in front of his chest and his other hand behind him, legs sprawled outwards as
he trembled… before Zerrex withdrew the blade and offered his other hand, saying quietly: “I
won that round.”
“Incredible…” breathed Ennui… and then he laughed weakly as he reached up and took
Zerrex‟s hand, saying in a humble, apologetic voice as he stood and then bowed deeply: “I‟m
sorry I underestimated you, Lord Zerrex… I swear I shall not do the same in the future.”
Chronos shook his head, and then he quietly patted Ennui on the shoulder as he passed,
murmuring something to him before he stepped forwards… and Zerrex smiled a bit, rolling his
rocky arm slowly and knowing this wouldn‟t be nearly as quick as the last fight from the sense of
readiness alone, Chronos bowing his head forwards as he said courteously: “Good luck, Zerrex. I
wish you well in this endeavor, even should it mean my defeat.”
“Same to you, Chronos.” Zerrex replied quietly… and then he readied himself, and he
looked at the faceplate of the creature, wondering what lay behind it, as seconds passed… and
then minutes, with no movement from either god as Ennui paced anxiously at the sidelines,
before the Drakkaren finally grit his teeth and lunged… and Chronos simply waved a hand, and
Zerrex staggered as he felt himself distort in and out of reality, his nanomachines rippling
violently before the Drakkaren fell to his knees and vomited blood. A moment later, he felt
himself being torn in reverse, staggering backwards and then sprawling on his back before he
climbed slowly up to his feet, coughing hard and rasping: “What the hell did you do to me…”
“Tachyons. Particles that move backwards in what is perceived as time… as your energy
is unstable, I morphed some of the particles that make up your body into them. Tachyons, oddly,
move faster as they lose energy… that is why you feel so torn up inside. Because energy was
dispersed by them as they gained speed.” Chronos explained calmly, and he took a step
forwards… before holding up a hand when Zerrex lunged, and he froze in mid-leap, shaking his
head slowly. “Zerrex, you can‟t get me that way…”
He snapped his fingers, and Zerrex fell to the ground with a groan, coughing a few times
before he sat up, and Chronos walked over to him, stepping gently on his left arm above the
armlet… and he murmured softly: “What a work of genius… combining a power limiter with
such impressive mortal technology… and yet even to this day, so many mortals refuse to believe
in so much of the universe, always thinking they know everything that can logically be known,
never realizing how much is still out there, undiscovered, unknown…”
Zerrex swung his warped claw out, and Chronos flicked his wrist, the Drakkaren‟s arm
almost tearing off as it swung back and smashed into the moon‟s surface, and the reptile snarled
in pain before he made a fist and slammed it into the ground, and a pillar of rock shot out of the
moon on an angle and smashed into Chronos, knocking him backwards before the Drakkaren
leapt to his feet and swung his rocky fist into the stomach of the god, cracking the metal plates as
he wheezed out in agony before smashing an uppercut into his face, knocking his head
backwards with a loud crack before the reptile seized him by the shoulders… and then he cursed
under his breath, simply shoving the god backwards as Ennui staggered towards his partner as if
shocked, the Drakkaren murmuring: “I won‟t hurt you anymore. I won‟t fight you anymore like

this, Chronos. Why are we fighting? It‟s pointless… together we can take on Jupiter and any
other creatures like him that you‟re so afraid of…”
“It‟s not the will of Magnus… and I fear that I must follow his ambition.” Chronos
whispered, and then he gave a choking breath before standing slowly up, and Zerrex walked over
to Blackheart, yanking it free of the ground before he turned around with the sword shouldered,
glaring at the two… but Ennui and Chronos were unfettered as they stood side-by-side, looking
at each other before the senior god murmured: “It‟s time, Ennui. Zerrex Narrius… now you must
prove yourself. Our games are at an end: kill, or be killed.”
“Goddammit!” Zerrex snarled… and then he cursed as Ennui pointed a finger at him as
the two gods floated slowly into the air, and the reptile felt something on his arm spark before he
looked in shock at his armlet as it sizzled with energy, turning bright blue before exploding and
sending him staggering to the side with a howl of agony, his clothing vanishing from his form as
he dropped Blackheart and clutched at his skull with a hiss of pain… and then he snarled, his
eyes glowing green as he glared at the two, and they were both blown backwards as fury
overtook the Drakkaren and he leapt forwards before vanishing just as Chronos regained his
composure, and his sword smashed into the god‟s side as he reappeared behind him, making him
howl in pain before the lizard swung Blackheart around in a haymaker that slammed him into
down into the moon‟s surface with a bang.
Ennui shoved a hand towards him as he flew backwards, but Zerrex‟s eyes glowed, his
body almost visibly rippling as his energy signature shifted, and the god seemed almost confused
as the lizard shoved his hand out and two tentacles tore out of his arm, snapping out with
lightning speed to crash into Ennui before they wrapped around him as bony thorns ripped out of
the length of the appendages, the god screaming in agony as he clawed uselessly at them before
Zerrex tore him forwards, grinning savagely as he rose Blackheart above his head…
And then the Drakkaren was frozen in time, grunting as Chronos looked up at him from
the ground, clutching at a deep wound in his side that was ebbing black blood… and Ennui
wheezed, then grabbed the appendages still laced tight around his body and concentrated, and the
tentacles glowed blue before they shattered and turned into blue motes, Zerrex snarling in pain
before he felt a wave of something coming, and the reptile felt his body tremble and speed up
suddenly, vanishing from sight before Chronos cursed, then winced when the Drakkaren
reformed behind him, except this time the ancient god managed to bring an arm out, blocking a
hard swing from Zerrex‟s right fist… except then the lizard simply laced his rocky arm around
the god‟s limb, and then he grunted and twisted hard, and Chronos screamed as his limb was
snapped and torn from its socket in the same motion before Zerrex cursed as cracks formed along
his body, feeling Ennui exerting his powers over him.
The Drakkaren turned and glared at him, and something lashed out of his mind:
something made of rage, and hate, and sorrow, and Ennui screamed as he burst into dark flames
and plummeted from the air. The distraction he caused was enough for Chronos to leap away,
however, even though it almost tore his arm off in the process of ripping it from the Drakkaren‟s
grip, and the lizard hissed as he swung his sword out before he grabbed at his head as his warped
arm trembled and then solidified itself into layered steel plates, a gauntlet-hand grasping into his
skull as he muttered: “No, no… don‟t lose control…”
Then he looked up as Chronos shoved a hand towards him from one side and sensed
more than anything else Ennui doing the same motion on his other… and the reptile leapt
backwards, his energy signature changing at the same time as he threw a sphere of energy at
Chronos, and the sphere exploded into blue light in front of himself, intercepting whatever attack

Chronos had thrown at him as he staggered backwards before the Drakkaren spun around,
slashing viciously outwards at Ennui and sending a blade of white energy flying at the ancient
god.
Ennui shoved his hands outwards, and the blade shattered into fragments, but these
continued to hurtle towards him, the god raising his hands before they slashed through him,
sending out a crimson flare as pieces of his armor fell uselessly off his body… and the ancient
god staggered forwards before he fell to his knees, and then collapsed face-first into the ground.
Zerrex snorted, then he looked down at himself as blue energy sparked violently over his body,
before he threw his head back and screamed as Chronos shoved a hand into the center of his
back… and a moment later, the reptile exploded in a burst of blue light, Blackheart flying
through the air to crash uselessly to the ground with a sizzle of energy.
Chronos panted quietly beneath his mask… and then he looked slowly over his shoulder,
clutching at his aching arm even as it continued to heal, and Zerrex slowly reformed behind him,
energy sizzling through the air as the Drakkaren snarled, still in nothing but his boxers as his
metallic arm glowed, hovering an inch off the ground before he slowly touched down to the
moon‟s surface… and he smiled after a moment, rolling his head on his shoulders as clothing
formed over his body, the reptile rolling his metal shoulder as he said quietly: “The last time you
dispersed me to disassociated energy, my powers were restrained and I still put myself back
together, then learned how to escape with a little help from Anathema. Stop doing that. It irritates
me at best. Besides, I‟m starting to think that‟s where I vanish into every time I teleport.”
“Like this.” Zerrex‟s voice came from behind Chronos, and the god turned around in
shock as his eyes registered that the lizard had vanished from the spot he‟d been in earlier, before
he howled as Zerrex seized the sides of his head before he smashed the front of the cone that
extended over his face hard with one fist, then he tore back on the helm, ripping it completely off
and sending chunks of metal hailing down as Chronos staggered forwards, covering his face with
a cry of pain as blinding light pierced into his eyes.
Zerrex stood and waited, absently shoving a heel down into Ennui‟s stomach when he
stirred and making him wheeze, before he watched as Chronos slowly turned around… and the
reptile stared at the sight of the god. Chronos had smooth black plating instead of skin, and
enormous dark eyes shaped like eggs in the sides of his skull, composed of dozens of different
little sections. Small mandibles clicked together as he shook his head out, long black antennae
feeling towards the Drakkaren… and then he clacked his jaws together as he asked quietly: “Not
what you expected?”
“Crickets on my world are a little smaller.” Zerrex said with a bit of a smile… and then
he stomped on Ennui again when he started to move, saying quietly: “I can feel your emotions,
Ennui. Don‟t move again, or I‟ll kill you.”
“Sadly… there is no ending where we all survive.” Chronos said softly, and then he
flicked a hand out, and Zerrex froze in place before Ennui seized his legs, and the lower portions
of both limbs exploded into fragments before the cricket god threw his other arm out, knocking
Zerrex flying backwards before he rolled and howled in agony as he stared in horror at his lower
limbs, Ennui sitting slowly up as Chronos murmured: “I can only imagine the agony at being
partially-dissociated… much worse, I expect, than shattered entirely.”
Zerrex snarled, but Chronos rose a hand, freezing him in place again… except Zerrex‟s
head tilted forwards slightly, and Chronos frowned before blue spikes of energy formed around
him, and the god looked back and forth in shock, Ennui cursing as he turned towards his
companion, managing to shatter three before they shot forwards and ripped through the cricket‟s

armored body, making him howl in agony as he clawed at himself before the Drakkaren snapped
an arm out and shot a tentacle towards his sword, snaking it around the lower half of Blackheart
before he roared and yanked it hard to the side, and the blade swung through the air, blood flying
from where it dug into the tentacle before it sliced Ennui‟s head cleanly off as he began to turn,
then buried point down into the moon‟s surface as the Drakkaren fell over… but a moment later,
Ennui‟s armored head struck the ground and rolled slowly away, blood leaking from the stump
of visible neck before it dissolved into blue flames, the damaged, still-standing armor collapsing
uselessly into pieces moments later as it too exploded into blue fire.
Chronos stared… and then Zerrex snapped his arm back the other way as he threw
himself to the side, yanking his sword back into the air as the tentacle jerked it through the air,
and it smashed into the cricket‟s chest as the spikes of energy buried in his body exploded,
knocking him backwards with a howl of anguish, burying through his body before he fell
forwards and vomited bile over the blade and onto the ground, sticky black blood leaking from
the wound as he whispered: “How…”
“I don‟t know!” Zerrex shouted, trembling violently, feeling like screaming, roaring,
crying all at once before he stood up… and he looked down in shock to see that his legs had
already reformed, glowing blue before they solidified into flesh and scale, and he gestured at
them violently, stomping the ground as he yelled angrily: “How does that happen? How does any
of this happen? What the hell am I?”
“Evolution.” Chronos rasped, and Zerrex stepped forwards, watching as the cricket
weakly grasped the blade… and then he snarled in agony, falling backwards with a groan of
pain. “Strange particles in the air and such a bright sun… I‟m going to die in a sector of the
universe I never knew existed, in a place so far from a home that doesn‟t exist anymore… but at
least I had the honor of meeting you.
“Zerrex Narrius, comingled gods of great power exist inside you. You have nowhere near
the strength of Magnus, but you overcame myself and Ennui with… terrifying ease.” Chronos
laughed weakly, and then he coughed hard and vomited bile again, groaning in pain as he
clutched at Blackheart… and the Drakkaren walked forwards, grasping the sword but not
knowing if he should pull it out or not, before the god whispered: “The wound is too deep. Too
permanent. I‟ll bleed out. Your energy is toxic to me: Ennui could have withstood this, but the
loss of one‟s head… is almost always a little too much.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Zerrex asked quietly, and Chronos looked up at
him… and the Drakkaren thought the cricket was smiling faintly, as he reached a hand up and
motioned for him to lean down. The lizard did so… and Chronos grasped his shoulder, pulling
him in.
For a moment, he only breathed harshly… and then he whispered: “Energy cannot be so
easily destroyed… and you are living, sentient energy. Magnus wants to use you to cleanse the
universe… and he wants to control you before you learn to control yourself. The Theologians are
coming, Lord Zerrex… the Broken who want to… to…”
“Not now!” Zerrex grabbed the cricket, pushing energy into him… but Chronos only
howled in agony before he collapsed in the Drakkaren‟s arms. His body did not vanish, did not
shatter, did not fall apart… but he was dead nonetheless, as Zerrex shook him slowly… then he
cursed quietly as he remembered: his energy was toxic to the god. He had just slain Chronos by
accident… and he clenched his eyes shut, snarling in fury, in pain, in desperation, before he
staggered backwards and looked down at his hands, whispering: “What am I… oh Gods, what

the hell am I… why am I so much more powerful now than I was before, what… where are my
limits? I… I don‟t want to become Athéos…”
He slumped, looking back and forth for some kind of answer… and then he closed his
eyes as he walked forwards, tearing his sword free from the limp form of Chronos before he
flicked the blade out to the side, and it glowed blue as the sticky, black bile of the cricket god
vanished from it before the Drakkaren put it on his back… and he sighed, reaching his hands out
in front of him almost absently, and his armlet reformed between his fingers, the Drakkaren
staring silently at it as it floated quietly between extended hands. He had just completely recreated it this time, not simply repaired it, and with a gesture… and still, he didn‟t feel nearly
drained.
Chronos and Ennui were dead, and he had spent far less time fighting them than he‟d
thought would be required, as he looked quietly at his metallic arm, flexing it slowly… and then
he rolled his shoulder, and scales raced down it as it returned to normal, watching the tattoo
crawl its way back over his bicep before he shook his head slowly. He didn‟t want any of this…
never asked for any of this… and if he could give it all back, he would. The reptile stood for a
few moments, wishing he could run away… but then he glanced silently towards the reddish
planet in the distance, and he knew that he couldn‟t. Eventually, that red planet would turn blue
again… and he had a duty to see that through.
Zerrex wondered silently if it would be better for him to vanish, though, to die, or to
somehow make time run backwards, before he had gone to the space colony, and he could throw
himself into the nearest black hole… and then he gritted his teeth as he grabbed his armlet and
shoved it on, feeling it click into place before he made a face… and he vanished from the surface
of the moon to reappear on the highway outside the colony, the reptile looking down quietly as
he kicked at the dirt on the road before setting the power percentage for ten percent.
He tapped it, then howled in agony and fell to his knees as energy zapped over his body,
was sapped rapidly from his form, and he vomited blood, thinking stupidly that maybe he had
pushed himself harder than he‟d thought after all… and he groaned, then fell on his side, curling
up in the fetal position and mumbling about curling up and dying to himself before he gurgled
and spasmed a little, and he realized stupidly he was about to go into seizure before he blacked
out.
He woke up in his bed at the living quarters, his shirt off and Cherry muttering about how
it was real fabric as she kept crushing her face against it, like she expected her head to magically
go through it or something… and Cindy sighed as she rubbed dirt slowly from the Drakkaren‟s
body, before he mumbled, as he felt Marina playing quietly through his hair: “You‟re an asshat,
Cherry.”
“Fuck you, Boss.” Cherry muttered as she peered over the shirt, but she looked visibly
relieved nonetheless, as Marina gazed lovingly down at her father as his eyes flickered open
weakly. “You look like you got the crap kicked out of you.”
“I did and I didn‟t. It‟s like my powers went berserk.” Zerrex mumbled, then he groaned
as he tried to sit up, and Cindy immediately pushed him down, the lizard kicking his
legs…which only made him wheeze in agony, as he looked down and saw his shins and feet
were both covered in bloody sores past his rolled-up jeans. “Oh, that‟s not good.”
“No, no it‟s not.” Cindy said mildly, and she sighed as Cherry nodded helpfully. “Do me
a favor, big sister, and go and get Sin, could you? I need her help in treating some of these
wounds. Anathema could be a plus too.”

“Got it!” Cherry nodded and slapped one of Zerrex‟s legs, making several of the sores
pop and ooze pus as Zerrex‟s eyes bulged in agony, and the muscular female stared before Cindy
and Marina both slowly glared at her, and she immediately scampered away, yelping when
Marina narrowed her eyes and slammed the living quarters door on her ass on the way out. Then
she went back to soothing her father, stroking through his hair as Cindy muttered about loving
what you hate most.
She finished cleaning off his chest quietly, and then she murmured: “I think, Daddy, you
might convert energy as you need it while at full power from the atmosphere around you… that
it‟s the one time when you do have an unlimited quantity of energy. But it‟s only one of a
hundred theories floating around… you might simply be immensely more powerful in that
state… but from the sight of your legs, which Marina told me you had to… to fix… I dunno, I‟m
just… really glad you‟re okay.”
Cindy looked at him quietly, and she smiled faintly when he glanced up at her and
reached up to touch her face, murmuring softly: “I know, you don‟t care if I sound stupid, but I
get scared of… putting forwards theories on you. I don‟t want to offend you, or make you feel
like you‟re just some experiment… you‟re my Father. I just want to find out what‟s wrong with
you, how we can fix that damage… and why your energies work the way they do.”
She sighed softly, then gently pushed him down when he tried to sit up again, saying
firmly: “No. You need to be still. You went through a seizure episode before we could reach you
and you‟ve taken a lot of visible, outright-nasty damage. Moving around could make that
damage worse, until we know how badly your energy levels have suffered.”
Zerrex muttered, but he complied as Cindy began to dress some of the relatively-minor
wounds on his left arm and chest… and ten minutes later, Sin came in, looking disconcerted
before she sighed softly at the sight of Zerrex‟s lower legs, approaching and murmuring:
“Anathema, I could use your help here.”
Anathema wandered in, Cherry peeking around the corner before squawking when
Marina made a shooing motion and the door slammed on her head, and Zerrex couldn‟t even
bolster the energy to be irritated with her, before he hissed when the undead Naganatine poked
his foot, saying dryly: “Wonderful job, Zerrex. So you reformed these limbs out of energy, but
didn‟t wait long enough for them to solidify or bond together. Hence, the moment you sucked all
the energy out of your body, these basically rotted away to what little did solidify. They‟ll fix
themselves in a few days… or you can pump energy into him, they‟ll heal faster. Or even maybe
adjusting that armlet upwards…”
“We can‟t.” Cindy said quietly, shaking her head, and Anathema tilted hers. “Daddy had
a seizure, if he uses the armlet again I… it could… look. How would I push energy into him? I
have… I have similar abilities to him, similar energy…”
Anathema shrugged, then she smiled and rested a hand on the haggard Cindy‟s shoulder,
before she leaned forwards and took her hand, putting it on Zerrex‟s chest as she instructed
quietly: “It‟s simple. Close your eyes. See your energy. And push with your mind, and push your
body, but don‟t push with your physical strength.”
“I…” Cindy frowned, then she sighed and closed her eyes, concentrating and gritting her
teeth… and then her eyes opened and she stared as Zerrex clenched his eyes shut as his form
tensed at first, then slowly relaxed as a quiet pulse of warmth spread through him, feeling his
muscles flex before he hissed as his legs trembled and twitched, his deformed lower legs almost
bubbling before rippling as they glowed and thickened slightly, returning to normal as blood and

pus leaked from wounds before they slowly closed, and a few moments later, Cindy sat back and
Zerrex stared at her, stunned, not needing to look at his legs to know they had healed themselves.
Cindy smiled tiredly at him… and Anathema shook her head as Sin smiled softly as well.
Still, Zerrex spent the night in the living quarters, mostly sleeping… but his daughters and
disciples were always there, and every now and then he‟d see different faces in the crowd:
Mercy, Lone and Mahihko, Balthazar, Sarah, Priest, and so many others as he fell in and out of
unconsciousness.
When morning came, he was alone except for Cindy and Anathema. The former was
snuggled quietly up to his chest, sleeping with her head on his breast… and the latter sat back
and watched curiously, before Sammy crawled up over her shoulder, chirping worriedly at
Zerrex, but the reptile smiled a bit, waving a hand at the skeletal pseudodragon as he murmured:
“I still honored my promise.”
Sammy leapt down and nipped his arm, and Zerrex huffed before shoving him off the
bed, the pseudodragon giving a squawk of outrage as Anathema smiled amusedly and shook her
head, the undead Naganatine saying softly: “You did, at the end of the day… but I think we
would have liked to see you in better shape.”
“It really didn‟t go that badly. Honestly.” Zerrex said quietly, and he looked up at the
ceiling, sighing a bit. “My powers… terrify me, Anathema. What terrifies me more is that
Chronos warned me about… Theologians, the same thing Jupiter said he was part of… and even
with all these incredible abilities, speed and strength and powers that let me defeat two ancient
gods at once… Jupiter still kicked my ass the last time I ran into him.”
“Then we‟ll kick his ass together next time.” Anathema said with a slight smile, and
Zerrex looked at her with surprise before she snorted, standing up, then making a face as Sammy
crawled quickly up her and hopped off to pounce on Zerrex‟s chest, skittering into Cindy and
making her snort as he ran over her face, then jumped on the back of the Drakkaren‟s head to
nibble at his hair. “I take my job and position very seriously, Zerrex. And… I…” She halted,
looked at Cindy, who still seemed to be peacefully asleep, before she mumbled: “I do love you.”
“That‟s sweet, Anathema.” Cindy murmured tiredly, and Anathema blushed a bit before
she turned around, grumbling and crossing her arms sourly, as Sammy chirped cheerfully and
Zerrex smiled despite himself. Then the female yawned and sat up slowly, blinking sleep out of
her eyes before she smiled down at her father, tracing a finger down his chest gently and leaning
down to kiss his forehead softly. “Hey, Daddy.”
“Hey, Cindy.” Zerrex smiled a bit up at her, and then he snorted in amusement as she
climbed up to her feet and immediately bent down to check on his bandaged lower legs, tapping
over them lightly and nudging the bandages aside to look at them. “Always so damn
businesslike.”
“Oh, go to hell.” she replied good-naturedly, then she slapped his shin lightly… and
when Zerrex only winced a bit, she nodded and motioned at the floor. “Can you stand up for
me?”
Zerrex glanced at Sammy, who chirped and shrugged his little bony shoulders, before the
reptile rolled his head back to look at Anathema… but she was only watching impatiently… or
was it anxiety in her eyes? She didn‟t say anything either way, and so Zerrex finally nodded a bit
as he slid his feet off the bed, climbing carefully up next to Cindy… and he winced a bit before
grasping his right leg, cursing under his breath at the throb that ran through it. “Yeah, it stings a
little, but just a little… I‟ll try taking a step, it‟s my damn bad leg that‟s acting up again…”

Cindy gazed at him with concern as the lizard bit his tongue, walking a few steps
forwards… and when he didn‟t fall on his face, he nodded with a grunt before looking back and
forth, and before Cindy could stop him, the Drakkaren hopped into the air, then he wheezed
loudly in pain when he landed, staggering forwards… which only made the pain worse. He
halted and mumbled, then carefully managed to stand straight as Anathema stared at him and his
daughter muttered into a palm, shaking her head slowly. “Well, it didn‟t hurt… much…”
“You‟re unbelievable.” Anathema said finally, and then she sighed, glancing over at
Cindy and pointing at her, the female looking surprised as the undead Naganatine ordered: “You.
Rest today, understood? You gave a lot of your energies up yesterday, and your body isn‟t used
to that, like his is.”
“Who… I… you can‟t tell me what to do!” Cindy spluttered, and then Zerrex pointed at
her and then at Anathema, and Cindy sighed, looking sour as she crossed her arms and looked at
Zerrex, asking: “Can I at least finish my work in the medical clinic, then? I swear it‟ll only take a
few hours, then I‟ll take the day off.”
Zerrex looked over at Anathema, and she grunted and nodded after a moment before
holding an arm out, and Sammy hopped up onto this, running over to curl around her shoulders
before she said mildly: “Zerrex, you‟re with me today, so I can keep an eye on you.”
The Drakkaren sighed, knowing it was pointless to argue, so he only nodded before
ducking and scrabbling under his bunk to pick up his dragon-headed cane, saying mildly to
Cindy: “Hopefully I‟ll catch you later. You know, if it‟s okay with the mistress here.”
“Eat me.” Anathema retorted, and then she grabbed Zerrex‟s arm and pulled him towards
the door, even as she asked hesitantly: “That‟s how you say it, right? Cherry taught me it.”
Cindy snorted in amusement, and Zerrex grumbled and rolled his eyes before he said
dryly: “Then remind me to kill Cherry later, okay? Anyway, where the hell are we even going?
I‟m sore and tired and for once wouldn‟t mind spending the day in bed. My feet are ouchies.”
Anathema only rolled her eyes with a sigh, however, and she led Zerrex carefully down
the stairs, then out the living quarters. Immediately, they were assailed by Priest, who picked his
father up in a hug and made him gasp for breath, and then he spent about ten minutes reassuring
him that he was alright, as Priest rambled about the power supplies were being set up and Driz
was all over the place but worried about him and that his arm was doing okay now.
Mercy appeared in the middle of the conversation, hugging her father tightly and talking
in her own way, using gestures and looks and glaring at Priest as both attempted to converse with
their father at once, and Anathema finally grabbed Zerrex and dragged him off, the reptile
wincing and waving an awkward goodbye to them both. She pulled him out past the gates and
into the forest, then pushed him into a sitting position against a tree before she leaned against
another, and he looked at her dumbly as she looked back, finally asking: “What?”
“Nothing.” Anathema said mildly, and then she glanced up as Sin approached, rolling her
eyes… but she was smiling a bit nonetheless. “Well, what a surprise to see you here.”
Sammy leaped down with a chirp, and Sin laughed quietly, bending and scratching along
his spine lightly to make the pseudodragon almost purr before she gazed fondly at Zerrex, halfbowing to him. “It‟s good to see you up and about… and well, sister, I was just finishing up
setting some runes around the encampment, to keep out unwanted eyes and ears. I figured it may
help the mortals some.”
Zerrex nodded a bit, and Anathema grunted before Sin gazed at Zerrex fondly, then sat
down beside him, touching his shoulder gently. Finally, Anathema came over from the tree and

sat on Zerrex‟s other side, and the reptile looked up through the canopy above at the sky, asking
quietly: “Do you think we‟ll be able to save this world?”
“Only if we can manage to save you, too, from whatever you‟ve stepped into.” Anathema
said softly, and Zerrex glanced at her sharply, but she only smiled dryly, looking back at him.
“Think about it. Even if you could just magically wash your powers away… then who would be
left to protect us? With power comes a responsibility towards others that should not be taken
likely… but likewise, the protected must not abuse the benefit. It‟s part of the reason why so
many people go to such lengths to show such kindness towards you, to serve you even… and it‟s
not something you should continuously refuse. It‟s a thin line between taking advantage of
something and taking what is owed… but a line you must tread nonetheless, because otherwise
people may start taking advantage of your kindness in protecting the world.”
“There are others, plenty of others.” Zerrex murmured, looking down as he traced shapes
quietly through the grasses, and Anathema snorted laughter. “What? I‟ve met people far more
powerful than me, that-”
“In the past.” Anathema said gently, and Sin murmured her agreement with a blush as she
cuddled herself against the Drakkaren‟s arm. “Now, you‟ve inherited unimaginable abilities. And
your powers, unlike Athéos, are not torn apart by lack of faith from others. And Gods know what
Athéos was truly capable of… maybe he could have destroyed you, if your terrible will hadn‟t
shaken his confidence so badly.”
Zerrex looked at her for a few moments, and then Sin glanced away, saying quietly: “I
don‟t honestly know if I can say I would fight for this world if you turned your back on it, Lord
Zerrex: there‟s always the Marquee Sur Noir, and other worlds and even other dimensions to go
to… and it seems so strange, we put so much stock and effort into defending these people, when
other people in the universe suffer and die every day, when worlds naturally die and break apart,
when monstrous, more-terrible things exist. Perhaps one day these mortals will start invading
other realms… and you would be torn then, between supporting an unfair invasion of another
world, to fighting the very people you love so much. It‟s why I‟m glad that my dedication is to
you, not to a world.”
“I have to do what‟s right, Sin.” Zerrex said quietly, but he knew what she meant
nonetheless: for all he knew, saving this world could inevitably lead to the creation of something
that destroyed the universe… he only knew that for now, there were innocent lives on board the
space colonies, and all of them had this world unfairly ripped from their hands… the least he
could do with these immense powers was give them their world back. “And likewise, of
course… saving the world may be what saves the universe. What proves that… people can work
together, at least to some degree, for some common good and rightness. That even the darkest of
us can change, that even… those with great powers, can use them for the benefit of others. Not
just themselves.”
Anathema grunted, and then she said quietly: “Just don‟t think all of us are so noble as
you, Zerrex. I agree with Sin… it‟s better to be dedicated to you than to this universe.” She
quieted, closing her eyes, and then she murmured: “Love‟s most dangerous weapon is the poison
she will whisper into your willing ear, enticing you to do things you had never dreamed of for
your most dear.”
“Theoretical question, Anathema… does that mean if I ordered you to go out there and let
yourself get gang-raped by a hundred big smelly monster things, you would willing summon and
be raped by said monsters, freaks, and-slash-or living dead?” Zerrex asked mildly, and Anathema

glared at him sourly, and then she turned a deep crimson as she mumbled something and looked
away, and Zerrex asked in a saccharine voice: “I‟m sorry, my dear heart, what?”
“Oh fuck you.” Anathema grumbled, but then she sighed and took his hand, squeezing
into it with both of hers as she began to play slowly with his claws, rubbing along them idly as
she mumbled: “Yeah, I would. Caring for someone makes idiots out of us all, I suppose… but I
would do anything you asked, and even enjoy it. Reflecting back on the fact I bound myself to
you, of all the beings in the world, I think sometimes it was an idiotic idea… but whether or not I
regret it, I honestly can‟t say.” She stopped, then looked at him with a hesitant smile. “You…
wouldn‟t ask me that, would you?”
Zerrex looked at her, at how naïve and innocent she seemed in that moment… and then
he smiled softly again at her, stroking her face gently as he half-turned to her, murmuring: “You?
Never… on the other hand, Sin, though…”
“Oh Zerrex.” Sin rolled her eyes, sounding exasperated, and Anathema and the
Drakkaren both laughed before the Naganatine joined in, and both sisters held tightly onto
Zerrex‟s arms, gazing at him warmly before they kissed either cheek, and it made Zerrex close
his eyes and relax with a smile, relaxing contentedly with the two in the comfortable quiet of the
trees.
The silence spun out as they sat there together in the calm and the quiet, and the reptile
swayed a bit with the two as he looked from one to the other quietly before finally he murmured:
“I don‟t think I ever want people to worship me, and especially not in churches or temples of any
sort. Maybe we could build a monastery one day, though, which we could operate to help people
who need it… I‟d love that. Or maybe we could be more like a cult, upgrade Sin‟s Tower some
more into a sick, twisted little realm of darkness… or hell, maybe I should just wait for the world
to be fixed, then make millions doing magic tricks and showing off you girls in skimpy outfits.”
“Because you know the only thing males want to see is my sexy body in a bikini.”
Anathema said drolly, and Sin giggled a bit behind a hand, as her sister motioned at her ribs and
pulsing heart.
“Well, in a neat little one-piece, all that would be covered nicely up. You‟d look like a
normal flat-chested girl.” Zerrex said blandly, and when Anathema glared at him, he smiled a bit
towards her, saying softly: “But I still prefer you more the way you are. All bones and organs
and beautiful you.”
Anathema mumbled a bit at this, glancing away… but she was smiling to herself
nonetheless, and Sin leaned in against the Drakkaren‟s other side, murmuring softly: “I do have
to agree with Lord Zerrex though, sister, and on both counts… besides, it‟s not like I would look
much better in any kind of getup such as that.”
“Like you‟d look better at all!” Anathema said in an offended voice, and then she
glowered at them both before her eyes flicked to the side as she muttered: “Every time you try
and settle down… something just has to rear its ugly head… usually something you don‟t want
around at all.”
Zerrex glanced up curiously, and then he tilted his head forwards as Julian peered out of
the trees, before hobbling forwards on his crutch, looking awkwardly at Zerrex. Zerrex looked
back, crossing his arms as the sisters pressed to either side of him, and the panther glanced
awkwardly back and forth before he cleared his throat and murmured: “I… I just wanted to… to
offer my apologies. I may have misjudged you, I guess… you… don‟t seem like an Old God
after all. It seems like you only do want what is honestly best for this world and… I mean, I
wanted to tell you where some other people are, if… if you‟re interested at all.”

“I‟m listening.” Zerrex said mildly, and he tilted his head forwards as Julian sighed, the
panther fidgeting on the spot before the Drakkaren pressed irritably: “I really don‟t have all day,
Julian, to let you weigh the moral quandaries of the situation. I‟d also like to point out that the
longer they stay out there in hiding, the greater the chance something nasty finds them before I
do. It‟s called „hiding‟ for a reason: besides, unless they‟re all super-powered, you were probably
their only means of defense. And where are you exactly now?”
The panther looked up in surprise at this thought, and then he winced and glanced away,
muttering: “A small town south of here, maybe two hours by vehicle… I think it‟s called
Latchkey Point.”
“Resort town, yeah. Big old fashioned buildings, a few docks on a river and the pond
they call a „lake.‟” Zerrex said mildly, frowning a bit. “Where did you put everyone, the
church?”
“And the museum.” Julian mumbled, not noticing or trying to ignore Zerrex‟s abrasive
tones. “Sturdy buildings, both of them, with-”
“One way in and one way out.” Zerrex shook his head a bit, and then he closed his eyes,
ignoring Julian‟s retort as he concentrated and said clearly in his mind: Marina, listen to me. I
need to send out a request, I’ll be back at the colony at a few minutes. Please explain to
whoever’s at the satellite uplink right now I need to talk to either Firenze or Albatross.
Okay Daddy. Marina‟s voice whispered into her father‟s mind, and when Zerrex opened
his eyes, Julian was looking at him strangely… but Anathema only sighed as Sin stood and
gently helped Zerrex up to his feet, before the Drakkaren rested forwards on his cane and said
dourly: “Listen, Julian. I know you mean well with everything, but I need you to not hide
anything from me anymore or judge me based on what you know about gods or the fact that I
kicked your skinny little butt into next week. My job here is to rescue mortals and rebuild this
planet, but this is a little bit time-sensitive: the mortal planet went into a self-destruction loop a
long time back, and the only way I can fix that is by repairing and reversing damage being done
even now by Mechanauts and Old Gods too insane to care who they hurt anymore. The more
mortals I can save, though, the better the chance at things working out… because it proves there
are people to save, and if that holds out true here, there‟s no reason it can‟t be true in other places
too.”
“I don‟t understand.” Julian said finally, and Zerrex glowered at him, bringing his cane
up and poking the panther with it hard enough to make him wheeze.
“If you‟re hiding anything at all from me, this is your chance to fess up, or I‟m going to
have to kick your ass again.” Zerrex said flatly, and the panther winced and glared at him, then
muttered to himself and staggered off on his crutch before the Drakkaren sighed and looked from
Anathema to Sin, mumbling: “Alright, well. I guess that‟s that. Let‟s go over to communications,
even I don‟t feel like taking a two-hour adventure today.”
“Good.” Anathema muttered, and the three headed back towards the colony, slipping
inside through the gate… and Zerrex was immediately picked up in a hug by Thor, who
immediately broke down into bawling that was almost childish as he swung the Drakkaren back
and forth through the air, making him yell inarticulately as Sin and Anathema winced at each
other and Loki stood in the background, head in his hands as he groaned.
“Brother Zerrex! Oh, how I have failed thee, how the mighty Thor has proven himself
only to be stupid and pathetic and weak! Oh, Zerrex, Zerrex of Hell, Zerrex of Kings, I fear that
thou shall never forgive mine most wretched, most cruel, most stupendously ridiculous trespass
against thee!” Thor wailed, the caracal throwing his head back, and then he squeezed Zerrex

against his body almost as if cradling him, the Drakkaren managing to give a short, tiny little
noise of pain as he felt like he was being crushed into a compact little case for his cane. “Here I
have promised to protect thee from all harm, and instead I brazenly fail to even say goodbye to
thee before the scoundrels do off with you, oh handsome lord among lizards!”
“Thor!” Loki finally shouted, and the caracal looked up dumbly before he said mildly:
“Perhaps you should put Lord Zerrex down before you hurt him any further.”
The feline frowned, then he looked down, where Zerrex was scrunched in his arms, the
reptile with his legs folded high up against his chest to either side of his cane, his shoulders
almost bent inwards from the crushing force of the huge godling and his arms reaching up past
Thor‟s head, the dragon-styled handle of the cane mashing into the Drakkaren‟s cheek… and the
thunder god winced and dropped the Drakkaren, but he was thankfully caught by Sin and
Anathema, who carefully helped him back up as the reptile leaned forwards on his cane, gasping
for air before Thor gently patted him on the back, blushing deeply. “Forgive me, Lord Zerrex,
mine head often ends up losing itself before mine mind can order mine body to safer regards…
be thee alright?”
The Drakkaren only mumbled something, and then he stretched slowly, wincing at the
cracks that went off throughout his body before he said finally: “I‟m fine, Thor. And thank you.
But I really have to go to headquarters now…”
“Allow me to accompany thou there, then!” Thor immediately scrubbed at his face, then
looked over at Loki when the otter muttered something and crossed his arms. “But brother, we
must! We failed in our duty to protect Zerrex from the wretches who sought to do such harm to
him, we must instead now protect him as best we can every waking moment.”
“I already have bodyguards…” Zerrex started, realizing even then that this line of speech
wouldn‟t work… so instead the Drakkaren went with a sneakier method, much as it pained him
to abuse Thor‟s little brain so. “Wait, Thor, have you seen the wolves already?”
“The little one and his brother? No, I have not… methinks they may be in the city.” Thor
said seriously, nodding, and Zerrex made a show of frowning, which immediately made the god
almost eagerly ask: “What, what is it? Something amiss that I may yet fix for thee?”
“Well, they might be in danger in that case… the wolves have always been magnets for
trouble, and who knows what other gods could be wandering around…” Zerrex said slowly, and
Thor immediately puffed his chest out, almost waving his arms as Loki looked at him with
disbelief. “I was hoping to send someone out to check up on them, since I can‟t do it myself-”
“I‟ll take the job!” Thor said immediately, pumping a fist towards the sky, and then he
leapt upwards, declaring: “Let none who seek to harm the wolves pass within the reach of mine
hammer! Come, brother Loki! Come, we must now be off!”
The caracal bounded off, and the otter sighed, shaking his head slowly before he crossed
his arms and said mildly: “You really shouldn‟t encourage him, you know. Especially around
those two. Next thing you know they‟ll be adopting his annoying speech patterns and swinging
little mallets around like assholes.”
Zerrex tilted his head towards Loki even as he walked off, Anathema snickering in
amusement and Sin looking at Zerrex with both exasperation and a bit of a smile. “What do you
care, Loki? After all, that would just be something else to frustrate me.”
The otter snorted at this, and then he sighed when Thor yelled in the distance, before
snapping his fingers and vanishing in a puff of smoke… and Zerrex shook his head as he walked
towards the main operations building with the two Naganatine, Anathema saying mildly: “He

does kind of have a point though. Those two idiots are a pain in the ass to begin with: if they start
pretending to be Thor, it‟ll make them even harder to deal with.”
“They‟re not so bad, Anathema. They just take getting used to.” Zerrex replied with a bit
of a smile, and the undead Naganatine snorted and rolled her eyes in dry amusement. Then the
Drakkaren glanced up as Marina walked out of the front door of what had once been a motel,
stepping over the clean, freshly-painted balcony with a soft smile to motion for him to go inside,
and the reptile smiled a bit at her, walking in and raising a hand to a demon sitting behind the
counter in what was now a miniature lobby, and the large Wrath demon scrambled to his feet and
bowed, before wincing when his headset fell off his smooth skull and pattered to the ground
below.
Zerrex smiled a bit as he walked through the empty waiting room and let himself through
an armored security door, stepping into the long hallway beyond… and the Drakkaren‟s eyes
flicked back and forth as Sin asked curiously: “Why hasn‟t your daughter followed us?”
“She doesn‟t need to.” Zerrex said softly, feeling Marina‟s mental fingers tickling
through his mind… and then he pointed at the last door on the left, grumbling: “I can never
remember the layout of this place for some reason… I think that‟s it, though.”
Thankfully, the Drakkaren was right: none of the armored doors were labeled yet, but
inside it was a desk, several comfortable chairs, and shelves lining the walls, stuffed with files,
journals, and books… and atop the large desk, a massive flatscreen monitor and several cameras,
allowing for video conferencing with even Hell. When Zerrex sat down, he was unsurprised to
see that a link was already being slowly established with the Hez‟Rannan space colony, Asylum:
but then again, Hell could only be contacted at certain times during their rotation, some complex
thing to do with the orbit of the satellites around the planet.
Then the link flickered, and Zerrex was left looking at Albatross, who smiled tiredly at
him despite his well-advanced years. It wasn‟t uncommon for Dragokkaren to live to ages of two
hundred and over, but the lizard knew it wasn‟t entirely pleasant… yet if anyone deserved a long
and prosperous life it was Cole Albatross, Admiral now in the space colonies and Commanderin-Chief of Hez‟Ranna. “Lord Zerrex… it‟s good to see you.”
“Better to see you, Albatross. I‟m amazed you‟re still holding up.” Zerrex smiled a bit,
and then he asked curiously: “How‟s Asylum doing?”
“Our engineers and some creative minds from Hell have been working together, and
they‟ve come up with a plan to land Asylum right in the old hangar in Uroboros, after they make
sure the hangar can handle that… then they want to literally start rebuilding the old city right
overtop her. Keep her as a kind of… legendary time capsule, and a city beneath the city, in case
it should ever be needed again.” Albatross replied softly, and he yawned slowly, adjusting the tie
of his wrinkleless suit. “What about yourself, Zerrex? You look a little beaten up.”
Zerrex snorted in amusement as Anathema sat down in one of the armchairs, lounging
back, while Sin only stayed politely at the side, paging through documents on the shelves with
interest. “You know me, every now and then I end up biting off a lot more than I can chew… but
oh, right. Do you have clearance to authorize a shuttle launch? I hear there‟s some survivors two
hours away from here, in a town called Latchkey Point, but… I‟m obviously not in any condition
to check the situation out myself.”
Albatross looked musing at this, and then he tapped his chin, saying slowly: “Asylum is
on the other side of the planet right now, Zerrex… but let me see here…” He paused, leaning
over to what Zerrex guessed was a computer and tapping something in… and then he said after a
moment: “Heosphoros is sending down a vulture team in an hour or two. Their coordinates are

currently Valise… but if I pull some strings, I can probably send them to Latchkey instead in a
larger escort-class shuttle, then have them drop the survivors at your colony. Think they can
survive that long?”
“They‟ve apparently been surviving there for eleven years now, Albatross… so yeah. I‟ll
send someone from here to scout ahead, make sure everything‟s okay there, though, just in case.”
Zerrex nodded, and he smiled at Albatross, adding quietly: “In five or six days, I‟ll be heading to
Hez‟Ranna, in other news, start… building up the colony there. Any areas you want me to work
on specifically?”
“I know, Lord Zerrex, I do read the reports.” Albatross said softly, but he was smiling
himself, before he said thoughtfully: “And well… we want to work around Uroboros, so
somewhere around that area… although it is up to you.” He stopped, then shook his head slowly.
“It‟s strange. I‟m both sad and… overjoyed when I think of returning to my country. Hez‟Ranna
has been burned to ashes… and yet I truly have come to believe we can build something from
those ashes, however toxic they might have become with eleven years of being a burning ground
for the Primordials and the Old Gods.”
The Drakkaren nodded, laughing a bit as he said quietly: “But I do believe the same
myself, and I have good reason to, I think.” Zerrex glanced down at his hands, flexing them
slowly and losing himself in thought for a moment… and then he shook his head, glancing up
with a smile. “But thanks, Albatross. I appreciate all this. I‟d better get back to resting now,
though, or someone‟s going to kick my ass.”
“Good.” Albatross smiled at him, then he said softly: “Good luck, Lord Zerrex. Don‟t
think any of us are going to forget how much you‟ve done for this world.”
“Thanks Albatross. Good luck to you too.” Zerrex replied quietly, half-wanting to argue
that he wasn‟t doing anything… but by now he realized that would be pointless, so instead he
only nodded and tapped a button on the monitor, terminating the link. He sighed, resting back in
the chair… and then glanced sourly over his shoulder at Anathema when she snorted in
amusement. “You‟re a jerk.”
“You‟re one to talk. What makes someone a bigger jerk than convincing themselves
they‟re the reason for all the bad in the world?” Anathema asked drolly, raising her arms to either
side, and the lizard only looked at her sourly before he grumbled and stood up with a wince, his
leg pulsing with pain and making him even grouchier.
Anathema jumped up to her feet herself, and Sin turned around, walking over to touch the
Drakkaren‟s arm gently… and he gazed at her for a moment before sighing and smiling a bit, and
the three made their way into the corridor and eventually outside. Zerrex glanced at Marina as
they stepped out onto the balcony… but she only gestured in front of herself, where Priest and
Cherry were shoving at each other grumpily as Huck tried to force his way around them, but the
engineer kept getting knocked over by one or the other as they sidestepped back and forth,
Cherry immediately shouting: “Send me, Boss, I‟m the best!”
“Fuck that, I‟m a better driver!” Priest retorted, and Cherry gasped and covered her
mouth, giving him enormous eyes as Priest put his hands on his hips, tilting his muzzle
arrogantly upwards as he added in a superior voice: “Far better than a girl.”
Cherry growled and tackled him, and Priest yelped before they rolled back and forth,
knocking Huck sprawling before Zerrex rolled his eyes and walked past the three of them,
Marina glowering at the group before the male Drakkaren glanced up as a figure made of dark
energy left the power station, looking grumpy as he often did. “Driz!”

Driz glanced up, and then he half-frowned at the sight of his father, asking him moodily:
“Aren‟t you supposed to be in bed? And what are dumb, dumber, and dumbest over there
doing?”
Zerrex glanced over his shoulder, to where Cherry was strangling Priest as he tried to
shove her off, and Huck squawked, pinned under Cherry‟s rump against the huge Dragokkaren‟s
stomach. “Being morons. Do you mind doing me a favor and going out to check on some people
at Latchkey Point, a town a few hours from here? You can get there fastest, let them know
what‟s going on and stuff…”
Driz looked at Zerrex as if waiting for a punchline… and when he realized a few
moments later it wasn‟t a joke, he snorted and gestured at himself, his body sizzling as his white
hair floated slowly back and forth around his features. “You may not have noticed, Dad, but I‟m
kind of made of energy. Besides, I‟m not even sure if the power cables connect that far… unlike
what Dumb and Dumber over there seem to think, I can only repair things so fast.”
Cherry looked up at this, then frowned as she halted in mid-throttle of Priest, asking
mildly: “Does that make me Dumbest?”
Then Priest slapped her across the face and knocked her sprawling with a squawk, and
she squeaked as both him and Huck tackled her, rolling backwards and knocking over Marina as
she stepped off the patio… and the psychic sat up with a snarl that made the three halt in midbattle, then trade looks before scrambling away, Marina giving chase and shouting furiously after
them. Zerrex and Driz gave matching sighs as Anathema cackled and Sin only looked confused,
and then the dark-energy demon muttered: “Oh, who the fuck am I kidding, anything‟s better
than here right now. Fine, I‟ll go and check… but I just want to be clear about something, and
it‟s that I need to go back to Hell on the next shuttle. This place is making me start to fall apart…
I don‟t know if it‟s the atmosphere or gravity or lack of corruption, but it really bothers me that
five minutes outside an electrical source, and I can do this.”
Driz grabbed his arm and jerked on it, and the limb detached entirely from his body with
a few sparks of dark energy, making Zerrex wince before the demon reattached it with a
grumble… and Anathema snorted, reaching out and tearing her own arm off before she waved it
around, saying contemptuously: “That‟s not such a neat trick.”
She snapped her arm back into place, and Driz only glared at her silently for a few long
moments before he headed back into the power room, and Zerrex looked mildly at Anathema,
who crossed her arms and shrugged, snorting in amusement. “Well, it wasn‟t!”
“You are such a bitch sometimes.” the Drakkaren said finally, and then he sighed,
rubbing slowly at his forehead before he headed towards the living quarters, mumbling: “I feel
like I need a nap before Thor comes back and squeezes me some more.”
After five days of resting interspersed with small events that included Thor‟s triumphant
return with Lone and Mahihko, the wolves looking stupid and confused, more than a dozen
mortal refugees who looked tired and ill being dropped off by a salvage crew that included Reia,
who flatly refused to leave even after Zerrex argued with her for twenty minutes, and a cargo
drop with Hell that also took Driz back home, the Drakkaren was getting ready to head to
Hez‟Ranna… and then he cursed as a can bounced off his head, glaring at a black-scaled
dragoness wearing a thermal suit as she flicked the long white scales that fell from her head back
with one hand, asking for the fiftieth time: “And why can‟t I go again?”
“Because, like I keep telling you, the area‟s still full of poison, in some cases even
corrosive smog. I would rather not see you your scales melted off your body.” Zerrex muttered,

and then he added flatly: “Besides, I already let you stay here instead of knocking you out and
throwing you on that ship.”
“Right, that‟s right. If you ever do that again, I swear to god I‟ll shoot you right in the
face.” Reia threatened, pointing at him accusingly, and Zerrex grumbled before the dragoness
turned around, touching one of the trees quietly as she added softly: “But how could I stay up in
space when this place is finally really coming together… I can do a lot more good down here
than up there. I‟m no grunt, Zerrex.”
“I know that.” the Drakkaren softened, smiling a bit as he stood up… and she turned
around, smiling back at him before he walked over to sit against the wall of the colony, and she
joined him after a moment, the two resting side-by-side and looking up at the sky above as the
lizard said finally: “You sure you‟re going to be okay here, though? It‟ll be a while before I can
set up the satellite uplinks in Uroboros… we‟re going to be operating mainly out of the stone
buildings that remained, and while some of them held up surprisingly well, even after all the fire
that rampaged through there, we won‟t be able to salvage many materials. I‟ll have to rely on
cargo drops… and some of the stuff I‟m asking for is expensive as hell.”
“Money.” Reia snorted, and Zerrex agreed silently, nodding slowly. It was a sad fact that
they had to stick to a budget still… but not everyone was able to understand the truth of how
close they all were to extinction, or simply refused to believe it. Like proving anything that could
prove calamitous… for every few people that believed, there would be ten counter-productive
people, working as hard as they could to make it look like you were a communist, a criminal, or
a nutjob. And I’d prefer to be all three of those things than right about this one thing.
“You‟re quiet.” Reia kicked his foot lightly, and Zerrex grunted at her, which made her
roll her eyes and nudge him with her elbow. “Come on, talk to me. I mean, we‟ve been friends
for how long now?”
“Yeah, but most of that time I spent far away from you, getting killed or my ass kicked.”
Zerrex said blandly, and Reia only rolled her eyes and smiled, kicking him again. The reptile
huffed a bit at her, but then he sighed as he put his hands behind his head, saying quietly: “I
dunno. I guess I‟m just worried about things… after dealing with Chronos and Ennui, I don‟t
know if I‟m ready to take on Jupiter. And I‟m scared that something bad is going to happen…
that… you know, I won‟t… I won‟t be able to protect any of you, whatever insane powers I have
in this body of mine.”
Reia looked at him for a little while, and then she finally smiled a bit, taking him by the
arm as she stood and tugging him to his feet… and the reptile looked down at her curiously as
she gazed up and said softly, poking his chest firmly: “Look, Zerrex. My advice is just to not be
stupid this time around… have you ever noticed that every time you get your ass handed to you,
it‟s because you go it alone? You don‟t have to fight alone… you aren‟t worthless.” She looked
up at him quietly, her dark, dark blue eyes gazing deeply into his emerald as she repeated quietly
but firmly: “You aren‟t worthless… and you aren‟t alone in this, so don‟t fight everything like
you are.”
Zerrex looked back at her for a few moments… and then he smiled and punched her
shoulder gently, saying quietly: “Well, at least I know you always got my back, huh?”
“That‟s right, Zer. Useful as I‟ll be.” Reia replied with a smile, and then she shoved at
him when he put her in a headlock, the reptile letting himself stagger before she shook her head
slowly, glancing up at him with dry amusement. “You‟re such a tool.”

“Oh, go to hell.” Zerrex replied airily, and then they both looked up as a rumbling
sounded overhead, the reptile murmuring: “Sounds like my ride is here, though. Come on, they
should be carrying a cargo shipment, too.”
Reia nodded, and the two jogged lightly around the wall of the colony, emerging after a
few minutes in front of the landing pad, where a small cruiser like the one that had dropped off
Selena sat, the engine slowly cooling down as the pilot leaned out of his open cockpit, talking to
Priest. Huck was already at work, pulling crates out of the hold… and Zerrex and the dragoness
walked over, the reptile taking a crate from him as he leaned out of the hold with a relieved
smile, and Reia walked over to the magnetic trolley, tapping at the control panel to activate it as
the lizard carefully put the crate atop a few others.
Then Huck hopped down, saying mildly: “Small drop this time around, but I guess that‟s
to be expected… this ain‟t exactly a cargo ship and all, and Balthazar won‟t let Priest order any
more parts to build his special toys. Hey, wait, girly, can you push that thing?”
Reia shot Huck a scathing look, and he winced and carefully put the crate into place
before Reia grunted and pushed the magnetic lift off towards the colony. Huck leered at her
back, and Zerrex shoved him roughly, making him squeak before he held up his hands in a
gesture of surrender, the mechanic sighing wistfully before he adjusted his loose coveralls. “Oh,
to have your luck with the babes… anyway, Boss, are you sure we‟re going to be okay in
Hez‟Ranna? I love the place, but what about supplies and shit?”
“Albatross launched three cargo capsules from Asylum, they should have landed by
now.” Zerrex replied mildly, and then he glanced at him, frowning a bit as Priest and the pilot
continued to argue behind Huck. “He… knows he‟s not coming along, right?”
“I think he‟s trying to bargain his way on board. He‟s been grouchy about not getting to
go, but hey, I called rank. By which I mean I am so fucking thankful you chose me instead of
him and I will seriously get down on my knees right now and-” Huck stopped, clearing his throat
when Zerrex looked at him flatly. “Sorry, sorry. I‟m excited, okay? And the mothballs are
coming, too, I can understand that with how useful they are… but Anathema and Sin? Don‟t get
me wrong, Anathema is a hoot at parties and Sin‟s a babe and not someone I‟d ever want to get
on the bad side of… but what about your girls?”
Zerrex glanced over his shoulder as a small procession exited the colony, and he smiled a
bit as he saw Cindy and Cherry and Marina among them, saying quietly: “They‟re going to be
okay, Huck… and besides. Once Hez‟Ranna is set up, I can start culling more people from
here… but first, the mortals that are here have to be allowed to adjust and heal from the ordeals
some of them went through… those people the salvage crew rescued were in rough shape.”
Huck nodded slowly, saying quietly as he glanced sideways at the approaching people:
“You‟re scared someone‟s gonna attack here while you‟re gone.”
“Yeah. Think of this as leaving them a welcoming party if they do.” Zerrex replied
quietly, and then he smiled a bit as he glanced over at the group, Mercy approaching and
hugging him tightly before she gazed up at him silently… and he nodded as Anathema walked
over to glance around the shuttle, as Sin took her place courteously at one side of Zerrex. “Come
on, no big goodbyes. Besides, gods know I‟ll probably be travelling back and forth… and after
we find a proper encampment, our first order of business will be setting up a satellite link
anyway.”
Huck grunted something about wishes and fishes, and Zerrex glowered at him before
Sarah hopped out of the crowd, holding out a six-pack of plastic bottles of Frost with a blush.
“We wanted you to have this before you left, Zerrex… it‟s not much, I know, but… I know

you‟ve always loved this, ever since you and me and Mel and Mary all lived in Baskin‟s
Grove… who knew Comfort Town days would be the simplest ones we‟d live, huh?”
Zerrex smiled a bit at the collie, and then he leaned forwards and kissed her forehead, and
she blushed furiously before almost falling over… and Mercy gazed up at him softly, and Zerrex
nodded, murmuring quietly: “I promise to take care of myself, I do… but you all better do the
same. Girls, you gotta take care of each other… don‟t fight too much between yourselves,
okay?”
“Okay Daddy.” Marina said softly, gazing at her father lovingly… and Cherry grunted as
she crossed her arms, while Cindy smiled quietly and wrapped an arm around either sister. For
once, Marina allowed it, closing her eyes and reaching up to squeeze Cindy‟s hand quietly, as
she added gently: “We‟ll be good, I promise.”
“We‟ll take care of Daddy!” Mahihko said firmly, popping up out of seemingly nowhere
beside Zerrex and almost startling him, and then he smiled warmly as Lone jogged up to the
group, panting and looking tiredly at the smaller lupine as he hugged his father, then stared with
big eyes at the shuttle, immediately bouncing over to it and leaping up into it. Lone, meanwhile,
mumbled under his breath, and he awkwardly followed his smaller half, almost running into the
shuttle before scrabbling into the passenger hold after him.
“Are we ready to be off, then?” Thor asked curiously, and then he walked up to the
shuttle, poking at it and murmuring: “Another wondrous mortal flying contraption… Loki, my
brother, have you ever seen the like?”
“Yes, Thor. I have. For many, many years.” the otter said flatly, and then he rolled his
eyes, brushing past them and climbing into the passenger bay, calling over his shoulder: “Are we
going or not?”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but then he nodded as he looked down at Mercy, patting her cheek
gently… and she smiled at him, nodding firmly after a moment, and the reptile turned to jump in
next, Huck following, then Anathema and Sin. Finally, Thor peered at the ship suspiciously,
before he too climbed in, the shuttle rocking visibly with the entrance of the enormous caracal…
and he squished himself awkwardly into a seat between Loki and Huck, resting his hands on his
knees and asking curiously: “What is the magical phrase to activate this mechanical dragon?
How shall we be away?”
Loki rolled his eyes as Cherry approached the side of the machine with Priest, the two
shoving against each other before the female said firmly, pointing at Zerrex: “You. Make sure
your ass comes back alive.”
“Yeah, Dad. No picking fights with godlings while we ain‟t there.” Priest added, and
Cherry nodded with a grunt before the two stepped back, and Marina made a simple flicking
gesture with her hand as she smiled softly, and the door to the vehicle slid closed. Zerrex smiled
a bit, looking down at the bottles of Frost in his hands, Anathema and Sin on either side of him,
and Mahihko and Lone sitting across from each other, the little wolf bouncing in his seat and
giggling and Lone poking at Loki‟s trenchcoat, as the otter pointedly ignored everything around
him.
A minute later, Zerrex winced at the rumbling that went up, and Thor looked back and
forth with a growl, but Loki only told him to shut up… and then they were in the air, flying
through the atmosphere as the reptile reflected they at least got the quick ride this time to their
destination, before he sighed and looked down, feeling both anxious to be back to work and
strange sadness at the fact he‟d had to leave so many people behind… but he knew that he
couldn‟t risk taking too much away from the colony, just in case any Old Gods did decide to lay

siege to it now that he was gone… and of course, the operations in Hez‟Ranna wouldn‟t be able
to support more than a minimal group right now.
He rubbed at his head slowly, but this was the way it had to be: on-site preparation for the
most part, no extra cargo or things. If they really did need something, Zerrex could simply shoop
to the colony they‟d established, rest for a little while, then shoop back… but the satellite images
and area scans he‟d been sent from Albatross suggested that a lot of the underground areas of
Hez‟Ranna were still intact, and many of the ancient stone buildings of Uroboros were still
standing tall, the fire unable to destroy the goliath structures of inflammable golden rock. Unlike
in Ire, they wouldn‟t be working out of scratch this time… these buildings, many of them
standing since Dragokkaren had first built them countless millennia ago, would make excellent
encampments and shelter. They would have to modify a few of them here and there, but Zerrex
thought that since they had withstood Primordial flame, they would withstand a little picking and
poking here and there.
After two very frustrating hours trapped with an over-talkative Thor and Huck, who only
aggravated the situation to piss off Loki, the shuttle landed long enough for them to pile out at
the coordinates Zerrex had requested… and then it took off, the pilot not staying to chat as
Zerrex watched him vanish into the reddish sky, likely heading back towards Asylum. The
Drakkaren stood for a moment, looking into the air and realizing how different the sky was here,
how much more crimson it was than in Ire… and he shook his head slowly, murmuring softly:
“Well, we‟ll fix that in time.”
“Fix what?” Thor asked curiously, but Zerrex only smiled at him before he motioned
around the area, and the caracal glanced back and forth around the square they stood in, littered
with a few charred remnants of wood and debris, smoke still rising from some of the buildings.
A few had been smashed by something, but most of them stood tall, scorched and visibly
weakened here or there… and Thor nodded slowly as he took it all in, saying quietly: “I fear that
the legends of the Old Gods are all true, although mine brother has told me many a time they
rightly all are stuff of fact and not of vainglorious myth. How can I aid thee in this noble
endeavor to repair such a nation I imagine was once so beauteous, oh humble Lord Zerrex?”
“Ask Huck, he‟s the construction expert here.” Zerrex said quietly, glancing over at the
Dragokkaren… but he was currently kneeling near a building, a hand out as if to support himself,
and Zerrex reached a hand out to grasp Thor‟s forearm, saying softly: “Wait, maybe we should
give him a minute.”
“Nonsense!” Thor said firmly, and then he shook free and walked over, kneeling down
and simply hugging Huck against his chest, and the Dragokkaren looked shocked as his head was
pulled against Thor‟s armor, the warrior god gently patting the other tall male on the chest
without any reserve, without any embarrassment, as he said quietly: “Fear not, mine companion,
we shall restore this native land of yours to its glory. Fair Midgard, your beauty did fain most
wonderfully compare to that of even Asgard so upon high… and yet here, here we now sit in
ashes, reaped by the unholy unrighteous flame of enemies most wicked! Glorious land, what has
become of thee?”
Then both Huck and Thor burst into tears, hugging each other tightly for comfort, and Sin
touched her own metallic cheek awkwardly as Anathema simply shook her head, and Loki
sighed, muttering: “Oh, this can‟t get worse.”
Then a trembling Mahihko exploded into tears and jumped at the otter, clutching him and
sobbing loudly, and Loki winced and tried to pull him off as Lone looked around, paling a bit at

the sight and the reek… before turning, stumbling away, and vomiting loudly, and Zerrex
winced, all variety of emotions tugging and tearing at his mind before he mumbled: “Oh hell.”
First, he walked over and gently pried Mahihko from Loki, who brushed at the tears on
his coat as he staggered away, before the reptile hefted the little wolf into one arm, cradling him
against his body… then he walked over to Lone, patting him on the back as he vomited again,
before he massaged gently up and down his spine, murmuring: “It‟s okay, kid. Don‟t fight it,
you‟ll only make it worse… and believe me, it can‟t be worse than the reek of decay in the air.”
Lone gargled and gagged, but then he spat a few times, snorting and sneezing and wiping
convulsively at his face… but Zerrex murmured a cleansing spell as he pushed down into his
back, and the wolf twitched before he snorted and coughed, rasping: “Thanks Dad… I… I think
that got the worst of it, anyway… fuck, that… that stink, though…”
“I know.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he carefully put Mahihko down as the wolf‟s
crying died down to sniffles, and he and Lone traded a quick hug before both of them seemed to
recover visibly, as Loki kicked apart Huck and pulled Thor back to his senses, the warrior god
looking embarrassed as Huck hopped to his feet, glaring moodily around. “Let‟s walk a little
towards the hanger, everyone.”
Sin and Anathema nodded, and they automatically formed a procession: Zerrex led with
Mahihko and Lone toddling behind him, the wolves holding hands silently as Anathema hugged
herself, following the two and looking back and forth, and Sin soothingly rubbed her back, as
Huck stormed along behind them and Loki and Thor came last, Thor rubbing awkwardly at his
head as Loki grumbled to him in some other language.
They walked like this for some time, before Zerrex frowned as he saw something sticking
out of the road in the distance… before Huck darted past Anathema, almost flattening Mahihko
before he shot past Zerrex and ran up to what looked like a massive dart, hugging it tightly with a
gleeful look. The Drakkaren made a face, and then he approached the ten-foot tall, thick object…
and he realized that it was actually a rocket, before Huck hammered on it and roughly a quarter
of the outer paneling fell away with a hiss and a bit of steam, Thor raising his fists but Loki
elbowing him quickly as Huck announced: “It‟s a supply capsule!”
“What the hell are we supposed to do with this?” Zerrex asked sharply, gesturing at the
capsule and feeling absurdly ripped off. It was tall, yes, and it was obviously stacked with
goodies… but unlike a crate, there was no way they could fit metal sheeting in or any of the
many other valuables they required… and the Drakkaren was further consternated by another
fact he quickly brought to attention. “And how the hell do we move it?”
“We carry it, duh.” Huck said mildly, and then he winced at Zerrex‟s dark look. “Well,
who shat in your cereal? Listen, the capsules usually fall in close-knit groups, unless something
goes miserably wrong, so the other ones should be around here somewhere… let me see what
Albossatross dropped us to work with here, you other guys should separate and… if it‟s okay
with you, I mean, Mister Director of Operations.”
Zerrex looked at Huck sourly, and then he muttered: “Fine. Everyone, listen to Huck. I
guess we gotta split up and look for the last two capsules then… but where are we going to bring
them?”
“What about over there?” Huck asked dumbly, pointing at a large stone building down
the street, and Zerrex frowned at it: tall, rectangular, relatively undamaged… and it looked like
there were melted steel shutters covering most of the windows, too. “It must have been some
kind of important building… and it doesn‟t look like it‟s in bad shape.”

Zerrex rubbed at his forehead softly, and then he said finally: “Thor and Loki will go…
that way.” Zerrex pointed down the street. “And Mahihko and Lone can try and search… that
way.” Zerrex pointed towards a narrow alley, barred by some melted debris. “See if you can find
high points and look for other capsules. When you find them, signal with… Thor, I‟m sure you
can create some lightshow in the sky. Mahihko, can you do fireworks?”
“Yes sir, Daddy!” Mahihko beamed, throwing his hands up… and Thor clapped and
laughed raucously when purple and pink explosions of neon lit up the sky above his head, the
wolf looking proudly up at his father before he blushed and smiled at Thor, who walked over and
clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to knock him over, but the wolf only giggled on the
ground as Lone sighed and helped him to his feet.
Zerrex looked at the two, and then he glanced at Anathema and Sin, saying quietly: “I
want you two to wait here, watch for their signals, then help Huck and the others move the things
when they‟re ready. I‟m going to go check out the stability of the building ahead.”
The others nodded, and Zerrex jogged over to the stone structure without further ado,
glancing awkwardly back and forth and then down at the ashen streets. He frowned as he reached
the front doors, unsurprised to find they were made of steel and had melted together… but
whatever Hez‟Rannan runes had been on them had melted with them, meaning the Drakkaren
had no clue at all what this building was. As he looked over its tall, imposing structure, at the
way it had obviously been fortified over the years and the fact they were in a business sector, he
guessed it was a lab of some sort… or possibly a barracks, and the Drakkaren mused a bit before
he walked around the side of the building and into a narrow alley, cursing under his breath as he
stumbled over some of the rubble before his eyes settled on a shutter that had visibly warped in a
low window.
The reptile simply tore this off and tossed it aside: it was so damaged that he thought a
mortal could have done it with ease. He then slid carefully in, wincing as his boots crunched
broken glass beneath his feet… but the room was in surprisingly good condition, considering
how long it had been surrounded by flames for. Books here and there on metal shelves had
obviously spontaneously combusted, and computers were wrecked hulks on charred remnants of
desks… but the metal shelves themselves were only slightly-warped, although so brittle that one
snapped when Zerrex touched it, the lizard leaping away as it collapsed.
The security door leading into the corridor was ajar, and thus the corridor itself was
covered in burn scars, melted metal that was still hot in a few places, and ash… but the other
doors had been shut, and the Drakkaren cursed under his breath at the resistance of a pair of large
size fire doors that had fused together, raising a foot and booting them hard, and the melted metal
snapped as a hinge joint burst out of place on the wall, swinging back slightly before the lizard
yanked hard on them and tore them open. One of the doors locked in position, gaping like an
idiot mouth as the other swung back into place when the handle snapped off in Zerrex‟s hand,
and he made a face, but then ducked through them… and looked curiously back and forth as he
stepped into a large reception area, the barricade of chairs and desks at the front of the area burnt
and heavily charred, and the floor around there covered in fused metal and ugly, broken steel…
but it otherwise looked only as if it had been unused for some time, a bit of ash here and there
but little else wrong with it.
The Drakkaren approached the barricade first, dismantling it slowly and carefully, not
wanting to be covered in an avalanche of melted metal… but it didn‟t take long nonetheless, and
the lizard was able to finally push both hands against the steel doors leading out and shove hard.
And when that failed to do anything, the lizard narrowed his eyes in frustration, then slammed

both palms into the doors as he released an unfocused blast of energy from either hand at the
same, blowing them completely off in a burst of blue light, both heavy chunks of metal flying
into the air.
One smashed into the building opposite as the other flipped lazily upwards, then sailed
down and crashed into the street, standing for a few moments before tipping and clunking loudly
against the ground like an oversized coin, and Zerrex cleared his throat awkwardly as Anathema,
Sin, Huck, Thor, and Loki all stared, and Lone yelled from on top of a building nearby, pumping
a fist in the air. Then Zerrex clapped his hands together, glancing at the two capsules laying on
the ground nearby, and he walked over to pick one up with a grunt, saying mildly: “Come on
now, we don‟t got all damn day.”
Anathema snorted laughter as she picked up the other capsule, before Thor smiled and
plucked it away from her, saying kindly: “Now, a lady such as yourself should not be forced to
do such work! Please, allow me.”
“Well thanks.” Anathema said mildly, and then, as Thor turned away, she pulled her arm
off and threw it between his ankles, and Thor yelped and tripped, falling with a loud clatter on
top of the capsule as Loki laughed and pointed, the caracal looking embarrassed as Anathema
said mildly: “Oh, my apologies. I‟m such a butterfingers.”
She reached down and picked her arm up, snapping it back into place before lifting the
capsule and literally walking over Thor, the feline grunting as her feet stomped across his back
and over his skull, before he looked dreamily at her back as he supported his chin on his hands,
saying to Loki: “Now that, mine brother, is a female worth true admiration… such beauty, such
strength, and such a lovely sense of mischief not unlike yours…”
“That is a female out of even your reach, Thor.” Loki said mildly, and then he sighed and
walked over, brushing his brother off as Sin and Huck headed past with amused smiles, before
the otter carefully hefted the feline to his feet. “Go help out those two wolves you like so much,
idiot.”
“Excellent idea, brother!” Thor nodded firmly and turned around, laughing as he ran
forwards and leapt high into the air, easily catching the lip of the roof to jackknife onto it and
make Lone yelp, and then Loki rolled his eyes and headed into the main room, glancing back and
forth suspiciously as he crossed his arms as Zerrex and Huck dug through electronic
components.
Then Huck looked up with a triumphant grin, holding a small metal box above his head
as he said cheerfully: “See, I knew Albossatross wasn‟t such a fucking stiff! This is a wide-range
transceiver box… now we just need to find the goddamn antennae for it, and we can put this
baby on the rooftop of… hell, this building should be tall enough, and we can almost instantly
rig up communications. Fuckin‟ Albatross, always thinking ahead… goddamn glad we don‟t
have to rig up some bulky monster thing like we did back at the main colony.”
Zerrex grunted, and then he stood up as he pulled out what looked like a cylinder…
except with a tug on it, it extended into a long, thin arm. “This the antennae?”
“Excellent.” Huck snatched it, then quickly screwed it into the transceiver box,
muttering: “Fuck, if only we had a satellite dish… maybe we can forage one around here, there
must be at least a few chunks of metal people saved. Or maybe hell, down in the hangar pit…
hey Boss, you think that old space cannon still works?”
The Drakkaren snorted at this, shaking his head with dry amusement. “I don‟t think we
can use it for anything even if it does. But they did store all kinds of parts down there, didn‟t
they? I guess once we‟re set up, we‟ll have to organize the group so we can efficiently start

salvaging operations without leaving our base undefended… not that I think there was much here
apart from those two Primordials.”
Sin and Anathema both nodded, and then the Drakkaren looked up as Thor trotted in,
Lone under one arm and Mahihko clinging to his neck, the capsule over his other shoulder as he
said cheerfully: “Ho, friends! I believe this is the final capsule which had been sought out.
Excuse mine impudence, but also have I taken the liberty of carrying thy little lupine children,
Lord Zerrex… they seemed not to mind in the slightest, I must add.”
“Speak for yourself.” Lone mumbled, as Mahihko gave a loud „whee!‟ and kicked both
paws over Thor‟s shoulders before he let himself tumble backwards, gracefully rolling down the
caracal‟s armored back to land on his oversized feet before he bounded around him with a laugh,
gazing warmly up at the feline. Thor smiled back at him, then he tossed the capsule to the
ground, the rocket popping open with a hiss as Lone was placed gently aside and patted on the
skull, the wolf making a face but not objecting.
Huck put the transceiver aside on the U-shaped front desk in the lobby, and Zerrex
paused, then looked over his shoulder as he realized the computer system next to it was dusty
and worn, but not melted. He slipped around the desk as Sin and Anathema glanced at him,
following him as the Drakkaren touched the leather chair, brushing some dirt off it before he sat
down and faced away from the computer first, gazing thoughtfully at the large marble stairway
leading up the back of the room to three sealed elevators… and then he spun slowly around,
glancing at the blue-painted walls as he murmured: “I just realized this is all way too classy…”
He looked around the desk, noting a few buttons, a keyboard on a sliding rail, and a hard
drive and a set of shelves filled with all manner of papers and logbooks messily shoved together
beneath the furnishing… and the Drakkaren picked up one of the latter as he ducked down,
before he frowned a bit and tilted his head to the side, noting a panic button was also hidden
here, already depressed. He looked at this thoughtfully, then pressed it to pop the button back
out… and Huck looked up as Thor drew his hammer with a wince, the two wolves yelping as a
roar and gurgle filled the room, before the Drakkaren recognized it as the sound of machinery
powering up, Huck frowning and raising a hand to Thor and the about-to-panic wolves as the
shutters covering the elevators rumbled and slowly rose open.
Then the computer in front of Zerrex beeped before automatically turning on, and a
loading bar scrawled across the screen before an electronic voice announced calmly: “Warning.
Malfunction detected. Emergency power failing. Loss of main electrical systems imminent. All
core systems currently being transferred to auxiliary power cores, estimated twelve hours life.
Warning. Damage detected to system core. Warning. Damage detected to environmental
countermeasure systems. Warning. Biohazard detected, level ten. Activating countermeasure
system… failed. Please restart main generator core. Warning…”
The message droned on, beginning to list off things Zerrex didn‟t understand, but when
the reptile opened his mouth, Huck immediately shushed him, frowning and listening close. Then
he cursed under his breath, making a face and glancing over at the Drakkaren after a few more
minutes of the voice listing things off. “Okay, listen. We need to head down to the power core,
take a look at things there. Some of us should stay up here, though, monitor the systems, watch
over things, but I need the wolves to come with me, help me get the generator systems started…
and I guess that you‟re going to want to come too, even if it would be smarter for your ass to stay
behind.”
“Huck, why don‟t you stay here?” Zerrex asked curiously, and Huck glowered at him, the
reptile wincing as he pointed at the computer. The Dragokkaren frowned, then Zerrex turned the

monitor around, showing him the loading bar and the other things beginning to display over the
screen. “I mean, this-”
Huck vaulted the counter, landing in Zerrex‟s lap and making him squawk, but the
Dragokkaren only grinned, mashing his rear comfortably down in a motion that awkwardly
reminded the reptile of Cherry before he spun the monitor back around, and the engineer jerked
the keyboard towards him, his talented hands flying over the wide input system and accessing all
kinds of information through the facility, before he shoved backwards – almost toppling the chair
in the process, Zerrex wincing – and dug through the drawers and shelves, until he produced a
headset and muttered under his breath into it, setting the frequency on it.
Then he grabbed Zerrex‟s arm, the Drakkaren beyond protesting now, and tapped a quick
code over it, before he said clearly into the headset: “Testing, testing, my ass is grass in the
sassafras.”
The moment Huck stopped speaking, the message repeated itself in Zerrex‟s armlet, and
the reptile scowled at Huck when he grinned… then winced and climbed out of the Drakkaren‟s
lap, muttering: “Sorry, sorry. But I set it up on a five-second delay, I can fix that now if you
want… or you know, you can just not do anything brash before I have a chance to warn you
about this or that. Not that I think you‟ll run into any shit you can‟t handle down there… from
here, it looks like I can access what security systems are still running, drain power from them to
put into other places, shit like that. I gotta wonder what this place is though, and what it‟s
operating off of…”
Zerrex answered this by reaching down and pulling out a logbook, tossing it onto the
counter and pulling it open to look at the name at the head of each page… and Huck frowned a
bit, murmuring: “Sunshine Family Pharmaceuticals… never heard of „em. Have you, Boss?”
The Drakkaren shook his head, flipping through the pages as he murmured: “No, far as I
knew, Uroboros was only being used as a hangar base… the dates of these pages show most of
their „guests‟ arrived after the big attack by the Old Gods and Gaia. They did a lot of business,
and fast… check their accounting records, when this was initially purchased.”
Huck nodded, turning and tapping away keyboard… and then he shook his head,
muttering as an error message appeared: “No dice. The server that information is stored on must
be offline… either that, or they formatted all the important files. Either way, you still gotta turn
on the generator systems downstairs… I‟ll see what I can get into from here, if there‟s any
information I can hack.”
Zerrex nodded, getting out of the chair, and then he glanced at the wolves, Mahihko and
Lone both looking a mixture of anxious and eager as he said quietly: “You guys are with me,
alright? Anathema, Sin, either of you want to come or stay here?”
Anathema made a face, then she shrugged a bit, crossing her arms. “I‟ve gotten you out
of plenty nasty situations now, might as well keep that streak alive. Are you coming, sister?”
Sin shook her head, smiling softly at Zerrex as she said kindly: “This computer
technology fascinates me… and I wouldn‟t mind seeing how these buildings are powered, but for
now I‟ll stay upstairs with Huck. You four will be able to get along fine without me, I think.”
“Alright. Then you guys can help Huck out… maybe he can set you and Loki up with
communicators, Thor, then you can search the upstairs for any clues or information.” Zerrex said
quietly, and when the caracal gave him a sour look, the Drakkaren murmured softly: “Believe
me, this isn‟t a „gee, stay back and guard the van‟ kind of thing. Mortals, as your brother can tell
you, can be extremely dangerous.”

Loki shivered, making a disgusted face as he nodded with a grunt and punched Thor‟s
arm lightly, the warrior god looking surprised. “He‟s right. If they were playing with something
in here, we have to watch our backs.”
“Hez‟Ranna, to come back to you in ruins and find ugliness at your core too, I don‟t
know if I could take that.” Huck murmured, and then he sighed and tapped in a code, and the
middle elevator dinged open, a red light appearing above it as lights flickered on in the
compartment. “Alright, you should be able to descend down to the subbasement now, Boss. And
hey.” Huck smiled a bit over his shoulder. “Good luck.”
Zerrex nodded and smiled back, then he turned and headed quickly up the stairs, the
wolves bounding after him and Anathema following last. They piled into the compartment, and
Anathema inspected the buttons curiously before the doors closed, and she frowned, glancing
back and forth suspiciously… but then the Drakkaren reached past her with a sigh and tapped a
button marked “B4,” muttering: “We aren‟t in a trap yet.”
“I hope not. This would be a horrible place to die.” Anathema grumbled, glowering at the
wolves, and Lone glared back, ears flat on his skull as Mahihko simply tilted his head, then
reached up and poked her visible stomach, making it twitch before the undead Naganatine
looked sourly down at him as the elevator rumbled, then began to descend slowly. “Don‟t ever
do that again, wolf. Or you‟ll be the next thing I put in there.”
Immediately, the little wolf stared up at her with huge, rounded eyes, and then Lone said
dumbly, looking at the pulsing organ: “There‟s no way you could fit him in there.”
“Wanna bet?” Anathema asked flatly, and Lone winced away as Zerrex sighed and
pushed a hand to his forehead, wishing both for patience and that people around him would act
their age… and since everyone here was technically some sort of supernatural being, they should
all be acting wise and old and wearing robes. Zerrex snorted at this thought, and then he glanced
at the others when they all looked at him, but he only shrugged a bit in response.
Then the elevator clicked as it slowed to a halt, and the door binged open. The reptile
looked curiously out at the plain, sterile steel hallway, and then he muttered into his armlet, as he
stepped into the narrow corridor and strode down it slowly: “Huck, it looks okay, in the
immediate… wait, wait, what do we have here?”
He walked ahead, then dropped to one knee, brushing a hand quietly over the blue-black
metal grating covering the floors and the strange spots here and there, and a bit of ash sifted up
into the air, the lizard glancing up at the cables and pipes that lined the ceiling some ten feet high
overhead… and he said finally: “Footprints here are fresh, Huck. Someone tracked ashes down
here… wearing boots, probably of normal mortal stature from the distance of the prints. They‟re
smudged, though, like someone was rubbing them out as they walked along… or maybe dragged
something over them.”
A long pause, and then Huck asked slowly: “Where do they lead? I‟m trying to get into
the security systems down there, but it‟s all seriously locked down hardcore, Boss… wherever
the hell you are, it‟s under strict lock and key. I‟m honestly surprised I was able to unlock it so
easily from up here, now.”
Zerrex nodded, not liking the sounds of that, and then Anathema asked drolly from
behind him, as she crossed her arms and both wolves instinctively clung to her hips: “So have we
triggered the trap yet?”
“Will you shut up?” Zerrex asked waspishly, and then he sighed as she grinned widely,
standing up and walking slowly forwards to where the corridor sharply turned, and the wolves
followed quietly before Anathema brought up the rear. The lizard hesitated, then slid his head

around the corner before he frowned a bit, and thoughts of revenge vanished as he walked
towards an open security door, then hesitated as he stared through it and into the pulsing, soft
green glow beyond, before he murmured: “My Gods…”
He ignored the others; he didn‟t even hear the others, in fact, as he stepped forwards and
onto the cold blue steel of the floor, looking slowly back and forth at the mass of stasis capsules
that lined the walls, each resting back in a cradle that tilted it slightly instead of keeping it
standing up and down, resting on a semicircular, black base shaped like a gear with two large
arms resting on similar bases holding onto its sides. The capsules themselves were rounded at
either end and each perhaps ten feet tall, with sleekly-designed glass fronts that looked inside on
bubbling, glowing green fluid and the developing bodies that simmered in the goo, cables of all
shape and size hooked up to their silent forms. A pipe came down from the ceiling, rigging likely
into the back of each capsule, and bundles of cables were wrapped around this and hooked into
the capsule‟s front and back of various size and color, and suddenly Zerrex knew why they were
still running.
Anathema glowered at him as she walked into the room… and then she too stared,
walking up and silently holding onto his arm as she looked through the capsule and at the shape
inside, falling into shocked fascination. Mahihko and Lone whimpered as they entered the room,
staring back and forth before Mahihko ran over to another capsule, and Lone approached one
further down the line with fascination. Finally, Zerrex sighed as he opened his eyes, feeling
Anathema‟s shivers, and he stepped forwards towards it, reaching a hand out to touch the glass
silently.
The front of the capsule flickered, then a screen appeared over it, and Zerrex leaned back
in surprise… before he made a face as vital statistics ran down in transparent gold font on a
transparent black background, letting him still see the shape inside fairly clearly. Some of the
information that passed by confirmed his fears, and Anathema murmured finally: “Building life.
Creating… Dragokkaren. Mortals… mortal technology has this much power, they can interrupt
the cycle… so easily?”
“This isn‟t just a Dragokkaren, it‟s a Dragokkaren Enforcer.” Zerrex said quietly, shaking
his head slowly as he touched the glass again… and as expected, the vital statistics vanished, and
became a timer, showing that there were still several years left of development on the body. “The
specs for this… „model…‟ match. And yeah, Anathema, mortals… mortals build life all the time.
This is by far the most advanced genetics stuff I‟ve ever found, though…”
“Daddy, over here!” Mahihko whimpered, and Zerrex turned with a frown to see
Mahihko pointing at another capsule on the other side of the wide hall. He was about to dismiss
it, but then he sighed and nodded, turning around… and Anathema shivered again as she clung to
him, before they both stared as they approached and saw a tall, slender vixen inside this capsule,
and Zerrex‟s eyes widened before he tore away from Anathema, making her stare as he almost
leapt to the capsule directly across the hall from the first in line.
As he expected, it was a female Dragokkaren… and Zerrex gritted his teeth, walking
down the line and brushing past both wolves, making them stare at him in stupid surprise as he
saw they were all females, all of different species… just as across the room, they were all males
of different species. He remembered Cindy‟s Ark project, and he remembered her fear of
tampering with the laws of nature… and the reptile groaned, grasping at his skull before he
looked slowly towards the end of the hall, where a pair of armored double doors sat guarding the
next room, and the Drakkaren gritted his teeth as he approached and banged on them.

At first he thought they were locked… and then he looked at the control panel to the far
side, and the dead light above, and he realized they were simply out of power. The reptile sighed,
before almost jumping as Anathema touched his shoulder silently, both lupines behind her… and
the reptile smiled awkwardly, murmuring: “Someone had to have stolen this genetic data from
somewhere… and Cindy‟s the only person I can think of. These are all common species from
around the world, and someone‟s skipped the moral quandaries bit and decided to try and regrow what I‟m guessing would probably be a superior version of each species… if they have the
technology to do this, to hide this away from even the Primordials… I don‟t want to think about
it right now.”
Zerrex shook his head slowly, and then he turned towards the doors, resting his hands on
either side of the narrow crack between them before pushing forwards and pulling out to either
side with a grunt, and the doors slid slightly apart with a grind and squeal of metal, letting the
Drakkaren shift his grip to wedge his fingers between the armored shutters, his biceps bulging
with power as he pulled them further back and then pushed firmly to either side as he stepped
between them, grunting and shaking his head out. He smiled ruefully at the wide space it left,
then looked ahead, noting three more genetics capsules resting against either side wall in this
slightly-narrower hall, and that there were two passages extending from what would otherwise
have been the corners of the room… but what caught his attention was the pair of capsules
against the back wall, both immense and cylindrical, each fifteen feet tall and perhaps ten feet
wide. They were walled with clear metal, various flickering diagrams and transparent readouts
appearing over the surface of either, and roofed by huge, coin-like pieces of black metal, with a
variety of pipes and cables extending up into the ceiling above. There was a simple control panel
on a slightly elevated platform, and Zerrex made a face as he walked towards it… before he
frowned as he looked down at a sticky note, which the reptile stared at for a long time.
Don’t turn these off, okay Zerrex? –Magnus. Zerrex read in his head for the thousandth
time, and then he attempted to process whether or not the smiley-face that followed was sarcastic
or earnest, before the lizard gritted his teeth as he crumpled the note in his hand… but then
shoved it into his pocket for later, muttering under his breath. He remembered from his days as
essentially a police officer in Hell that forensic evidence could be lifted from basically
everything… and the lizard sighed as Anathema ran up to one of the capsules, whispering: “By
Naganis… what are they?”
Zerrex glanced at the shapes floating inside the capsule, not wanting to guess. Both were
reptilian in nature, that was for sure… but they were covered in cables and what looked almost
like plastic sheeting, the protective stuff see-through but enough to block up his vision. He could
only tell that one was very large and masculine, and the other was smaller, with less of a sense of
thickness. A vindictive part of him wanted to rip the control panel out of the ground and smash
both capsules open just to see what they are – and to piss off Magnus, admittedly – but the
reptile‟s innate curiosity was prodding at him… and he had the feeling that someone who could
mastermind two gods as ancient and powerful as Chronos wouldn‟t be stupid to try and attack
him with a pair of unfinished whatever-they-were, leaving it basically to his whims whether or
not they were destroyed. No, Magnus wanted to show him something… so Zerrex said quietly:
“We‟ll figure that out later. Come on, we still need to restart the generators…”
He looked down, and noted red arrows on panels in the floor pointing down either
corridor, before the reptile looked up and noticed a sign on the wall down one passage, reading
in the common Irenic tongue: „Power Room A.‟

The reptile motioned to the wolves, and they followed, Anathema staying behind in the
room to look over the capsules with morbid fascination and more than slight terror. The
Drakkaren figured she wouldn‟t poke anything, however, as they passed from a steel corridor
into one made of cement, the passage quickly becoming narrower as Zerrex pulled open a rusted
metal door to step into a long hall beyond… and past another metal door, both wolves clinging to
him, they entered into a large, cubical room, the generator dominating the middle of it.
It was huge and square and ugly, currently off, and the control panel next to it indicated
that it had no fuel left or something. Four large, rectangular shapes were on one side of the room,
and Zerrex made a face as he walked around it, noting a huge, ugly rectangular outcropping from
one side of the generator, labeled „IB-456921.‟ “Huck, I‟m at the generator room. How do I
power this thing?”
Silence… and then Huck asked mildly: “What‟s the thing run off of? What‟s it look like?
I can‟t get into the security feeds, Boss, or find any information at all on most of the shit here…
the server room upstairs is apparently trashed, and the other server batch keeps reading as
offline.”
Zerrex grunted, then he said finally, looking over it: “Like a big cube, there‟s… are those
pistons? I dunno, weird things sticking out one side and along the same side‟s top… top… of the
same side, I mean, I… it‟s really hard to explain this stuff to you, you know everything I don‟t!
But uh… there was a label on this… ugly portion, it was a lighter grey than the rest of the steel,
here, it‟s…”
The Drakkaren read off the code, and a few moments later, Huck gave a long, relieved
sigh as Zerrex waited anxiously for information. “Excellent! Like I thought, it‟s an Ionic
Generator… fuck, just like I hoped. Basically, that outcropping is one huge battery… the wolves
should have more than enough juice to restore a sizeable charge, and once we turn it on, as long
as we don‟t turn the thing off like these fucking idiots apparently did, it should hold that charge
for years to come. I‟ll need at least two other engineers working with me to fix it and restore it to
full power later on, but for now just have the wolves pump some juice into it.”
Zerrex nodded, then he looked over at the lupines, motioning at them and saying mildly:
“You heard the male. Get into place now, just like a car battery or my music player or anything
else. Don‟t make it explode, just pump it with electricity.”
Both wolves nodded, looking glad to be of service – and happier still they were able to do
something apart from think about the genetics capsules they‟d come across – and immediately
either lupine grasped the battery, lightning sparking over it before they pushed electrical energy
into the device, making it hiss as Huck said calmly: “Alright, now listen to me, Zerrex. Those
kinds of generators work off a controlled ignition sequence… it means that you‟ll have to turn on
Generator A, then Generator B. They always work in sequential pairs. If you try to turn on A
before B has power, the process will fail. You gotta power up B now. I‟m going to switch now,
check on Thor and Loki, but let me know if you find the servers, okay?”
Zerrex nodded, hesitating, but then he decided it would be better to tell Huck about the
genetics capsules later. Instead, he looked over at the lupines as they stepped back, both
wheezing and resting back-to-back against each other… but the reptile knew that their electrical
energies would restore fairly quickly. It wasn‟t the loss that tired them when it came to powering
up objects… it was acting as a conduit that left them feeling strained. “Alright. Wolves, listen.
Take a little break, then head over to the other generator room, and meet me back in the… the
front area. I‟m going to take a look around.”

The wolves both nodded, then Lone glanced up and said quietly: “Careful, Zer. Who
knows what might be here.”
The reptile smiled a bit, and he reached down to pat Mahihko on the head quietly, the
wolf giggling softly before the Drakkaren walked past and opened the doorway, and he strode
down the cement hall, frowning to himself as he murmured: “Sunshine Corporation…
strange…”
Zerrex opened the door at the end, emerging back into the corridor bridging away from
the main room… and he smiled a bit, noting that it had a half-hidden arm going in the opposite
direction, the Drakkaren not surprised he hadn‟t seen it earlier: he‟d been both preoccupied, and
it was concealed neatly by the turn of the hallway, meaning it was only actually visible coming
this way. The reptile walked down it, and he was unsurprised to find a small elevator at the end
of the branch.
There was no power going to it, but the Drakkaren easily pulled the doors open before he
stepped forwards and knelt, half-inside the compartment as he frowned a bit, noting that the floor
of the elevator was covered in safety grating. After a few moments of tugging along it, the lizard
lifted up one section and pushed this aside, and he grasped a half-hidden handle on the flooring
below to pull open a half-hidden trapdoor.
The lizard squeezed through the maintenance space with a mumble, and then he simply
let himself drop: not that it was far for him, only falling twenty feet or so before he landed with a
grunt in a crouch. He stood, then stepped out of the slight depression at the bottom of the
elevator shaft and into another corridor lit by weakly-glowing neon bars, the reptile wondering
how long these had been going for as he strode to the end of the corridor and pushed past into a
darkened room filled with racks upon racks of servers, lit only by emergency lighting.
The reptile strode slowly past the towering machines, feeling strangely intimidated by the
cabling here and there and the stacks of computer machinery he didn‟t understand, wandering
through the maze formed by the purposefully-labyrinthine arrangement of the devices before he
came to a door leading into a small, square office past them, stepping through this and looking
down curiously to see that the computer in this room was still working, listening to a faint
rumbling coming from beyond another door leading out of the area.
Zerrex leaned over the desk the computer sat on, looking down into the monitor to see a
single blinking message being displayed, asking if he wanted to divert auxiliary power from the
security systems to the server stacks. The Drakkaren shrugged after a moment, and then he
tapped the „y‟ key… and information scrolled across the screen before the monitor blinked out,
and the reptile wondered if he‟d screwed up somewhere along the line in some magical way only
he could before lights blinked on across the room, and the computer monitor in front of him
glowed, booting up fully.
The reptile leaned away, then he accidentally knocked a device off the table, and Zerrex
looked down with a wince… before staring as he realized it was an old car battery. Not a fuel
cell like they now used, but an ancient, acid-leaking car batter that had been rigged up to the
computer‟s tower somehow… except now it was obviously unnecessary, and Zerrex shook his
head slowly as he turned and glanced at the label on the door behind him, opening it to stare
down a corridor at a heavy, vault-like door marked „Power Room C: Authorized Personnel
Only.‟
“Oh, so the ones upstairs just anyone can use.” Zerrex muttered, and then he winced as
his armlet gave a bleep of static, shaking it out awkwardly and asking mildly: “Repeat that,
Huck?”

“Boss, you got the servers online, huh? I see you turned off security for the moment, but
once the main generator‟s up and running normally, I should be able to turn everything we need
back on.” Huck said cheerfully, and Zerrex grunted as he began to wind his way back through
the complicated catacombs of computer servers. “Okay, let‟s see here… shit, oh fuck you.
Thing‟s encoded heavily… did you find anything down there?”
“Huck, what I have found down here is going to piss you off monumentally. I‟d rather
wait to see you in person before I talk about it.” Zerrex muttered, and there was a long, awkward
pause from Huck‟s end of the line. “Stop… stop hacking files. I know you‟re doing something
like that.”
Huck grumbled, and then he muttered: “I can‟t, anyway. This shit is airtight sealed… I
need a username and a password, but… there‟s a hint or a riddle or something, like they want me
to get into it… something about… when the time is right, I shall come for you. I am the victor,
and you will play the role of triumphant victim.”
“Yeah, I got a pretty good idea of the answer to that riddle.” Zerrex muttered, thinking
back to the note. “Let me guess, username and password are each six letters long?”
Huck mumbled as he tapped at the keyboard, and then he frowned and said slowly:
“How‟d you know that?”
“Because obviously I set this whole thing up as a diversionary tactic to stop you and
Priest from having wild sex.” Zerrex muttered, and with the awkward silence that came from the
armlet, Zerrex realized that Huck must have heard him, as he added lamely: “Lucky guess?”
“I hate you.” Huck said morbidly, and then he sighed, tapping against something loudly.
“Well, join me up here once power‟s restored, I can hear Thor having a hissy fit in the other
communicator, so I better go.”
Zerrex mumbled some half-hearted response, and then he sighed as he pushed his way
through the door and into the elevator corridor, striding down it and feeling moody as his arms
swung at his sides. Magnus was leaving him puzzle pieces everywhere, and Zerrex hated that
this all couldn‟t simply be sorted out instantly… and he shook his head slowly as he hopped into
the empty elevator shaft… before wincing as there was a loud beeping, and the reptile stared up
in shock as the elevator simply dropped… and he winced, hands squeezing into his legs and
body stock stiff and straight as it hissed into place… and the reptile, thankfully, stood where the
hole in the floor was, most of his body inside the elevator and a shiver rolling through his body
as Anathema stared at him with shock. “Are you trying to die?”
“Are you trying to kill me?” Zerrex retorted sharply, and Anathema looked embarrassed
almost to the point of crying, an expression Zerrex never expected to see on her face as he
blinked stupidly and looked at her. She turned away, hiding her face in her hands and trembling a
bit, and Zerrex sighed softly, stepping up onto the elevator floor and walking over to hug her
silently from behind, mumbling: “I‟m sorry I snapped at you.”
“You have no reason to be sorry, Zerrex, I… I‟m sorry, I was… nervous, and the wolves
said something about a generator being charged, and I wanted to come look for you…”
Anathema said in a shaky voice, and then she cleared her throat and turned around, shoving him
off and hugging herself as she grumbled: “We… we don‟t have time for this, anyway. Lots to do.
Those… things in the capsule to deal with.”
Zerrex simply stepped forwards and hugged her again, though… and Anathema closed
her eyes, resting her face against his shoulder as her shivers died away and her blush finally
receded… and then she sighed, looking up at him quietly and taking his face in her hands, tilting
it back and forth before she nodded. “Can we go now?”

The Drakkaren rolled his eyes, but as he turned, he thought he heard her whisper a thankyou… and he smiled a bit, hitting the up button on the elevator. It rolled to the top of the shaft,
and the doors binged open, Zerrex saying quietly: “Keep the wolves company, I‟m just going to
turn the generator on.”
She nodded, and Zerrex headed into the cement corridor… before he frowned a bit at a
figure that was standing at the other end of it, its shoulders slouched, leaning against the door as
if trying to push it open. Something was off about it, however, like it wasn‟t alive, perhaps barely
qualified as sentient… and the Drakkaren asked calmly: “Who are you?”
The thing only twitched, its body roiling like living darkness, and Zerrex felt suddenly
cold, even as he hesitantly took a step forwards and said quietly: “I‟m not going to hurt you…
hello there, my name is Zerrex. Do you understand what I‟m saying to you?”
Silence, and then the creature banged its head against the wall… and before Zerrex could
take another step, Anathema grabbed his shoulder and yanked him behind her as she barked:
“Stay back, Zerrex!”
Both of the wolves stuck their heads into the corridor… and now the thing slowly
straightened, as Anathema hissed and looked over her shoulder… and then her eyes widened as
she shouted: “Idiots, get the hell out of here!”
The wolves yelped and scampered away, but the thing turned slowly around, and Zerrex
cursed under his breath as the faceless creature gaped at them with a too-large mouth, moaning
loudly and seeming to stare at them through the burning darkness that made up its face,
shambling slowly towards them. Anathema cursed, and then her hands and arms exploded into
purple flames, as she snarled: “It‟s from the Unworld! Don‟t let it touch you, it‟ll kill you!”
“What about you?” Zerrex asked sharply, and then he created a sphere of energy and
threw it past Anathema, but the creature only twitched when the orb struck, the blue energy
simply absorbed into its body as it rippled and only moaned in greater hunger. It staggered
forwards… but Anathema leapt towards it, catching it by the shoulders and shoving it back
several feet as she winced, leaning her head away as the flesh on her arms and hands smoldered,
a few of her scales rotting away almost instantly from the contact before she leapt away from it,
keeping herself between the Unworld Being and the Drakkaren.
“The living dead are a little more resistant to such creatures than you flesh-bags, who
carry your souls around so loosely…” Anathema muttered, and then she added darkly, as the
creature tripped over its own feet and fell to the ground: “It‟s active because it sensed our
energies… it was probably trying to go for the generator, absorb the electricity from it so it could
continue to live… these things can‟t last long in our atmosphere.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he made a face, asking sharply: “Can I hurt it at all? What if I
use my warped arm on it?”
“Too dangerous… you‟ll transfer energy into it with every swing, minimizing the
damage you do to it… and if it grabs you while up close, you won‟t stand much of a chance
against it, especially now.” Anathema muttered, and then she leaned forwards, her eyes glowing
as the thing got slowly and awkwardly up, and it was knocked on its back by a telekinetic blast.
“You‟re a god, Lord Zerrex… and while Gods have a long-standing rivalry with Primordials,
both of them fear and hate monsters from the Unworld. Shouldn‟t you know all this?”
“My god-teacher was Ixin, for crap‟s sake!” Zerrex said in a frustrated voice, and then he
frowned as the Unworld Being gave a sudden, high-pitched scream before it simply rotted away,
pieces of it going up like smoke that quickly dissipated and the rest of it spreading out like

bubbling tar, the lizard wincing at the sight of the very cement beneath where its body had lain
rotting quickly into nothingness. “Are you okay?”
“What? I… yeah.” Anathema looked surprised by the question, but then she smiled a bit
as the purple glow faded from her arms, grasping quietly at the wounds… and Zerrex gently took
one on instinct, making the forelimb glow a soft sapphire as he pushed his energy into it and
scales crawled back into being along the limb. The undead Naganatine blushed, smiling faintly
up at his worried look… and then she said softly: “It‟s okay, Zerrex, honestly… only minor
scrapes and bruises. You can‟t drain vital force from most Undead… it‟s the same reason why I
wasn‟t hurt when the Sisters betrayed… you, us. I suppose they never taught you that
Necromancers were always called in when Unworld Beings appeared in any area of the world,
though, to summon minions and create walls of living dead that the monsters couldn‟t get past.
Eventually, their acidic nature can break even a creature like me apart… but their residue can‟t
harm me or be passed on to me.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he stroked her face gently, looking into her eyes… and
she leaned up and kissed his cheek before murmuring: “But thank you for caring.” A pause, and
she pulled her arm away, saying mildly: “I‟m going to go kick the asses of those wolves, now.
Without them poking their heads in, that thing never would have detected our energies and been
drawn to us.”
“Oh, leave them alone.” Zerrex said with soft amusement, and Anathema grunted, which
he guessed was her version of a yes. Then he lizard shook his head and approached the door at
the end of the corridor hesitantly, before he carefully reached forwards with his right hand,
pulling it open as he stepped past the crater in the now-soft cement left by the death of the
monstrosity.
The Drakkaren entered and headed over to the control panel… and he frowned a bit as he
found another sticky note, picking it up and reading quietly: “„A hero can stand up to friends as
well as enemies; likewise, a hero lets his friends fight for him instead of fighting every battle
alone. Be careful, Zerrex. –Magnus.‟ Well what the hell does this all mean? I guess he dropped
that thing as a distraction… does that mean he has access to the Unworld somehow?”
Zerrex shook his head, not liking these implications, and then he turned the machine on,
wondering further what he was to have been able to slip in and out of the building undetected,
even by magical means… and he winced when the generator burst into life with a rumble,
grabbing either side of his head at the mountain of noise it made before he hurried for the door
and slammed it shut behind him, staggering awkwardly through the crater and flailing his arms a
bit as he heard the other generator gearing up a moment later.
He emerged back into the genetics chamber, and then he sighed, looking at the two
shapes floating slowly in the liquid and then down at the control panel for them… and Zerrex
approached it, looking over it before he sighed and tapped in a simple, one word guesscommand: „clock.‟
Multiple readouts appeared on both capsules: heart rate clocks, metabolic clocks, and the
one Zerrex was interested in, a readout in red that said there was seventy-two… no, seventy-one
hours now until the process was completed. Zerrex looked down at his armlet… and then he
made a face, saying finally to the wolves and Anathema: “Come on. We have to report this to
Huck, and hope that the rest of the building isn‟t full of nasty secrets like this.”
They both nodded, and Anathema frowned a bit at the capsules, gesturing at them
sharply. “We‟re just going to leave them like this? Zerrex, these things could be anything! All

these monsters in capsules, they‟re homunculi, synthetic, little more than golems! We should
eradicate them all.”
Zerrex glanced over at her, and then he said quietly as he held up the sticky note from the
control panel: “Magnus left me a note while that Unworld Being was blocking our way,
Anathema. I, for one, am very interested in solving his puzzle, even if the idea of having more
factory-grown people on my hands makes me squeamish. We need to talk to Huck first,
anyway… if we get access to the files, we might be able to learn more about the operations that
took place here.”
Anathema stood silently for a moment… and then she nodded slowly, gazing at a capsule
as she murmured: “I‟m beginning to see very clearly now how mortals can indeed be far more
dangerous than even Athéos could have ever hoped to be, Zerrex… and exactly why you feel
they must be protected even from themselves at times.”
Huck was absolutely furious about the capsules in the basement, picking up the chair and
yelling and ranting about how he was going to smash them, and Thor looked shocked at the idea,
stomping around and seconding Huck‟s motion. Loki, meanwhile, looked mainly curious, and
Anathema and Sin were discussing it in one corner, Sin looking both horrified and enthralled by
the thought.
Zerrex finally calmed Huck down enough to point out they should at least check the files
and see what they were dealing with… and Huck had immediately challenged him to solve the
riddle, in that case. The reptile muttered about personal privacy, and then he input Magnus as the
user and his own name, Zerrex, as the password… and after a moment, the machine beeped and
permitted them access to all company records and documentation, which only served to further
frustrate Huck.
He and Anathema both clustered forwards to read the files as Mahihko jumped up on the
desk and Lone scrabbled over it, the lupines trying to stare over the heads of the others as Zerrex
kept shoving everyone to a respectable distance, grumbling about trying to read without
everyone shoving their faces in the way.
The files he accessed were twisted and fascinating: someone, somewhere, had decided
that the races needed to evolve, and in order to do this, they had helped fund the Ark Project: all
of Cindy‟s data had been copied, from her genetic diagrams to full analysis of everything she had
done, and the real aim of the Ark Project was to build two of every species that had ever lived on
this world… except they would all be „Alpha‟ specimens, who would not need to eat, breathe, or
sleep, whose bodies would process what was taken in completely without ever creating waste,
who would have more control over their biological drives… and most notable of all, each
specimen was implanted with a single microchip in their brain. When the specimen was
completed and awoke from stasis with a fully-developed body… they would also be granted a
fully-developed mind by means of this microchip, which would transfer a variety of information
directly into the specimen‟s brain upon receiving a certain trigger: in this case, the eyes opening
and the mind processing the being‟s surroundings.
Huck muttered that they needed Cindy to decipher this shit, and Zerrex grunted and
nodded, before he asked if he had a portable drive of any sort… and Huck frowned, then
fumbled through his pockets and coveralls before producing a grease-marked flash drive. Zerrex
took this with a wince and plugged it in, but the computer recognized the device, and the
Drakkaren transferred all the data files to it before removing it… then he hesitated before giving
a mental order, and a moment later, Sammy appeared on his lap, looking up at him curiously.

Zerrex handed him the tiny flash drive, saying quietly: “Give this to Cindy. If it asks for a
username, it‟s Magnus. Can you remember that?”
“Magnus.” Sammy repeated in imitation of Zerrex‟s voice, taking the drive in his little
bony claws. Zerrex smiled a bit, and then he told him the password, and the pseudodragon
repeated this too. “Zerrex.”
“Good. And oh, Cindy might… blow a gasket on this one. So uh. Stay at a fair distance,
remind her to calm down.” the Drakkaren said carefully, and Sammy nodded again with a chirp
before he vanished from sight. The Drakkaren returned to browsing the files with the others, but
much of it was complex gobbledygook… except for one particularly interesting file on creatures
known as „Composites,‟ two of which were currently under construction… and Zerrex frowned
as he scrolled down and found a footnote had been added, which read: „They‟ll explain
everything you need to know. Treat them well. –Magnus.‟
Huck rose a hand, and he declared: “I say we hunt this Magnus down, kick his ass, and
then feed him to Cindy. Who‟s with me?”
“Aye!” Thor thundered, and Loki grunted as Lone and Mahihko both waved their hands.
Zerrex, meanwhile, was frowning as he looked through the files, and he shook his head slowly
after a moment, gathering several looks from the others as Anathema leaned over him curiously.
“I dunno.” the Drakkaren said finally, and he muttered, as he leaned back in the chair:
“It‟s strange. I don‟t see any traces of names I recognize… a lot of these names we‟ve been
through have been Wulfe Industries techs, people from Irenic‟s military and science
conglomerates, former science techs who worked for the Patriarch… Magnus, sure, could easily
be a codename, but what I‟m saying is that his personality doesn‟t seem to fit. Why would he
modify these things to help us, or have them modified? Why would he tamper with the Ark if he
bosses around gods for a living and wants me to fight Jupiter? I don‟t understand what‟s going
on here at all.”
“Yeah, it‟s some crazy shit, I‟ll give you that.” Huck muttered, crossing his arms, and
then he shook his head and glanced over at Loki, who was frowning at the ground. “What about
you, got any insight on the minds of warped individuals like yourself?”
“Go to hell.” Loki said flatly, and then he shook his head slowly. “I‟ve never heard of a
god named Magnus, though… Thor and I used to travel the worlds together, too, but I know
neither of us ran afoul of this creature… but from what I‟ve learned about these mortals, I‟m
thinking some of us should head off and search the lower levels again. Thor, you stay here, I
don‟t want to think about a klutz like you will do around sensitive technology…” He stopped,
then made a disgusted face. “Besides which, if there‟s any Unworld Beings down there, you‟ll
draw them in like a magnet.”
Thor actually shivered at this, hugging himself as he mumbled: “Please don‟t remind me
of them, brother… that terrifying ilk is one thing even I dare not battle. At least the Broken have
shells that can be penetrated by mine mighty hammer… but the foul Beings have not flesh to
rend, nor bones to break, only an eternal hunger for the energies of the living.”
Loki nodded, putting an almost comforting arm on the caracal‟s bicep before he turned
and headed to the elevator on the right as the doors slid open, and Zerrex slid aside so Huck
could page through files, saying over his shoulder: “Wolves, accompany him, will you? I‟m
unlocking all the elevators for you… B2 seems like the floor where the microchips and other shit
is produced, though, I suggest you look there first. Me and Zerrex, meanwhile, need to go back
to the genetics lab.”

“I‟ll accompany you there. I… I would like to see these creatures for myself.” Sin said
softly, as the lupines dashed to make it into the elevator, and when Thor winced, she smiled a bit
and added kindly: “I‟m sure my sister Anathema will stay here with you and keep you company,
if you wish to stay on this floor.”
“I would not mind yon fair lady‟s company in the slightest.” Thor said immediately,
smiling over at her with a pleading look… and Anathema sighed, but sat down on the counter,
grimacing at Zerrex. “Thank you, sweet Anathema… I deserve your patronage not.”
“You really don‟t. You guys better hurry the hell up.” Anathema muttered, as Huck led
Zerrex and Sin over to the elevator, and the Drakkaren gave her a shrug and a smile that just
made her look all the more bitter before the doors closed and the elevator descended with a
rumble.
Huck shook his head slowly as he passed along the genetics capsules, and Sin only stared
in wonderment, touching one quietly, then jumping back in surprise, her bony wings flicking out
as the blue flames on them sizzled before settling, and she blushed a bit as she gazed over it and
Zerrex approached her, touching her arm quietly. She smiled at him, then murmured softly:
“Beautiful, they really are.”
“What the hell are you talking about? They‟re horrible!” Huck snapped, and Sin looked
at him curiously as the Dragokkaren blushed and shook his head slowly, saying awkwardly: “I…
I‟m real sorry, Sin, I didn‟t mean to… you know. Fuck, I mean… it‟s just that I saw so many
poor Clone Soldiers during the war… killed so many of the poor bastards, or built the weapons
that did… and shit, ain‟t none of them that deserved it. They didn‟t deserve to be… fucking
mass-manufactured in Narrius‟s torture factories, or trained only for war, growing up way too
fast and way too suddenly to understand the world, to be able to learn… the simple pleasures of
life… and then they died just as fast, just as often. They were… it was hard, Sin. Killing the
same kinds of faces over and over again, when they didn‟t even know what they were doing, fed
propaganda constantly and trained into dying for their Patriarch without ever knowing the truth
behind him… without ever being given more than a number, a uniform, and a gun. They were
living, breathing people. They were real people, with feelings, and thoughts… and even dreams
and hopes and desires. Some of them just never even got to know that they had something called
a soul inside them… never even learned there was more to them than just their gun and their
number.”
Sin nodded, gazing at Huck compassionately before she gazed at the capsules again,
saying softly: “But still… it‟s incredible. Such feats through magic take tremendous amounts of
work and are rarely successful… and yet now, you can grow an entire mortal, choosing what
traits to give them, in a matter of years. I can only imagine what else this technology is capable
of… growing new limbs, organs, other parts to replace and repair body tissue… growing…”
She stopped, looking embarrassed, and Huck looked confused… but Zerrex only patted
her quietly on the back, murmuring to her softly: “Some things are better left alone, Sin.”
She nodded, gazing at him quietly, then she glanced at the capsules… and Zerrex knew
what she was thinking. Now it was possible to simply grow a perfect slave… someone who
would love the pains and pleasures and everything else, with a wonderful body and a clear,
precise mind. It was possible to make the perfect person, the perfect people, even… but what Sin
didn‟t yet understand was that it would be synthetic, and awkward, and there would always be
that moral quandary: was it right, or was it wrong? And Zerrex knew the answer was that it
would be wrong for him to take advantage of this technology for his own ends.

He instead motioned for them to follow, stepping through the still-open doors and
gesturing at the stranger, large capsules at the end of the room… and Huck approached the
control board, muttering to himself at the timer before he tapped a few short orders over it, and
he said finally: “I think this goop that surrounds them is something that people were theorizing
about… HESDNA. High-Energy Synthetic Deoxyribonucleic Acid: it‟s supposedly capable of
forming into any shape, any gene, any size, and does so super-fast… what, I sat in on one of
Cindy‟s lectures at Heosphoros once, okay?”
Zerrex snorted in dry amusement at this, and then he winced and touched his head as he
thought of Cindy, and felt something like a shout in his mind… and when he looked aside, he
saw that Sin felt it too, as she murmured: “I think everyone linked to you felt her anger, Zerrex…
and her sadness at being used as she was. The bond to you bonds all of your disciples and
servants together as well: think of a spiderweb, with one central link that holds everything
together.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, and then he looked over at Huck, who said mildly: “Dude,
you have this horrible look on your face right now that‟s even worse than how I feel.”
“You have a horrible face on your face.” Zerrex muttered in reply, and then he touched
his hand, before he held up a hand, lowering his fingers one-by-one, before Sammy appeared on
his head, the skeletal pseudodragon scrabbling and nipping at his hair as he squeaked loudly, and
the Drakkaren sighed, reaching up and taking him off his head to rock him gently in his arms,
which soothed the little beast quickly as he curled up against Zerrex with a whimper. “It‟s alright
Sammy, I know it‟s kind of scary when Cindy explodes, but… she‟s had a really, really rough
last little while.”
Sammy growled, and then Zerrex closed his eyes as he felt a mental poke… before he
winced at the image of Cindy snarling as she clenched her hands into fists, her body almost
rippling as she held in the urge to transform and blue energy burned around her like fire, before
she threw her head back and howled in anguish, shattering the lights above before she spun and
punched a hole through the solid six inches of cement wall. Then Zerrex opened his eyes with a
sigh, and he muttered: “Well, she‟s taking it better than I thought she would.”
Then he looked up at the capsules, and he said quietly: “Go back, Sammy, and tell her
we‟ll have answers in a few days. That might calm her down some. And if not, run and hide.”
Sammy mumbled something against him, then the skeletal pseudodragon imitated a sigh
before vanishing, and Sin walked over to touch Zerrex‟s shoulder gently, saying softly: “If it‟ll
help, we can go see her…”
“No, I don‟t want to risk jumping… or getting punched in the face by her.” Zerrex replied
honestly, and then he looked at the capsules as Huck grunted, saying finally: “Come on, Huck.
You‟ve seen what there is to see. There‟s a computer in the basement that seems to control the
servers and stuff, but we need to focus on setting base up right now.”
“What?” Huck looked up with a frown, and then he said slowly: “Listen, Boss, you can
start setting up the basics without me. Thor, I‟m sure, will be more than glad to show you the few
areas that aren‟t burnt to shit around the building, and we can set up temporary quarters just in
the entrance hall. The transceiver just needs to be placed on the roof, and then you can look for a
satellite dish, maybe, but even the transceiver alone should give us enough of a linkup we can
send and receive data. It‟ll be scratchy as shit, but it‟ll still work, maybe even all the way to Hell
with the system of satellites and bounce-relays on colonies.”

Zerrex nodded slowly, looking at him pointedly… and Huck rolled his eyes, holding his
hands up. “Look, I don‟t like this shit at all, but you got my word I‟ll leave these things alone.
Just don‟t blame me when they wake up and try to eat your face.”
“I‟ll just throw you at them. That‟ll put them off their dinner.” Zerrex replied dryly, and
Huck huffed, before he walked over to the lizard, and they each threw out a hand, squeezing
firmly before punching fists together. “Watch your ass.”
“You do the same.” Zerrex smiled a bit, and then he turned and headed back down the
hall, Sin trailing in his wake as she gazed back and forth at the capsules. The lizard had the sense
she wanted to get into some philosophical debate over them, but he wasn‟t exactly in the mood
for that at the moment as he continued forwards… and she respectfully withheld her questions as
they reached the elevator and took it back up to the main floor.
Then, as they emerged, she touched his arm and asked him softly: “Are you doing okay,
Lord Zerrex? You seem a little… tired.”
“I think I am.” Zerrex laughed a bit, rubbing at his head slowly. “I get bitchy when I‟m
tired, and this has all put me under a hell of a mental strain, too. Maybe Huck can dig up more
information, I dunno… but this is… this is crazy, Sin. It‟s like someone else was planning to
save this world, but in a far different way than I planned, and I keep… I keep thinking too
much.”
“You‟ve always thought too much.” Anathema said mildly from where she was leaning
against the wall, across the room from Thor, who was pacing back and forth nervously. “So
here‟s a solution. Stop thinking.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then he looked over at Thor, asking mildly: “Think you could
give me a hand setting this transceiver up on the roof?”
“Absolutely, Lord Zerrex! It gives me no greater pleasure than to aid thee in such
endeavors, especially in such dark and dangerous times as these!” Thor said immediately,
running over and nodding firmly, and Zerrex carefully took the box before he glanced at him, as
Thor smiled warmly: “How shall I assist thee?”
“I need you to help get me to the roof. I don‟t know the layout of the building at all… and
then I need to set this thing up. Simple task, I hope.” Zerrex replied mildly… and he was right,
even though Thor obviously took great pleasure in knocking down fused-together metal doors
and makeshift barricades of brittle metal, pointing out holes in the floor here or there and
constantly talking about himself, Loki, and Valhalla. The last was always with longing in his
eyes, and the Drakkaren had the sense of a child who had adored his father… and who missed
him terribly, now that he was gone.
The reptile had set up the transceiver on top of a small shack on the roof, and he‟d felt
proud of himself until he‟d stepped on a weak spot and fallen through into the little outbuilding.
Thor had kicked open the door, asking him if he was okay, and Zerrex had mumbled it was only
his pride he‟d hurt as he looked up and saw the transceiver was thankfully still in place and
beeping away, hopefully doing its job. An hour later, Huck came up, moved the transceiver a
little away from the hole, then set up cabling to rig to a wireless router inside the little
outbuilding, which would give them access to the transceiver from any computer inside the
building.
They tested it by calling first the colony in Ire, and it worked surprisingly well: imagery
was clunky and riddled with static, and voices seemed to echo and sounded hollow at times…
but it worked nonetheless, and that was what mattered. They‟d spoken first to Balthazar, and
then to Cindy, who had ranted and raved for a while… and then they put a call through the

satellites to Hell. Surprisingly, Driz had answered it, then muttered he was building a power
condenser when asked why he was in the labs… and then he‟d added that Camus had apparently
come calling, wanting to send a message. He had official permission and everything, and that
he‟d been carrying a logbook he‟d left behind, from a previous failed mission to Hez‟Ranna…
and it had mentioned that the Primordials had seemingly gone to some length to avoid burning
certain buildings. Either that, or the buildings had been protected by some sort of force the
Primordials had trouble getting past.
That had been interesting to learn about… and Zerrex decided they should look for more
of these buildings. The next few days, however, were spent in awkward half-wait, as Huck
assigned them to various chores and took over operations for the moment, letting Zerrex go out
on the salvage runs with Mahihko, Lone, Sin, and Anathema, the latter two fascinated by the
debris and objects they managed to dig out of burned-up buildings, and found in stone cellars
kept mostly safe from the flames.
Sin obviously had no intentions of returning to Elysium before the Composite beings
emerged from their capsules, and Zerrex was glad for her company, even though he knew
Firenze was probably a little irritated by now… but he also didn‟t take her presence for granted,
putting a lot of effort into training with her and Anathema, learning more about the Unworld and
how he‟d have to deal with any other Unworld Beings that might happen to emerge. Anathema
had made it clear they absorbed energy… but Sin pointed out that there were very specific
wavelengths of energy that would hurt them, and they couldn‟t absorb; still, it would be like
putting a freshwater fish in salt water – it would take time for it to destroy them.
But as well as the energy training Zerrex was starting to get a little tired of, the reptile
was also able to train the old fashioned way, fighting the two in hand-to-hand… and Sin had
already become surprisingly adept at the use of shapeshifting her hands, Anathema looking
almost jealous of the way she and Zerrex slashed back and forth at each other, her with thin,
elegant-looking twin blades and the reptile using the long wrist-sword extending from his rocky,
warped arm. Yet it was also working to quickly teach Zerrex how to better harness his own arm,
as he and Sin battled on a rooftop, grinning at each other, the lizard windmilling his arm as it
rippled before becoming silvery and sleek, transforming from corrupt to armory overlaid plates
with the almost-beautiful gauntlet-hand, his ugly sword becoming a blade just as elegant as the
two thin, silver swords extending from Sin‟s wrists. “And here I thought you were going to give
me a challenge…”
“Now Lord Zerrex, please.” Sin smiled nonetheless, then she snapped her wrists out…
and the blades dropped from her wrists on long metal cables, before the Naganatine snapped
these forwards… but Zerrex only grinned, swinging his wrist-sword into them and letting the
blades wrap tightly around it before they transformed into hooks that seized into the weapon, but
Zerrex thickened the sword and jerked hard back just as Sin jerked forwards, and she was torn
off her feet with a grunt of surprise before she ran towards him, preparing to leap… and the
Drakkaren spun his metallic arm rapidly into the metal cabling dangling from her wrists before
yanking hard again, and she was torn forwards to crash into his chest before Zerrex wrapped an
arm around her and kissed her slowly and passionately.
She kissed him hungrily back, working her muzzle slowly up against his… and then they
both opened an eye and glared at Anathema when she made a retching sound, muttering: “Oh
come on, do you have to make out every time?”
“You never complain when I end the sparring session like that with you.” Zerrex
answered with a grin, and Anathema cleared her throat and blushed before she smiled a bit as

Zerrex retracted his sword, Sin‟s own weapons vanishing back into her metallic hands as they
both held an arm out towards Anathema… and she came, letting Sin kiss her cheek before she
guided her sister quietly between their bodies, and Anathema leaned up and shared a slow, gentle
kiss with Zerrex as Sin squeezed lightly into the Drakkaren‟s shoulders, gazing up at him
lovingly, without jealousy or spite even as his hands grasped Anathema‟s hips and pulled her
closer, working their mouths together quietly.
Finally, they parted, and Anathema closed her eyes, resting with her arms around the
male and her head over his shoulder, Sin pressing quietly into her from behind and rubbing her
back slowly… and then they both looked up as the Drakkaren‟s armlet fizzled before Huck
announced mildly: “Guys, you told me to tell you when twenty minutes were left. And guys, um.
Fifteen minutes are left on the capsules. I sort of like. Spaced out there, sorry. Anyway, we‟re all
downstairs and waiting for you.”
“What a surprise.” Zerrex rolled his eyes, then made a face when Huck squawked
indignantly at him, and he sighed as he held the armlet up. “Okay, we‟ll be right there.”
He looked at the two Naganatine for a moment, then hugged them both with a bit of a
smile before shaking his head slowly, grumbling: “At least it‟s just across the street.”
“I‟m amazed how talented he is, with the way he acts sometimes.” Anathema said dryly,
and Zerrex tossed her an amused look, making her shrug and snort in entertainment. “It‟s true.”
The reptile only shrugged a bit, walking over to the edge of the roof and hopping off to
land with a grunt on the street some thirty feet below with ease, and then he checked his armlet
before smiling: he was able to train hard and leave it at ten percent these days, and slowly he was
gaining control over all the abilities he had even when the armlet was up to roughly forty percent
power. It made him feel… strangely comforted, like he was gaining true control over whatever
he‟d become… and control was what he truly longed for, not more power.
Sin and Anathema landed on either side of him, and the three walked across the cracked
street, looking up at the building. Huck had mixed up some mortar – Sin had provided him with
some water she created from thin air when he‟d asked in an ironic voice, and even she had
looked surprised at the fact she‟d been able to perform a higher level magic without needing
demonic crystal, even here on the mortal plane – and that had been more than sufficient to take
care of some of the outer damage. They had also cleaned up the inside, and put a simple curtain
in place of doors on the building for now… but now, the entrance lobby they stepped into was
stacked with crates, mechanical parts, even large chunks of solid gold stone they could use to put
some of the old walls back into place, and Zerrex couldn‟t help but smile a bit.
Most of the supply runs had provided them with very little… but they had discovered a
warehouse that was little more than a molten pimple on the outside, but all that melted metal and
rock had formed into a solid, protective shield around the center of the warehouse, where they
had found crates stacked with the useful and the useless: toys, metal parts, electronic systems,
etcetera. After cracking the shell open and finding all this, they had been cheerfully carrying the
crates back here on a little trolley Huck had rigged up, and although it was slow and arduous, it
was providing them with a lot of stuff they‟d be able to use… and other things they could send
up to the space colonies, like toilet paper and small toys for children and spare blankets and
clothes.
They also found a satellite dish, which dramatically improved their communications, and
a laptop that Huck was able to put to use as a portable link, letting him take video logs of their
progress and carry with him when he went out looking for parts to write down notes and form a

comprehensive map of Uroboros. They were doing well, Zerrex thought… but he didn‟t think
they were ready for additional crew yet, much as Huck was crowing for more people to help him.
Then again, maybe these Composites will give him the people he wanted. Zerrex thought
ironically, and then he shook his head a bit as they entered the elevator and Anathema poked the
B4 button, still looking suspicious as the doors closed and they began to descend. He looked at
her, then smiled a bit at her behavior despite himself before he gazed over at Sin, who looked…
eager, in a word. He couldn‟t blame her for that, any more than he felt like he could blame her
for the thoughts she had on what could be done with the technology: really, she wanted the very
best for it and everyone around them, but she could become blinded by her strange servitude to
him… in a way, she could be was very much like Marina.
The elevator doors dinged open, and they headed quickly into the genetics lab, Huck
waving impatiently at them, and muttering: “Took you five damn minutes to get down here, we
only got ten minutes left, look, they‟re moving and shit…”
Zerrex nodded, stepping towards the capsules with a bit of a frown as they unconsciously
formed two lines: Zerrex, Anathema and Thor at the front, Huck, Lone and Mahihko, Sin, and
Loki at the back. The front line was ready and calm, Thor smacking the business end of his
hammer against a hand as his eyes narrowed… and the rear line nervous and anxious, Lone and
Mahihko automatically crowding around Sin as she put her hands together and leaned forwards
expectantly, Huck wincing and playing with a handgun he‟d found somewhere, rubbing
obsessively over the scarred barrel as Loki stayed to one side of Thor, bouncing a ball of dark
energy from hand-to-hand.
When the counter reached zero, the capsules beeped loudly, a klaxon going off before a
voice announced calmly: “Composites have been completed. Neurological implants have been
automatically activated. Information upload in progress… complete.”
“Shit, that‟s some fast fucking tech.” Huck muttered, and Zerrex shushed, making the
Dragokkaren sulk and mutter, cocking his handgun.
Then the capsules hissed as the green stuff inside slowly drained out, and Zerrex
wondered where that stuff went as the walls of the capsule spun slowly before disconnecting
with the base as they rose upwards, some of the green stuff sloshing free and down onto the
floor. The capsules‟ roofs rose to the ceiling, pulling cables and wires free as the plastic-like
wrap surrounding the figures tore off… and two reptilian beings were revealed, likely Drakkai in
shape and stature, standing awkwardly as liquid dripped from their bodies: one very female, one
very male.
The female had broad shoulders and was tall, her ten foot tall body with a bit of a
masculine V-shape to it and her breasts not oversized, but still quite noticeable. Her tail was long
and slender, twitching back and forth like a snake as she groaned and shook her head slowly…
and Zerrex realized she had a large black fin pushing from her forehead and going all the way to
the back of her neck, before she shuddered a bit… and her eyes opened, the same blue as the
scales that covered most of her body. Over her chest and front, however, her scales were white…
and she smiled a bit after a moment, rubbing at her smooth stomach as she murmured:
“Awake…”
The male, meanwhile, was powerful and bulky, probably fifteen feet tall and covered in
strong musculature, his scales red over his body but turning to a softer pink hue over his broad,
powerful chest… and he grimaced, grasping at his smooth skull before he looked down at his
naked, well-endowed body, and he awkwardly touched along his solid abdominals… and Zerrex
noticed he had a small ridge of crescent-shaped spikes along the outside of either arm, going

from wrist to elbow, and the same kind of spikes went up his shins. His feet, meanwhile, ended
in hooves instead of claws… and when Zerrex looked at the female composite‟s feet, he noted
they had large talons, but were otherwise more normal stance.
“Tired…” the male rumbled, and his eyes opened: almost pure white, eyes that were
oddly-shaped and wolf-like. The Drakkaren tilted his head, motioning at the others… and the
male stepped forwards, then bumped his head against the bottom of the glass capsule wall with a
grunt, staggering backwards and reaching out to catch himself, looking embarrassed as the
female laughed a bit. Then he ducked slowly under it as she carefully stepped off the base of her
own capsule, and they gazed over themselves, then each other, before the male smiled, wings
extending from his back as he rolled his shoulders and flapping once: draconic, enormous wings,
with something like hands at the furthest point of each, before he furled them and they vanished
once more into his back… and the reptile wondered what other secrets they had to share before
he was shocked as the male said warmly: “Hello, father.”
“I… what?” Zerrex said dumbly, and the male Composite blushed a bit as Huck
sniggered despite himself, and Zerrex made a face before he threw a foot backwards into the
Dragokkaren, making him grunt in pain before he said quietly: “I don‟t know what to say, but…
I‟m not your father. You just came out of those tubes…”
“We know. Brother, don‟t confuse him.” the female said mildly, elbowing him quietly,
and then she bowed before she smiled at the Drakkaren, saying gently: “My name is
Cinderella… and this is my brother, Prometheus.”
“I can introduce myself. My name is Prometheus.” the large, Dragokkaren-like male said
quickly, and then he winced when his „sister‟ elbowed him again. They bickered for a moment,
and then Prometheus said in a more solemn voice, as his attention returned to Zerrex: “We were
engineered by a corporation trying to restore life to this world, yes. It‟s all been written into our
minds, thanks to the microchips implanted into them.” He tapped his head quietly, then lowered
his eyes, murmuring: “Emotions, thoughts, feelings, ideas. The history of the world, and logical
facts. I can speak fluently, spell perfectly, and I know all about this world‟s history, up to six
centuries ago… and so does my sister, Cinderella.”
The female nodded quietly, saying softly: “We are prototypes, based upon your genetic
material. Not only you, but members of your family… fused into one being, mortal and yet not,
superior…” She stopped, then smiled sadly at the ground. “And yet not, because we simply are
test-tube children, in a literal sense. We are prototypes of a project that will never be completed,
and until we grow into our bodies, come to… feel ourselves, understand ourselves, more than
simply have knowledge of ourselves, will we know if we possess any of the abilities that they
wanted to develop in us.
“I know what the air tastes like… but this is the first time I taste it, and it‟s strange. I
know what you look like, but now that I see you all here, standing before me…” Cinderella
quieted, murmuring softly as she stepped forwards… and Thor gritted his teeth, but Zerrex
motioned at him, her actions not aggressive, her body language docile as she reached out with a
trembling hand to touch his chest… and she breathed softly. “Incredible.”
“Why was I just called father there?” Zerrex asked quietly, looking at her for a moment…
and then he glanced at Prometheus as he came slowly forwards, gazing at Anathema
wonderingly, and then over at Zerrex, who felt cold, and… scared? My genetic material, genetic
material of my family… Composites… “What are you?”
“Built out of genetic structures taken from each member of your family, genes formed
synthetically together to make us…” Prometheus said softly, grasping his sister‟s shoulder, and

then he reached out and touched Zerrex‟s face in an effeminate, odd gesture, before trading
smiles with his sister, and he awkwardly looked at Zerrex again a moment later. “We are
programmed to see you as a paternal figure, someone who will help shape and guide us… we
can‟t harm you, or go against your word, or lie to you. We accept you wholeheartedly, but you
are not required to accept us… we know… we know you may be uncomfortable with us. That all
of you would be…”
Prometheus and Cinderella traded another look, quieting… and the female rested a hand
over her chest, murmuring: “Emotions… are strange. I feel… it‟s almost a physical hurt. Is that
normal?”
“Yeah, I think so.” Zerrex said quietly, looking at the two… and he felt like they were
lost children, looking for a home, more than anything else. He knew he might regret it later… but
then he sighed and turned around, saying finally: “I need some time alone with these two.”
“Boss…” Huck said warningly… but when Zerrex looked at him for a few moments, he
threw up his hands in disgust and backed off, muttering: “You just be careful, hear me? That
naivety is going to kill you one of these days.”
Thor also looked skeptical, but he followed without a word, tossing a dark look over his
shoulder… and Loki snorted, shaking his head slowly. The wolves both whimpered but left too,
and finally Sin quietly hugged Zerrex, murmured that she‟d talk to the others, and turned around.
Anathema stood nearby, leaning against a capsule… and then she snorted when Zerrex
looked at her, saying mildly: “I am not going anywhere. But I‟m also not going to judge these
two until they‟ve had their say… I… one of the things about being undead… you can feel
whether or not something has a soul. It makes me uncomfortable… but like almost everything
else in the world, these two have souls… except they‟re souls of a higher order, just like you or
me or any mortal. Not souls like in the tree, or are said to exist in the earth itself… souls that go
in silence to the Unworld when they die, life force that becomes more energy to continue to fuel
existence as we know it… real souls.”
The two smiled at her thankfully, and Zerrex sat down with a sigh, sliding awkwardly
away from the naked pair… and fortunately, they also sat after a moment, resting their hands in
their laps and looking at him attentively. A moment later, Zerrex realized they were mimicking
the way he was sitting, and he cleared his throat awkwardly before he asked finally: “Why are
you here? Do you know who Magnus is?”
They both looked at him, then at each other, before shrugging at the same time,
Cinderella speaking first: “We‟re here to… support you, I think. And provide the assistance we
can. I‟m pieced together from female members of your family, Prometheus from various males
in your wide genetic pool… and we‟re both instilled with beliefs and thoughts and comfort levels
with things you like.”
“Magnus…” Prometheus frowned a bit, looking down quietly… and then he looked up
and said finally: “We were built by researchers looking to make perfect races to rule a perfect
world. You know, a final order to things. We Composites are… sterile, technically, unable to
reproduce others like us. We were designed to discover if theories on the genomes of gods and
supernatural entities were correct, and that if their genetic structure was copied, their abilities
could be reproduced.”
“I can produce… semi-offspring.” Cinderella said after a moment, and she smiled before
standing up… and in front of Zerrex‟s eyes, she closed her own and spread her legs as she
reached between them… and a moment later, Zerrex watched in shock as she laid a large egg
into the palm of her hand, roughly twice the size of the lizard‟s fist and oval-shaped, the surface

of it grey, tough, and pebbly. She handed the still-slick egg over to Zerrex with an embarrassed
smile, and Zerrex took it slowly, not knowing if he wanted to wince at the fact it was dripping
with her fluids or sniff it out of sick curiosity, but then something inside it rumbled… and
Cinderella smiled as it cracked after a moment, the reptile wincing and leaning away as it
shattered and a small, reptilian creature shook its head out, hissing quietly.
“It‟s a pseudodragon.” Zerrex said stupidly, looking at the small, brown-scaled beast…
and the creature looked up at him, scales tight against its body, little wings flapping as it flicked
a long, thin tail ending in a scorpion-like stinger… and Anathema frowned as she stepped
forwards and leaned down, then she shook her head with a grimace.
“No, it‟s a Cuckoo Dragon.” she said quietly, and Cinderella nodded with a smile over to
her, looking pleased with herself before Anathema made a face, leaning away from it. “They lay
their eggs in the nests of real dragons, and when the eggs hatch, they devour them. They grow
very fast into adults, which are enormous. Very predatory, very dangerous.” Anathema flicked
her eyes towards Cinderella, and the Cuckoo Dragon in Zerrex‟s hands hissed at her. “We have
nothing to feed it.”
“I guess… we have to kill it then.” Cinderella looked at it with a bit of a frown, and then
she sighed and whistled to it, and it immediately looked over at her and hopped down in front of
her, sitting at attention. She looked unhappy about it, and Zerrex wondered for a moment if they
could find some other place for it… and then her tail snapped up and the end of it blossomed
open like a flower, revealing a needle-like, sharp stinger in the center, and she stabbed this
swiftly into the creature.
The Cuckoo Dragon whined loudly as Cinderella lowered her head with a sigh, and it
trembled violently after a moment, ripples seeming to spread through its body before it wheezed
and keeled over, and Zerrex stared in shock at it as Prometheus squeezed his sister‟s shoulder
quietly, and she murmured: “It‟s… it‟s okay. It‟s just… so… so strange to take a life. I should…
have left the egg unfertilized inside myself. But… I wanted to show what I could do and… I
guess I did.” She laughed weakly, wiping at her face slowly. “I‟m sorry, Dad, I didn‟t mean to do
that… or to scare you at all.”
She glanced up, then over at her prehensile tail as the stinger on the end folded back into
it, and her tail-tip closed, smiling faintly. “I was originally designed for… wasp-like purposes, I
suppose you could say. I don‟t know why they would, when they were supposed to be rebuilding
the world… my stinger can inject victims with a venom that paralyzes or kills them, depending
on how much I push into them… and of course, there‟s my mouth, too…”
She closed her eyes, and Zerrex tilted his head before she opened her maw… and the
Drakkaren realized she didn‟t have an actual tongue, as what he first mistook for the appendage
split into four, then stretched out of her muzzle in different directions, seeming to lengthen and
thicken slightly as he realized that they had small suckers on the end of them… and if the
tentacles weren‟t enough, her jaw unhinged and her fang-like teeth lengthened out of her gums.
A moment later, however, Cinderella jerked her head forwards, then back, and the tentacles –
stretched out more than three feet by now, and with no sign of slowing – snapped back into her
maw, and she swallowed disgustedly. “Fangs filled with paralyzing toxin, suckers able to feed on
blood as I drag someone in to swallow them alive. A lot of snake and demonic DNA in me on
top of everything else.”
Prometheus gazed at his sister lovingly, patting her on the shoulder… and then Zerrex
looked over at him dryly, asking: “And what, do you have eye-lasers or something?”

He shook his head, smiling awkwardly as he murmured: “Not at all…” He flexed,
mumbling: “Mostly just raw strength… extendable claws… and my hooves. I‟m built for
extreme speed, strength, and I can control how fast my synapses fire. Until we know whether or
not our other abilities programmed into us work, however… that‟s the limit of our powers.”
Zerrex made a face, and then he asked quietly: “Why tell me all this, though? To try and
set my mind at ease about you two? And what the hell do you mean, until you know whether or
not your other things work? Shouldn‟t you… just know?”
Prometheus smiled a bit at this, saying softly: “It‟s kind of like we were just born, Dad.
We‟re… disoriented, confused…” He glanced down embarrassedly, curling his knees
automatically up to his chest. “Scared, even. We need to get… used to things around us before
we can start trying to tap into our other powers. I think there‟s a limiter or something set up in
our brains to ensure we… don‟t go into things beyond our control right now. That we grow into
our powers. And yeah, it… it would be nice to have all our cards on the table, I think, so you can
see everything we can do… so… so you know we have no surprises waiting for you. We don‟t
want to keep secrets from you… I think… I think that hurts us. I think we have to do whatever
you tell us to.”
“So if I ordered you to… punch yourself in the face, you‟d have to do it, theoretically?”
Zerrex said mildly, and the two looked up and nodded. The Drakkaren was tempted to ask them
to do it, but Anathema cleared her throat, likely sensing his intention… and he sighed, looking at
her mildly instead.
“You can feel their emotions, Zerrex, I know you can… and I know you‟ve had a feeling
about these two from the first time you saw their capsules. They‟re a riddle from Magnus…” She
stopped, then said slowly: “But for now, I think I‟ll consider them… proto-people. Syntheticallycreated, likely for the purely-mortal purpose of oppressing each other… but who may grow into
being real people and not test-tube monsters nonetheless.”
That earned a big smile from both of them to Anathema, and Zerrex grunted in agreement
after a moment, standing up… and immediately, Cinderella leapt up and hugged him, squeezing
his face into her breasts as she said warmly: “Thank you so much, Father! Anything at all we can
do for you… please, please just let us know, and we gladly will!”
“Thank you, Father.” Prometheus added warmly, and he joined in on the hug as
Anathema laughed loudly at Zerrex, the reptile wheezing as both surprisingly-powerful beings
squeezed him… and he had the feeling Cinderella had a lot of Cindy‟s strength in her, as he
staggered away when they let go and rubbed at his bruised-feeling ribs, the two looking
awkward. Then he grunted, glancing over them again, and Prometheus asked finally: “What
about the others, though?”
“They‟ll get used to it.” Zerrex mumbled, and then he added mildly: “They‟ll get used to
it faster if we can find you both some clothes, though. Come on, let‟s get out of here for now…
away from this place, it creeps me out.”
He realized a moment later that could be taken as insensitive… but neither argued as they
followed the Drakkaren carefully out and towards the elevator. It was a cramped ride up, but they
managed to make it without it breaking, and that was the important thing, the Drakkaren
thought… especially since he thought they had been well over the weight limit, from the size of
the two.
When they walked out onto the main floor, they found Huck spinning around in the chair
behind the lobby desk, looking morbid… and he glared grouchily up at the others, as Sin sighed.
Loki, at least, only seemed interested, and the wolves were once more staring, Mahihko putting

his thumb in his mouth for a moment before Lone slapped his arm, and he blushed and pulled it
quickly out as his eyes roved over Prometheus, while Lone leered a little at Cinderella… and
neither seemed to mind much, as Zerrex looked around the lobby before approaching one of the
crates as he asked over his shoulder: “This has clothing in it, right?”
“Why clothe them?” Huck asked sourly, and then he glanced at Prometheus, pretending
not to stare before he glowered at Zerrex, adding shortly: “Seriously, this is dumb.”
“Huck, will you not be an asshole right now?” Zerrex looked over at him darkly, and
Huck looked surprised before he blushed and shrank down behind the desk, half-hiding behind it.
Then Mahihko and Lone came over, seeming distrustful still but helping the lizard search, before
the little wolf hesitantly walked over to Cinderella with an old Hez‟Rannan military uniform.
They looked at each other, her naked, him in jeans and a little skirt and halter top… and
then she smiled softly, reaching down to touch the bangles hanging from his arm, as she
murmured softly: “Those are pretty.”
“Thanks.” Mahihko smiled up at her happily, and then he added shyly: “You‟re really
beautiful looking. And your brother is really big and handsome and I bet he‟s really strong.”
“Stop being a faggot, you faggot.” Lone said amusedly, as he walked over to Prometheus
and grinned awkwardly, holding up a leather vest and some plain, thick jeans. “These were the
best I could find for now… that okay?”
Prometheus nodded, and Lone rubbed at an arm with a smile before grabbing Mahihko
and dragging him off as he waved at Cinderella, and Zerrex rolled his eyes in dry amusement,
but he was smiling nonetheless. He was glad for it… and Thor looked a little less like he wanted
to pummel them with his hammer now, as the caracal came over to Zerrex and crossed his arms,
then said slowly: “I shall trust thy instincts, Lord Zerrex, for it seems that thee have been proven
right with this sort of thing in the past… but still, I admit that I am wary, although certainly has
my wrath dissipated for now, and I feel greatly embarrassed for having had it in the first place.”
“It‟s alright, Thor, I‟ve been twice as wrathful as you on a good day.” Zerrex said mildly,
and then he smiled a bit at the thunder god, who still was rubbing worriedly at the underside of
his muzzle. “Tell me, did you and Loki battle false mortals or something? You seem a little more
consternated about these things than usual.”
“Bah, such trivial beings could not dare compare themselves in essence with the
mightiness that is Thor of Valhalla!” the feline exclaimed, and once again Zerrex got the sense
that he and Thor were two people who spoke two very different languages, and yet could
understand each other… at least, most of the time. “Nay, fair young god, although with valor and
bravery did I battle ten thousand other foes, never the like of these creatures have I seen, and
wonder if ever their ilk I shall spot again. Thou should ask of my lawful brother Loki if he has
seen these beings, however… for his sojourn did take him far and wide from the blessed lands of
mine beloved Asgard.”
Zerrex nodded thoughtfully, but when he looked around, Loki had conveniently removed
himself from the area… and the reptile rolled his eyes before he glanced up as Cinderella and
Prometheus approached, the two looking hesitantly at Thor before Prometheus extended a hand,
saying finally: “Hi. I‟m Prometheus.”
“I‟m Cinderella.” the female added, and Thor peered suspiciously from one to the other,
and then his good nature won out, and he firmly hugged Cinderella with one arm, making her
giggle as he shook Prometheus‟s hand at the same time.
“Fair creatures, long have I misjudged thee!” Thor wailed, and then he seized Prometheus
and jerked him in close too, the lizard-like being gasping for air as his eyes bulged and he

scrabbled to get away, while Cinderella was now mashed with much less glee between Thor‟s
chest plate and her brother‟s huge body, flailing uselessly as her long tail became tangled around
her sibling‟s. “Forgive Thor, and he shall light your way with the power and glory of ten
thousand stars for ten thousand nights!”
They both struggled to reply, and then Zerrex cleared his throat, and the caracal coughed
and blushed, setting them both gently down before he smiled cheerfully. The Drakkaren heard
Huck grumble something, so he excused himself to let the three get to know each other better,
walking over to the desk as Huck paged through files, looking sourly up at Zerrex.
“I‟ve been doing research.” he said finally, then he sulked when the Drakkaren gave him
a flat look. “Oh stop that. Look, seriously, I dunno… some files opened up, must have been
when they passed into sight of the security camera… and I‟m going to just go ahead and say that
whoever set that up is a freaking genius. I mean, yeah, they‟re both kind of distinct… but to be
able to distinguish lizard A and B from lizard C and D, that takes some programming.”
“Yeah well… hey, wait.” Zerrex glanced over his shoulder, then at his own hands, before
Huck whistled innocently, blushing a bit as he looked away, and the reptile mumbled: “I am so
not a female, you… asshole. Continue, before I punch your face in.”
Huck scowled, then winced away and tapped the monitor, saying blandly: “Listen, I
found out more information about what they are, for one. ADAM and EVE models, they‟re
called… ADAM stands for Advanced Data Management, and EVE is Extra-Versatile
Endomorph. And yeah, like I was worried about, they‟re both military models.”
“What? What military?” Zerrex asked sharply, frowning a bit as he looked over at
them… and Huck looked stupidly up at him, tapped a few keys… and then he paled and
swallowed thickly, and shakily pointed at the screen.
Zerrex hopped the desk as Anathema and Sin both came over, and the Drakkaren gritted
his teeth, muttering: “Impossible. Well, no goddamn wonder everything slowed to a crawl… I
can‟t believe they actually think that‟s an option…”
Displayed on screen, a data file was spewing out, with the heading: “United Solar
Galactic Federation:” a Federation made up of a multitude of space colonies that looked like it
took its orders mainly from an Admiral from the ex-nation of Lunis. As Zerrex leaned over this,
he thought he was getting a better understanding of the situation… and he grimaced a bit,
reading quickly through the information that seemed relevant as he muttered: “Manufacturing
pseudo-gods to defend their colonies… rebuilding this world in the image of „perfection‟ to
better maintain it and help ward off any attacks… and what‟s this?”
Huck glanced at the filename Zerrex pointed out, and he tapped in a short command…
and the file was immediately opened, displaying the same heading and a picture of what Zerrex
guessed was a microchip implant, as he muttered: “Preprogrammed configuration modules…
how they can be used to reactivate „dead‟ minds as well… modifying the cloning process used in
Hez‟Ranna to resurrect Narrius and dead scientists… my Gods, it‟s science gone completely
insane.”
“Yeah.” Huck said slowly, and then he gritted his teeth, muttering: “We need to fax all
this information up to Albatross, get him to bring it before the other Admirals and the remaining
world leaders who still have command over their colony sets. Lunis isn‟t technically a country,
but they have a voice in the… kind of space senate, I guess it is, and I‟m not seeing the name of
their President or his executive officers anywhere on this list. It looks like a rogue military
operation, trying to establish a perfect order.”

Zerrex grunted and nodded, muttering as he rubbed at his head slowly: “There still would
have been the problem of people who survived the collapse of the world, though… living in biodomes, or with air purifiers already set up along their borders, or just in well-oxygenated places
throughout the world…”
“I don‟t think so… by the look of the dates mentioned, it would be at least a decade
before they were going to get the ball rolling on this plan. If it wasn‟t for us taking steps to aid in
the restoration of the environment, I don‟t think things would have lasted much longer.” Huck
said, then he made a face. “Besides. I‟m sure a few well-placed bombs would have simplified
matters further, and these people don‟t seem like the type who have trigger-finger-conscience.”
Zerrex grunted, then he looked over his shoulder at the two Naganatine, Sin frowning as
Anathema looked contemptible… and then the undead female shook her head, saying quietly:
“Mortals, what a sick and foolish breed. Thinking they can control everything, that they
somehow deserve to control the whole world around them… when it is that world they
themselves live off of. Mastery of some fancy power tools doesn‟t give a person the right to take
the life of another.”
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, then he sighed a bit as he rubbed at his face
slowly, saying quietly: “Yeah, but that‟s not the way most people see it, sadly.” He paused, then
looked up, glad to see the wolves had joined Thor and the two Composites in conversation.
“We‟ll talk about this with them later, alright? Huck, here, let me download those files onto this
armlet, I think I can do that somehow…”
Zerrex poked around his armlet for a little bit, and then he finally popped open a hidden
hatch, and tugged a cable out of it Huck was able to plug into the USB port… and in only
seconds, the files were downloaded onto the Drakkaren‟s armlet, the reptile smiling a bit as he
patted it gently. Then he looked at the computer as it beeped, and Huck nearly jumped out of the
chair before he let out a sigh of relief as both Sin and Anathema looked distrustfully at the
machine. “Oh, wait, no. It‟s just an incoming message…”
He tapped a button to open it, and a moment later they were looking at a uniformed
goatling, who was peering awkwardly into the camera before he cleared his throat and leaned
back, reading off a clipboard: “High King Firenze has announced that a cargo drop is to be made
to Lord Zerrex‟s colony in Hez‟Ranna, as yet unnamed. We are contacting you to confirm
coordinates and what types of supplies you require.”
“Ask for the same basic stuff as…” Zerrex paused as Huck leaned backwards, motioning
at him, and the goatling frowned into the camera, making the Drakkaren grin awkwardly as he
realized they were visible as well. “Uh. Hi. We need steel girders, two pallets of bricks, and
about fifty feet…” A short muttered debate with Huck. “Okay, about a hundred feet of rope. Oh,
and if it can be spared, three spheres of demonic crystal.”
“I‟ll see what we can do.” The goatling paused, then continued: “Second point of
business. High King Firenze has requested that High Princess Sin return home. She is needed in
session. If it suits you, a suitable candidate can be found to replace her…”
“No one‟s suitable as Sin.” Zerrex murmured softly, and Sin blushed and smiled as
Anathema rolled her eyes and Huck made a gagging motion, but the Drakkaren shoved him out
of the chair before he said calmly: “No, it‟s alright. I‟ll have her go back on the cargo shuttle, if
that‟s suitable.”
“Perfectly.” the goatling made a note, then nodded courteously. “That concludes our
business, Director Zerrex. Thank you for your time.”

The goatling turned the camera off, and Zerrex sighed, rolling his eyes and wondering if
he should have gotten another pallet of bricks… but then the others approached, and Huck
scampered to turn the monitor off as the Drakkaren looked at him flatly, then over at the
Composites, smiling a bit at them and figuring he had more pressing matters at hand. “We need
to talk.”

Verse III: A Prayer For The Damned
Two days later, Zerrex stood on the street, waiting for the cargo shuttle to land. Huck had
built a simple beacon out of glass reflectors that would hopefully attract the pilot‟s attention: the
shuttle would have to squeeze a little, but it was better than landing on the roof, where they
would never be able to get the supplies down from.
Sin stood beside him, looking more than a little sad to have to go, her fingers laced
silently in front of her… and then she blushed, but smiled, when Zerrex took her hand and
squeezed it quietly, murmuring: “I‟ll miss you. Just make sure you take care of things around
Hell. Let Firenze know what‟s going on and all that, too.”
She nodded, then quietly kissed his cheek, before she smiled over her shoulder at
Anathema… but the undead Naganatine only glanced away, leaning against the wall of their
makeshift headquarters. Zerrex knew it was just her way, however, and he wasn‟t going to
question her about it… and then he smiled a bit despite himself when she sighed and walked
over, asking dryly: “Aren‟t they late?”
“Not yet.” Zerrex said quietly, looking skywards: he knew it was hard to predict when the
shuttles would land, but they were usually within the half-hour of their ETA. Then again, he
didn‟t have any other jobs to do right now: Huck had left early to start repairing other homes in
the area, taking everyone with him. Zerrex was at least glad he was finally getting used to the
Composites, even if he was still revolted by the idea of synthetically-created mortals or clones.
Cinderella and Prometheus had taken learning about their true purpose well, although it
had confused both of them and upset them a little: but that was to be expected, since they had
both been born implanted with what they thought was the truth, but only ended up being a lie. It
had been a touchy subject, but Zerrex had finally carefully explained that it was that way with
mortals, too: born into the world, bred their whole lives to believe one thing… only to find out,
sometimes only after death, that everything they had believed in was nothing but a lie, or a
pathetic self-justification.
He also explained to them that it didn‟t have to determine what they were, that perhaps
the reason Anathema had felt like they had souls, was because they hadn‟t been the things they
were programmed to be from the start, but had reached beyond that… and both of them had been
comforted by this idea. They would need time to adjust… but Thor and the wolves were kind to
them, and Huck was getting used to them as well, and even Loki wasn‟t a complete jerk to
them… so the reptile thought they would probably come out of things okay.
Before Zerrex‟s thoughts could go to deep, however, Sin squeezed his hand and pointed
to the sky… and the Drakkaren glanced up, then smiled a bit at the sight of the slowlyapproaching cargo vessel, feeling both… sad and happy at the same time. It was hard to see Sin
go, but she would be safe back in Hell, doing a job she did well… and he was receiving supplies
necessary to continue the reconstruction of the area around Uroboros, while Huck cobbled
together a large-size air purifier from the complicated mechanical parts they‟d found. Zerrex,
meanwhile, was anxious to head out towards the burnt, once-mighty jungle, wanting to test out
his powers again, see if he could make more trees grow… and who knew? Maybe if he made
enough trees, they wouldn‟t even need the machines as more than a standby, awkward as that
was… except the lizard was also well-aware trees would require more than just the nitrogen-rich
atmosphere to survive.
The shuttle landed… and Zerrex sighed a bit, smiling faintly as he looked over at Sin, and
she gazed back fondly… then they traded a hug and a short kiss, before she headed over to the

ship as the passenger bay opened. The reptile watched as she climbed up into it as the cargo bay
lift slowly lowered from the rear of the long ship, and Anathema patted him on the shoulder,
saying quietly: “Come on, Zerrex. We need to unload this thing.”
It took them only ten minutes to do so, and a few more to start loading surplus crates onto
the supply shuttle to take back to Hell or drop off at a colony for them… and then Zerrex made a
face as his armlet beeped, tapping a short code on it before smiling slightly as a holographic
projection of Camus‟s upper body appeared, fizzing a bit here and there. Huck had toyed some
with his armlet and finally figured out how to hook it into the network in their headquarters, and
the Drakkaren stepped out of the way as Anathema carried the last crate out to put on the lift
herself. “Can you hear me?”
“I can, Zerrex. You always ask me that and I always can.” Camus said with soft
entertainment: he‟d called several times over the last few days, after digging up some
information for the Drakkaren. In between working on discovering how the Sunshine
Corporation had been continuing to operate despite the fact Hez‟Ranna was on fire, and poking
at the identity of Magnus – Camus pointed out it meant „Great,‟ and it had been off-and-on used
as a first name for mortals for a thousand or so years, which just added to the Drakkaren‟s
confusion over who the hell Magnus was – the two constantly poked at various topics, debating
and bantering for hours on end. It was strange how well they managed to get along, and how
much the reptile could learn from him in such a short time. “I just wanted to let you know I
found a particularly-interesting passage of poetry here that might relate to your riddle… nothing
so complex as a prophecy, but nothing as simple as a few lines of text. Would you like to hear
it?”
“Well, I don‟t know if we‟re far enough into our relationship for you to be reading me
poetry, Camus…” Zerrex said kindly, but the lion only sighed, giving him that half-pleading
look that begged him to take things seriously. “Alright, yeah, go ahead. Let‟s hear it.”
Camus cleared his throat, then he recited slowly and clearly: “„When the world burns in
blackest hour, with flames of brilliant crimson, Magnus shall arise to power, and unite the
universe in one vision. With thunderous peal flowers shall bloom, after blood of many gods have
spilled, with shattering roar Magnus will seal mortal doom, to protect innocence from being
killed.‟ They‟re the words of a poet named Eduard LeBlanc… he was put to death shortly after
for heresy, and I checked around and it seems he went insane when he ended up in Heaven.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, frowning a bit at his armlet, before he said finally: “What
do you think it means?”
Camus shrugged after a moment, saying finally: “To be honest, I‟m unsure. LeBlanc was
a poet who claimed he heard voices from a world he described as „made of black fire, always
changing and shifting like an eternal sea.‟ And I know that you‟ve had more experience in these
matters than myself, but I would like to suggest cautiously that he may have been speaking about
the Unworld, not Heaven or Hell.”
“Can people hear psychic messages from the Unworld, though? I mean, I‟ve always been
skeptical about people even receiving the „words of angels‟ or „voices of demons‟ in their minds,
I thought that was just mental illness.” Zerrex said mildly, and Camus tilted his head back and
forth, making a face. “Oh come on, I‟m not going to do more than poke fun at you.”
“Well…” Camus hesitated still, and then he said slowly: “It‟s possible. And it doesn‟t
happen consciously, I don‟t think: some people are just very sensitive and open to receiving…
signals, shall we say, from others, like… a… radio, is that the mortal device? Either way, they
seem to be often driven insane by it… LeBlanc became so convinced the end of days was

coming, he took to the streets, trying to warn people of the „ghoulish terrors‟ that would be
arriving and covered his entire home in runes. This part, however, is notable, because angels did
go down and visit to copy and erase all these runes… they form a long, rambling prayer in an
ancient version of Enochian, the angelic language.”
Zerrex grunted, trying to sort this out in his mind and how it could connect… and then he
sighed and winced when the rumbling of the shuttle taking off brought him back to his senses,
rubbing at his head slowly as he murmured: “Okay, okay. Before I get too… off-track here, uh…
do you have any conclusions or guesses at all?”
Camus shook his head slowly, and then he said softly: “None. I had a question for you,
however… how are those… Composites, you called them? How are they? What are they like? I
have to admit, the idea is strangely fascinating… synthetic mortals, built for war, but who
haven‟t displayed much of an aptitude for violence.”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit at this, saying quietly: “I guess I‟ve stopped thinking of them
as synthetic… now they‟re just people, as much a person as me or you or a clone soldier or a
normal mortal. They‟re a little… regressive at times, they need to be taught about certain things
apparently left out of their programming, like how to open doors, or a bottle, or why they have to
be gentler with some materials than others… but they‟re learning fast, and developing
emotionally as well as mentally. I have a lot of hopes for them. I guess… I guess I‟m kind of
proud of them.”
The lion smiled back at this, and then he made a face as static tore the image, looking
around before he sighed. “My apologies, Lord Zerrex, but it seems there‟s some signal
interference starting up… I don‟t understand how these mortal technologies work. I‟ll call you
again soon though, shall I?”
“Me neither. But I‟d appreciate it Camus. Take care, okay?” Zerrex said softly, and
Camus smiled before he nodded, and a moment later, the hologram fizzled out. Zerrex lowered
his arm, then he looked over at Anathema, who was standing nearby and watching curiously.
“What?”
“Just fascinated by how quickly you and him started to get along.” she said finally, then
made a face, adding flatly: “I still don‟t like him all that much. He does nothing but prattle on
and you still don‟t know if he‟s a demon or an angel.”
“It‟s rude to ask. Dude obviously misses being mortal, and I know better than most
people what that feels like.” Zerrex glanced down at himself, and then he laughed a bit, rubbing
at his head slowly. “Besides, why does it even matter? Demon or angel or… jellyfish, he‟s
helping me out a hell of a lot with things and research, even promised to do up a budget for this
colony and stuff.”
Anathema looked unconvinced, but then she sighed and nodded, rubbing at her head
slowly before she said quietly: “Alright, I just… I get worried about things, Zerrex. It‟s always
hard to predict what‟s going to happen next… worse, I get scared these days that everything is…
I don‟t know.”
She stopped, struggling for her words, and then he held up a hand, saying quietly:
“Believe me, Anathema. I feel it to. Something is just on the verge of breaking through the
surface… and we‟re going to have to deal with things sooner much rather than later. I don‟t
know how I know that, but I feel it in my mind, like a pressure, like there‟s a bubble inside there
about to pop… and I might not even have all my memories back, might not have my brain
entirely intact or be up to my old level of readiness in combat… but I feel so damn clearly I‟m
going to have to be ready for the big game, and it‟s down to days, maybe hours away.”

“Everything is hours or minutes away, it‟s usually just a lot of them.” Anathema said
pettishly, crossing her arms and looking at him sourly, and Zerrex glared back at her. “Well, it‟s
true. I hate those mortal expressions.”
They looked at each other for a little while… and then Zerrex reached out and snagged
her, jerking her into a headlock and rubbing a fist against her skull, making her curse and flail in
indignation before she shoved him away with a furious glare at him, and the Drakkaren only
shrugged before he said amiably: “Want to unpack, then?”
“I suppose.” she said sulkily, and then she punched him in the shoulder as they turned to
walk inside, the reptile grunting and rubbing at it with a wince.
The next few days passed in a blur to the Drakkaren: not because there was much to do,
but because operations actually ran smoothly. Huck finished a large-size air purifier, toting it
around and proudly proclaiming how effective it would be… until it refused to start, and he was
forced to replace several of the parts, grumbling about inferior materials. Thor and Loki did an
excellent job of gathering up the materials from another cargo drop from Hez‟Ranna, and Huck
was further pissed off when he opened one of the three capsules to find a miniature air purifier
inside it, shaped like a barrel. When Zerrex poked it, it beeped and unfolded the sides of its body
to form a large base, the inside beginning to rumble away, and Huck kicked it to turn it off
before he grumbled that a machine like this could probably clean an entire city block by itself
within a few days, looking resentful, jealous, and happy all at once in the way only he could
manage to do.
Zerrex assigned the Composites to work with Lone and Mahihko, taking time here and
there to coach them on something or another himself, but mostly letting them work with the
wolves in the salvage and repair operations while he read over their extensive files, gathering the
information he could about them. They were indeed made of genes taken mainly from members
of his family, but there was plenty of other genetic material thrown in here and there, too… they
were both composed of a huge number of genes, however, and the Drakkaren was beginning to
understand why Cindy wanted to see them so badly.
To that end, Priest had finished repairing the cargo helicopter, and was flying it over to
them to pick the Composites and some of their crew up: Zerrex had to head back to check on the
colony and talk with Balthazar, Mercy, and Sarah about administration duties anyway, and Thor
demanded to be included in the group. Huck, meanwhile, was more than happy to stay behind
with Loki, although he was also visibly disappointed that so many people were heading back.
Zerrex tried to get them all to see that he really didn‟t need so much company on the trip… but
no one else would be dissuaded from it, and the Drakkaren thought that Lone and Mahihko
weren‟t just taking their jobs as the partners of the synthetic siblings seriously… they also
missed their adoptive sisters and the rest of their friends at the colony.
Priest greeted them warmly after he landed the helicopter on the street, hugging Zerrex,
and inspecting the Composites curiously when they came out: Cinderella in her uniform – she
had torn the sleeves off of it, however, giving it a bit of a personal touch – and Prometheus in his
plainer clothes, the two standing with Lone and Mahihko on either side of them… and his mouth
had quirked, obviously noting the similarities that had started to develop. Cinderella was wearing
a golden twist of metal around her upper arm, as well as a bracelet, and Prometheus had a gun
holstered on his hip. He was a spectacularly bad shot, but Lone was kind enough in teaching him
when he wasn‟t making an ass of himself showing off or bragging about what a good shot he
was.

As they loaded into the passenger bay of the large chopper, Huck came out to argue a
little with Priest, then they traded a hug before Huck suddenly seized him and kissed him firmly,
making Priest‟s eyes bulge as he flailed and shoved away, glared at Huck… then sighed and
patted him on the head when he looked up and batted his eyes at him. Then he climbed back into
the helicopter, Cinderella and Prometheus both staring around in awe: apparently this had been
one thing not added into their memories.
The ride was a long one, but it wasn‟t a bad one, at least: the Composites enjoyed the
travel through the air, staring in awe out the windows almost the entire time. Lone fell asleep,
and Mahihko curled himself comfortably between Prometheus and his alter ego, smiling at his
father and waving every now and then, Zerrex unable to resist waving back as Anathema
muttered about brain damage, but looked at the ceiling every now and then, as if trying to see all
the way to Hell and her sister.
Then Priest told Zerrex to look outside, as they neared their destination… and the reptile
did so, before staring in amazement at the sight of thin grasses covering the entire plains now,
trees here and there and other rough, hardy weeds dotting even up through cracks in the highway.
Nature had obviously been hard at work… and Priest had started talking about wanting to aid in
restoring the water to normal, that years had passed now since the worst of the pollution from
corpses, collapsing buildings, and toxic waste had occurred, but not all of the gunk could be
simply broken down by the natural processes of the oceans and lakes: they needed to step in
before it became permanent, start fighting to save the water as well as the land.
Zerrex had realized after a little while Priest wanted him to approve of the idea, and he
finally rolled his eyes and said he wanted to see some initiative next time, but he‟d vouch for the
Dragokkaren to Firenze or the colonies, have them send over whatever Priest needed. His son
had looked huffy, but smiled nonetheless, and started rambling about sediments and chemicals
and magnets and „environmental bombs,‟ and Zerrex was glad when they reached the landing
pad, if only because it meant he could ignore Priest‟s technical babbling in favor of things he
actually understood, as he and the others piled out of the helicopter and looked around, the
Composites absolutely fascinated with the colony already… and as Zerrex looked at the outer
wall, he only wondered how much had changed here before wincing when Priest slapped him on
the shoulder and smiled down at him, bringing him back to reality.
“Come on, Dad, Momma‟s real anxious to see you… and Cindy definitely wants to see
those two as soon as possible. Thinking about it, you should probably bring them to Cindy at the
main building‟s clinic first, she‟s been… a little upset.” Priest said carefully, and Zerrex made a
face before he nodded, Anathema quickly falling in step with them as Zerrex motioned at the
siblings, the two Composites looking up and heading over to him immediately with smiles on
their faces, even as they gazed back and forth wonderingly at the grasses and trees. Lone,
meanwhile, half-fell out of the helicopter, yawning as Mahihko tried to rush him along after the
others, but the larger lupine only grumbled and shoved Mahihko over, making him pout.
They headed into the colony, Zerrex waving at Carmen and Nature, and the former
female cackled before charging at him… and then Anathema glowered at her, and she slid to a
halt when the bony female stepped forwards and prodded her as Nature came more calmly
towards them, smiling radiantly. “Don‟t you have anything better to do?”
Carmen looked at her moodily, and then she poked her a few times as she said flatly:
“Don‟t get between me and the Boss. I am a very affectionate person, but I swear, the next time
you get between me and him, I‟ll chew your damn face off.”

Zerrex decided to let the two argue, feeling strangely pressed for time and he led the two
Composites through the gate… but he was unsurprised when Nature quickly caught up, saying to
him kindly: “So tell me, Zerrex. How can something be synthetic, when it‟s made of the very
same stuff that the real thing is? How can something be a copy, when it doesn‟t act like what it‟s
copied from? How can something be called soulless, when it has a mind that thinks and a heart
that feels and treats everyone with more respect than most mortals, who very much are said to
have souls but very much act like they don‟t?”
“Do you have to speak in riddles?” Zerrex asked her dumbly, rubbing at his head, and
when Nature nodded and took on the likeness of a ferret, the Drakkaren gazed at the two
siblings, who were looking almost worried now as he led them towards the main building, saying
finally: “Honestly? I‟ve come to think of these two as… almost as students. Children, to teach,
and who are eager to learn everything I have to say.” He stopped, then looked at them again,
nodding slowly. “Mortals… no, people in general, sometimes speak too quickly, decide too
rashly, before they really give themselves time to think about something. They‟re real people,
Nature. Just see for yourself.”
Nature nodded, then she halted and spun around, clasping her hands in front of herself,
and Zerrex stopped to look over his shoulder at her as the Composites stood only a few feet
away, trading glances before looking once more towards Nature… and she reached up and poked
Prometheus in the arm, then smiled warmly as she took on the likeness of a wolf for a moment,
but it changed to that of a dragon when she prodded Cinderella. Immediately, she clapped her
hands together, then laughed and spun around towards Zerrex, taking his hands and spinning him
in a circle as her body subtly changed to become a Drakkaren, the reptile wincing a bit before
she bounced away and clapped her hands a few times, laughing as she headed back towards the
gate leading outside.
“Who was that?” Cinderella asked finally, and Zerrex smiled a bit, rubbing at his head
slowly and barely able to think of how to explain.
“A friend.” he said finally, then nodded slowly. “Nature. She‟s a Primordial who‟s been
helping us out… she grew all those trees and plants with her ability to create things. She‟s… a
little odd, but you get used to her. And that was her with her bracelets on… you should see what
she‟s like when she‟s not in a lucid state of mind.”
“That was lucid?” Prometheus asked dumbly, wincing a bit, and Zerrex smiled faintly as
he realized they were both… filling out a little more in terms of personality, before he motioned
for them to follow again as he headed towards the main building, a twitch of nervousness going
through his stomach as they walked up the stairs of the renovated motel. This could go really
well, or absolutely horribly… I just hope Cindy’s in a good mood.
The reptile waved absently at the Wrath demon behind the counter, who looked dumbly
at his back as the Drakkaren led the Composites towards the back of the room, and he took a
slow breath before pushing the door open… and he smiled awkwardly at Cindy, who was
standing on the other side with a moody look on her face. She sighed after he looked at her for a
few moments, though, then murmured: “Come on, then. I‟ll examine them quickly… and then
we can talk some more about those files you sent me.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, but then he reached out, catching her by the arm and turning her
around as the two anxious beings stepped into the corridor, and he said quietly: “Cindy, I‟d like
you to meet Prometheus and Cinderella… and you two, this is my daughter Cindy. She‟s the one
I‟ve been telling you about, who wants to examine you both so badly.”

Cindy gave a strained smile, but when Cinderella sketched a curtsy and Prometheus
nodded with an attempt at smiling in return, she seemed to loosen up a bit, murmuring: “Good to
meet you, then. Come with me, I promise it won‟t take long at all.”
They followed her to Cindy‟s little medical office, and Zerrex realized with all of them
inside it would become cramped… so instead, he motioned the two past, saying to Cindy: “I‟ll
just wait out here, okay? Just let me know when you‟re done in there and everything.”
The two nodded, then Zerrex sighed a bit as he leaned against the wall, looking up and
doing his best not to listen in on what was going on inside the room after the door closed.
Instead, he sat down with a grunt, resting his forearms on his knees, then concentrated… and a
moment later, Sammy appeared in front of him, chirping cheerily up at him, and the Drakkaren
smiled, reaching out to tickle under his jawbone gently. “There‟s my little friend. So how have
you been holding up, huh? Harassing Cherry for me while I was gone?”
Sammy chirped, then Zerrex glanced to the side as the door at the end of the hall opened,
and Marina ran through it, tackling him and making the lizard laugh as he fell over, the female
pushing her hands against his chest as she straddled him and gazed down at him lovingly. “Oh
Daddy… it‟s so good to see you again…”
“It‟s good to see you too, Marina.” Zerrex said softly, then he reached up and stroked
gently over her arm, asking quietly: “How‟ve things been going? There‟s a lot of people to catch
up with, and I don‟t even know if I can afford the time to do it all in.”
“It‟s good, Daddy… the trees are producing oxygen, and they‟re being tended to as best
we can… Priest wants to clean up the lakes and even the ocean, but I know he talked to you
about that already…” She stopped, then leaned down and kissed his cheek softly. “We‟ve been
worried and thinking about you a lot, so we‟re all glad to see you‟re still okay…”
She gazed at him for a few moments, then leaned down and hugged him tightly, and he
embraced her in return, rocking her quietly on top of his body before she murmured softly: “I
never want you to ever worry about me, Father… I miss you all the time, and think of you, and
envy those who get to be so close of you… but I know my place, and that in time, you‟ll make
the decisions you need to.” She stroked his face gently, smiling lovingly down at him, and then
she stood up and helped the Drakkaren to his feet, saying softly: “I think Cindy wants to talk to
you.”
Zerrex tilted his head, and then the door behind him opened and the two Composites
emerged, both with band-aids on their arms and carrying suckers. Prometheus was eyeing his
strangely, and Cinderella looked torn between amusement and embarrassment as she held her
arm, a little bit pale. Then Cindy stuck her head out, saying quietly: “Can I talk to you for a
minute, Daddy?”
The Drakkaren glanced at Marina, who only smiled and shrugged, and then he nodded
and stepped into the clinic room, and Cindy closed the door the moment he was inside, almost
catching the end of his tail as he winced, then gazed at her quietly as she leaned against the door,
pushing a hand against her head before muttering: “They stole my data for military experiments.
They took everything I worked for and used it for everything I hated…”
She sat down silently in her clinic chair, and Zerrex stepped forwards, touching her
shoulder as she buried her face in her hands for a moment. Then she finally shook her head,
looking up as she said quietly: “I feel… so betrayed. More than that, I feel like an idiot for ever
starting the project in the first place. I mean, we were gathering so much genetic information,
from multiple worlds, even… endangered species, animal, mammal, and reptile, aquatic and

amphibious and land-dweller… I just… I had so much hope for this. And I really thought it was
safe, but obviously I didn‟t choose the right people to work with after all.”
She quieted, then looked down, murmuring: “It‟s… I feel worse than when Lone Wulfe
raped me, all those years ago. It‟s a violation of everything I‟ve ever stood for. Everything I‟ve
ever loved and admired… and to top it all off, they used our genetic material, the stuff that‟s
supposed to make us, us… into that. Into… those Composites.” She stopped, then shook her
head slowly, whispering: “I feel so sorry for them… and I feel so guilty, so responsible for them.
Like they‟re my creations, because… in a way, they are. Without my stupid Ark, they never
would have existed… without me wanting to walk into territory I knew from the start was
dangerous, they never would have come about. No ADAM prototype, no EVE prototype… no
need to go through their lives, scared every day, questioning if they‟re real people or not.”
She shook her head slowly, then Zerrex reached out and hugged her head quietly against
his chest, murmuring: “Stop that now. Without you, they may never have existed, granted. But
Cindy… that‟s exactly it. Do they look unhappy about their lives? And… I know it must be like
your soul‟s been torn out, but we‟ll fix this. I swear to you, we‟ll track down every single person
who was involved in this data-stealing and-”
“That‟s just it, Daddy.” Cindy whispered, voice almost silent, and then she looked up
quietly at him, swallowing back tears. “Every single one of them, from Heaven, from Hell, from
Heosphoros… they‟ve all vanished completely. The only thing they found was a ripped piece of
a lab tech uniform… and it was stuck in an airlock, caught in the door leading out into space.”
“What?” Zerrex frowned in disbelief, and then he murmured quietly, looking down and
rubbing at his head slowly: “But Heosphoros… alarms went off when I so much as stepped foot
inside it, and I remember… cameras everywhere, and patrols, and-”
“Nothing was tampered with, but there‟s no record of the airlock being opened, not even
any visible traces on any alternate spectrum: there should have been something left behind, heat
or blood or corruption or purity, but… there was nothing.” Cindy said quietly, looking silently
away, and then her eyes returned to her father, rubbing slowly at her face. “It scares me. It scares
me that someone apparently has been just… stealing these people and their lives away…that
somewhere, there‟s someone powerful or sly enough to do that, and destroy almost any evidence
that could be linked to them. The fabric is being analyzed now in the forensics lab, but they
haven‟t even turned up a DNA sample from the lab tech… not a single hair, not a single flake of
skin, like… like everything that made him, him, was erased…”
“Gods…” Zerrex turned away, resting his hands on the counter with a frown… and then
he shook his head slowly, before he looked over his shoulder at her quietly as she snuffled a bit,
and he sighed, turning back around and taking her face quietly in his hands. “Just don‟t go
thinking this was your fault at all, Cindy. I know you‟re as bad as me when it comes to guilt.”
Cindy only smiled faintly up at him, however, murmuring softly as she closed her eyes:
“It‟s hard, Daddy… on the one hand, I‟m almost glad they‟re gone… on the other, I feel terrible.
Responsible for this, because I hired them for such a dangerous project, because I knew the
possibilities but was… was always naïve about them… them and the motives of the people I
chose both, but… fuck…”
Cindy sighed raggedly, then she stood up and hugged Zerrex tightly, and he hugged her
back, holding her close and half-rocking her against his form… and then she shook her head
slowly, murmuring: “Anyway. I… I did look at those files and everything, though. The
Composites… I… I guess it could be worse.” She looked down, stroking silently over the chair‟s
top as she whispered: “But every time I look at them, I still see my work perverted by… by some

wannabe military leader… yet I already checked with Captain Sebastian, since he owes us a
favor or two, and he told me over encoded link that Admiral Bonaparte hasn‟t been present on
either his space colony or the Orbiting Control Station for weeks now, but it‟s all kept very hushhush. There‟s five of them, you know, Daddy… Albatross and Churchill from Hez‟Ranna,
Jonathan Fredericks, from Ire – Balthazar‟s last choice, before… before he died… – Richard
Templeton, from Lailland… and temporarily acting in Bonaparte‟s place is his understudy,
Giovanni Guillermo, also known as-”
“The Cowardly Tactician, yes.” Zerrex looked curiously at Cindy, asking slowly:
“What‟s a seventh century, excruciatingly-miserable war commander from the eastern
hemisphere doing as understudy to Bonaparte, though?”
“Apparently he‟s a war buff… so when Giovanni came on board his ship, he made a deal
to trade old war stories and some relics with Bonaparte for his new position. It‟s funny that he‟s
an angel, not a greed demon… but I think Giovanni‟s just a big-hearted, naïve idiot.” She
stopped, then smiled a bit. “Besides, he might have surrendered or retreated at the first sign of
trouble every time… but it saved his soldiers a lot of lives.”
“It only led to three hundred years of oppression for his country.” Zerrex said mildly, and
when Cindy rolled her eyes, he nudged her gently. “Hey, that‟s a hell-worthy crime, as I last
heard. You know how I feel about stuff like that.”
“Still, when he wasn‟t panicking, he was an exceptional strategist.” Cindy said softly, and
then she shook her head a bit. “Never helped he was always outnumbered ten to one by
barbarians. I think there was enough wiggle-room with all that in mind he was able to slip his
way into Heaven, where he spent a lot of time in quiet contemplation.”
Zerrex nodded, not wanting to admit she was probably right: had Giovanni gone the other
way and never surrendered, the entire culture of the small nation he hailed from likely would
have been entirely wiped out. He sighed a bit, then gazed over Cindy, who at least seemed to
have gotten her mind back in working order, and he finally hugged her again, almost surprising
her as he murmured: “Listen, though. We‟ll figure this out. It‟ll just be a matter of-”
“Daddy!” Marina yelled, almost screamed, from outside, and the two looked at each other
sharply before they leapt for the door, Zerrex slamming it open to see the Composites standing
with the wolves, who both had their fur puffed out and were covering their ears with whimpers…
and the lizard held up a hand as Cindy started to move past, leaning his head forwards and
gritting his teeth as he heard more yells from outside… but now that he was listening for it, he
realized he could hear a distinct, whispering whine, before he nodded to his daughter and ran
forwards.
The others began to follow, and then Zerrex looked over his shoulder, saying sharply to
the Composites: “Stay here, whatever‟s out there isn‟t going to be something you can deal with if
it‟s got balls enough to attack the base. Stay put!”
“But… we‟re military models!” shouted Prometheus disbelievingly, as the wolves
staggered past them, but Zerrex was already on the move again, running outside to join the group
gathering in the open space in front of the motel, looking up with disbelief at the sight of a
perfect sphere of darkness floating in the air, reality seeming to spin and quake around it… and a
moment later, the sphere rumbled, then rippled before it seemed to compress and explode at the
same times, the bottom lurching upwards and the sides of the sphere blasting out in a shockwave
that spread through the air, darkening the very skies above as it turned into a swirling, terrible
vortex, and mortals staggered with curses between the demons and angels when dark, toxic smog
vomited out of the portal.

Zerrex‟s disbelieving eyes recognized it as Unworld essence… and he turned, ordering
with a shout: “Mortals and noncombatants, get to the living quarters immediately! Go, go, go!”
A curse, and then he winced and looked up when no less than five shapes emerged from the
portal, floating in semi-translucent spheres, four spinning slowly around the center as the terrible,
nightmarish portal above closed… and Zerrex stared up in shock as he realized one of the outer
spheres contained Jupiter, the giant seeming to smile contritely as he looked with contempt over
the colony below, his strange, huge hands flexing with something Zerrex detected as eagerness.
The spheres slowly lowered to the ground, distorting when they touched the earth but
only popping like bubbles after their cargo touched the ground, as the crowd staggered away,
shifted as several fled, others stood firm… and the four beings strode forwards, forming a wall of
terrible, monstrous beings that burned with the energies in front of the Unworld between Zerrex
and the fifth creature, as the Drakkaren stepped forwards and motioned for everyone else to back
off. Thor was snarling, hammer sparking in his hand, looking like a caged animal as Cherry
cursed under her breath, chain whip in her hand and Carmen beside her, arms raised in a ready
position… and countless others also stood, ready to fight, ready to die, but the Drakkaren only
hoped it wouldn‟t come to that, even as fear lurched through his body at the sight of battling not
only Jupiter, but the rest of the monstrosities that stood before him.
Before he could even force his mind to process them, however, a voice said softly, as a
figure strode quietly behind the beings, barely visible: “Oh, Zerrex… I was honestly hoping it
wouldn‟t come to this, that you wouldn‟t… be so anxious, but here we are, and I only hope this
goes as well as it can… you just had to start asking questions, though, piecing things together,
working your way through lists I could only keep out of your hands for so long…”
There was something familiar about that voice, but Zerrex couldn‟t figure out exactly
what, as he said sharply: “Show yourself, whoever the hell you are! Get out from behind your
little friends… are you the one Magnus wants to deal with? Because if so…”
A short, quiet laugh, and the voice moved behind Jupiter, at the end of the line, as it
murmured softly: “Zerrex, please… I am Magnus.” Zerrex blinked, frowning, and then the voice
said quietly: “Think about it. Why would Chronos and Ennui have needed suits that bar Unworld
energies… unless they were going regularly to the Unworld? I‟m still grieving their deaths… but
they took their jobs very seriously… too seriously, maybe, but that‟s why I didn‟t choose either
of them for this, why I chose you…”
The figure walked slowly around Jupiter, silently reaching out to touch the giant‟s arm as
if rubbing a hand down a marble pillar, treating the Broken more like an object than one of the
most powerful beings in the universe… and Zerrex stared in horror and shock, mind reeling, as
Camus smiled at him sadly, his other hand behind his back, his cardinal‟s robes fluttering around
him and mane blowing softly in the wind as he murmured softly: “Sorry, Zerrex. Mersault
Magnus Camus is my full name… and honestly, I really… I really wish it could be different.”
Zerrex gritted his teeth, and then he looked over the creatures in front of him, before his
eyes returned to Camus, knowing he was going to get the biggest „I-told-you-so‟ in existence
from Anathema… but he also felt… “Hurt? I understand. And please believe me, you are a
friend. I wouldn‟t be doing this if you weren‟t my friend. If I didn‟t have full confidence in you.”
“What the hell do you want with me, Camus? What the hell are you?” Zerrex snarled,
glaring at him… but the lion only shook his head quietly in the face of the Drakkaren‟s rage, and
he shouted: “Answer me!”
“Calm yourself.” Camus said softly, holding his hands out, and then he smiled faintly, his
mane become a wreath of black flames as his fur darkened and his red cardinal‟s robes turned to

the color of ashes, murmuring softly: “And shouldn‟t it be obvious? I‟m a Broken, much like
those you see behind me… before I go any further, however, I should at least introduce them…
Jupiter, you already know, but these others…”
“Lovecraft.” The being beside Jupiter chuckled quietly, or at least seemed to: his voice
seemed to echo in Zerrex‟s mind, as if he was telepathic. The reason for that was obvious,
however: Lovecraft‟s head was torpedo-shaped, covered in tight, dark green skin, with two huge,
bulbous black eyes and a mess of long, dangerous-looking tentacles dangling where the mouth
would be on a normal creature. They twisted back and forth over a rusted armor plate that
protected his upper chest, extending out over either shoulder, and a tattered black vest hung over
this, doing little to hide arms or a body seemingly-made from black fire, every now and then
twitching aside to reveal nothing but visible bone past this. Black jeans cinched as tight as
possible by a rawhide belt hung limply from his pelvis, half-covering heavy, rusted metal
greaves, and Zerrex couldn‟t help but notice the ground around him had rotted almost entirely
away.
“Rot.” The Drakkaren didn‟t even know what the thing was at first, and then he realized
it was some kind of ancient, massive statue, at least twenty-five feet tall and made of golden
stone, possibly Hez‟Rannan in origin but certainly from the area. It was cut in stark geometrical
shapes, the head a circle with two triangles sticking off it for years, the body a massive cube, the
arms reaching up from its abdomen and shaped like the border of trapezoids lacking a middle
and lower portion. Another trapezoid extended from beneath the cube, and two rectangles pushed
out from either diagonal to rest on triangles, which it turn rested on the rectangles that made up
the last of the leg segments and stretched down into the base of the figure, which rumbled
strangely… and then Zerrex realized that despite the fact the statue itself was obviously authentic
and ancient, the base rested on some kind of advanced all-terrain machine, a humming platform
on treads that gripped the statue firmly.
The finer details of the statue were engraved over it and made from small stones: circles
of red pebbles that made up the outside of its eyes, with alternating white and blue smaller circles
of gems inside until they reached the center, which was dead black. The mouth was gaping, filled
with teeth made of triangles of diamonds… but it was the body itself that caught Zerrex‟s
attention. It was a cage of some sort, with eight large bars that extended most of the way across
from the left side and the right side, each bar covered in a multitude of runic symbols: enough
space was left between the end of each bar and the other side of the cage, however, that Zerrex
could see something inside: something darker than obsidian, sucking in whatever light touched it
like a black hole, worming and squiggling as a sick, black ooze pulsed slowly out the sides of the
cage, squirming like living fungus as it seemed to spread slowly from the cube… then retracted
suddenly and violently into it.
“And Serviteur, the newest addition to the Theologians… although you may recognize
her as someone else.” Camus said softly, motioning to the last in line… and Zerrex frowned, his
eyes tracing over the female at the end of the row, her scales black and tarnished except for the
pulsing, strangely-shifting white scars over her skull and here and there slashed viciously along
her limbs and body. She had perhaps been a Dius or a Succubus once, but her horns had been
removed, hence the scars on her skull… although the other marks looked as if they came from
claws. Dark, ashen-gray chains made of metal perhaps an inch thick hung from her neck and
shackles on her arms, wrapped several times around both her body and her limbs, holding her
hands together under her chin as if she was being forced to pray and her arms in place against her
body. Loose ends of chain dangled here and there from here, where they had broken off or fused

into another length, and more chains dangled down her legs, a slack length binding her ankles
high up to her tail.
Then her sorrowful blue eyes opened, gazing at him silently for a few moments… and the
reptile‟s breath caught in his throat as he whispered: “No… Maria?”
She looked away, a tear leaking down her face, and Camus clasped his hands together as
he gave her a sad look, saying softly: “That is correct. She came to me many years ago now…
but time… time is different in the Unworld, a concept we don‟t… always have, with the way
things down there simply move… differently… and asked me for power. Power enough to seek
revenge on those who took her from you. She was mad with anger and grief, and I took her in,
for my own purposes, but also out of pity. I have no idea how she made it into the Unworld, and
even less how she survived long enough to be found alive by Lovecraft… but it was clear she
possessed enough will, enough fortitude, enough of a mind, to be a member of the Theologians.
“We are not what you think we are, Zerrex: our aim is for a greater good, not for this
world, but for this entire universe. And… while our personal meeting was an accident… you‟ve
been an interesting case, one I‟ve pondered over many a time… perhaps part of the reason why I
shaped Maria into a Broken instead of letting her die.” Camus said quietly, and Zerrex could
only stare in slack-jawed disbelief that drowned out even his fury. “Don‟t you understand how
we‟re the same? You killed a tyrant who almost succeeded in taking over the entire world and
uniting it under his vision, for the greater good. You fought and died to protect a world that
rejected you and all like you, for the greater good. You killed the Goddess who had taken over
Hell, and then the monster that had put himself in God‟s own place, for the greater good. You
changed an entire, traditionalist regime that had stood in place for countless generations, for the
greater good. You threw yourself into battle against a god of such awesome power that there was
no way you could defeat him without suffering as you did… but that, too, was for the greater
good. And now I feel that we who study the will and workings of not just gods, but the Divine
Gods who first shaped this universe, must do something for the greater good as well… we must
destroy this universe, drag it in its entirety down to the Unworld… and let a new and harmonious
universe blossom in its place. One not tampered with by gods, by Heavens and Hells and angels
and demons… one that is pure in its circuitry between life and afterlife.”
“I didn‟t do those things for… greater good, I did them because they were right!” Zerrex
said sharply, and Camus looked confused for a moment, tilting his head as he lowered his arms.
“Don‟t you even recognize that much at least? Not good, not because it‟s… nice, and kind, and
generous… but right. And who are you to decide that the universe itself should… should be
scrapped? There must be worlds-”
“No.” Camus said quietly, and Zerrex frowned, narrowing his eyes. “There isn‟t one
single world, Lord Zerrex, that hasn‟t been tampered with now… that even seems worth saving.
I‟ve been up and down the ladder, sent many others to investigate, wandered through other
dimensions… and no.” He stopped for a moment, then held a hand out with a sigh, and a helix
appeared above it, sparking to life in thin air… except Zerrex realized a moment later they were
worlds, connected by strange, golden strands. “Every world has at least one thing in common
with another world, usually many more. No world is entirely alien to us: the creatures that exist
in it may sometimes be, but even that itself is unusual. Evolution follows certain notable patterns,
nature often shows preference to the same developments: and this is the basis of why my theory
is that flaws were left in the design of the universe after the Gods… ceased to exist, or lost the
will and power to complete it.

“You see, at first, it‟s understandable that survival of the fittest rules out over all: in order
for evolution to occur, gods cannot intervene. In this world, you‟ll note that there‟s an average
height between most species – this is due to the fact that Naganis modified the genetic structures
of most creatures slightly, so that as they rose on two feet… they either grew or shrank.” Camus
paused, then he flicked his wrist, the helix vanishing as he pressed his hands together before
pulling them apart, murmuring softly as profiles of various animals of various shape and size
appeared between them: “But look at these beings in the wild. True, given time, we may have all
evolved to become the same „natural‟ height: and yet we were not. We were nudged slightly by
god in the direction of equality… but we‟ve failed miserably to achieve this end.
“As I‟m sure you‟re well aware, other traits were lost, either because of tampering or
because of natural evolution. A wolf and a cat and a mouse all have roughly equivalent senses of
smell; canines still can hear noises that others cannot, but their ears are not nearly as sharp as
their unevolved ancestors. Certain glands have been lost, and most species do not shed. Oh, and
of course, most species are now omnivorous: sensitivities or inability to process most foods has
been meted out of our bodies, and this is not merely because of Naganis, but because as species
evolved, they became more pragmatic. If you live in one place, it‟s far easier to grow crops then
to butcher unevolved deer and eat only the flank just because you want a snack; just as they
started treating their meats with salts and spices, and cooking them, unintentionally toughening
and adapting their stomachs at the same time.” Camus shook his head in distaste. “It never fails
to amaze me, how in the end, we attribute our greatest evolutionary feats… most likely not to
wanting to achieve a divine end or a want to be more pragmatic, but simply becoming lazier.
“No, the universe must be cleansed… but I can‟t do it alone.” Camus looked at Zerrex
quietly, and Zerrex looked back silently. Their eyes met, and the lion‟s almost begged the
lizard‟s to listen, to come with him, to see things his way, as he extended his hands and said
quietly: “I need your help. Specifically you… and not only because of your power, and your
energy abilities, but because of your sense of right and wrong, of good and evil. I will never
collar you or leash you, I will give you all the strength I can in reshaping you into a Broken, like
myself, should that even be necessary… I am still your friend, Zerrex. I am only ever your equal.
We would be partners, and our goal not to rule the new universe… only to be its silent guardians,
to… to purge this one, true, but in cutting it down, energy from it will cycle back upwards. Every
world will be reborn, renewed, every star will burst back into life, the big bang will occur all
over again: come, Zerrex. Come with me… please.”
The Drakkaren lowered his head, and then he whispered: “You lied to me, Camus. You
betrayed me. And my Gods… isn‟t being the big brother of the universe somehow even worse
than being its tyrant, hiding and manipulating from the shadows? We have a chance now, to
rebuild this world here… that‟s all I want, to fix this mistake. To bring my world back to the way
it used to be, even if that means restoring what you call evil with it.”
The lion looked stung, but then he pleaded quietly: “Can‟t you see, though? So much is
wrong and sick in this universe. There are a hundred worlds out there, Zerrex, no less than one
hundred worlds dedicated to Athéos… and while you stand here, trying to rebuild a world that
died… they themselves are dying. How can you say this world is your mistake, that you‟re doing
the right thing, when you selfishly rebuild your home after depriving billions of lives of their god
and benefactor, of the one thing that kept their worlds running?”
Zerrex swallowed thickly, stepping back and looking unsure of himself as he looked back
and forth, and Camus extended a hand, murmuring softly: “The universe is dying, ebbing away,
anyway. All things die; that doesn‟t make it a bad thing. Didn‟t you understand the

demonstrations of mortal evil, how they manipulate and use people and turn the glorious, kind
ideas of others towards their own ends? You saw what the mortals of this world were doing,
building technology that made them feel like gods, trying to build a species that would cover
their world… and what would they do when they once more overpopulated their own world, with
technology like this? They would spread to Hell and Heaven, they would turn to infighting, they
would spread through the universe like a curse, like a disease, running off microchips implanted
in their brains and the orders of mortals who by that point would have gone so far to achieve
immortality, they would have traded their souls or put their brains in jars.”
The lizard sighed, looking away, and the lion stepped towards him, saying softly:
“Please, Zerrex. Please. We‟ll save everyone you love, I promise. Not a friend, not an
acquaintance, will be hurt in the process, I swear to you. Let‟s work together. Let‟s save the lives
of these people. What do you say?”
There was a long moment of silence, the Drakkaren feeling so much pressure from every
side as he closed his eyes and looked away… and then he whispered finally: “I can‟t, Camus. I
just can‟t. I know I‟ve hurt people. But I can‟t be responsible for Athéos: I killed him, I
understand that… but he left me no choice, and you know that too. If I‟m going to save this
universe, it‟ll be through saving it.” He opened his eyes, looking into Camus‟s golden irises
squarely. “Not destroying it.”
“Let me rip him apart now so we can harvest his energy!” Jupiter snarled, starting
forwards, and immediately Cherry and Cindy stepped up to either side of Zerrex, glaring and
furious… but Camus only extended an arm, and Jupiter halted dead, lowering his head and
slowly stepping backwards. It sent a chill through Zerrex, wondering what kind of powers the
lion possessed if it was enough to make even a monster like Jupiter submit… but even through
the fear, he remained steadfast, gaze still locked with Camus.
Then the lion sighed softly, snapping his fingers… and Rot and Lovecraft sank into the
ground as it turned to rippling black water, the tentacles on the face of the smaller Broken
squirming in anticipation as his hateful black eyes seemed to grin at Zerrex, making a swift
cutting gesture across his throat before he vanished. Serviteur – Maria – hesitated… but then she
closed her eyes, turning away as she sank into the dark pool beneath her as well, her chains
rattling quietly until Camus and Jupiter were left encircled.
Then Camus motioned to Zerrex, saying quietly: “Then I have another question for you.
Tell me, Zerrex… what about those Composites? They represent so much hate, so much
wrongdoing and tampering from mortals… do they at all deserve to exist?” He stopped, then
floated slowly into the air, spreading his arms quietly. “The question I pose is this; is it worth
defending the lives of two synthetic beings, who have only lived for a few days… to save this
entire colony? To simplify, in a statement, in order to make myself perfectly clear… if you don‟t
hand them over, Jupiter will annihilate the entire colony.”
Zerrex looked over his shoulder, unsurprised to see the two Composites standing on the
balcony, and they were both trembling in terror. Prometheus, however, had his eyes clenched
shut, features twisted up to show he expected nothing less than to be thrown to Camus‟s mercy…
and Zerrex closed his eyes, then slowly looked up at the floating Broken, saying quietly:
“There‟s always another choice, Camus… and I swear to Gods, that if you release Jupiter into
this colony… I will kill him, and then I will hunt you down and rip you limb-from-limb.”
Camus looked disturbed at this, but Jupiter only laughed, shaking his head slowly… and
then he punched the ground hard enough to shake the earth beneath their feet, pulling his fist

slowly out of the crater left in the earth as he said quietly: “I think he‟s chosen, Magnus. Let me
kill him. Let me kill him now.”
“I said you could destroy the colony, Jupiter. Zerrex we need alive.” Camus floated for a
moment longer, and then he sighed softly, looking at the snarling Drakkaren… and then he
murmured softly: “I‟m sorry.”
He flicked his wrist, and the reptile‟s body glowed as he was lifted into the air, eyes
filling with shock, before he threw his head back and howled as pain filled his form, flailing
violently back and forth as his armlet sparked and his body glowed brighter, until he was like a
miniature star… and then the lizard simply vanished, and Camus said quietly: “That will hold
him for a short while. Jupiter… you have my leave to begin.”
Cherry cursed, staring back and forth in horror even as Camus vanished in a whirl of
black fire… and then Carmen and Cindy were at either side of her, Anathema behind her as the
golden-scaled concubine of Zerrex snapped: “Niece, I recommend you come up with a plan, and
fast!”
Jupiter, however, was only smiling… and then Thor leapt in from the side with a howl,
shouting furiously: “I shall fear your ilk no more! Taste my hammer, foul beast, in the name of
Lord Zerrex!”
His hammer smashed Jupiter across the scarred side of his face, and Jupiter‟s head
twisted to the side slightly… before he simply batted Thor away, the god sailing through the air
and crashing into one of the pillars supporting the patio of the main building, part of the roof
collapsing on top of him as several people ran away from the structure and the Broken said
cruelly: “But little kittens have every right to be afraid…”
Thor snarled, tears leaking from his eyes and blood from his mouth, then he charged
forwards with a roar as lighting blasted from the skies and into his hammer, energizing it further
as he ducked under a sudden, vicious swing from Jupiter… then he swung hard upwards,
smashing the Broken into the air before he leapt up, hammer above his head… but Jupiter simply
grabbed the godling, crushing him between his huge hands and making him vomit blood before
he turned and threw Thor hard down into the ground, the caracal hitting the earth on his face and
upper chest with a sickening snap before Jupiter landed on top of him with both stubby legs,
making the feline scream as the giant rested to the side on one hand, the other huge forearm
lifting into the air… and then he snarled when Cherry‟s whip lashed around his wrist, the female
shouting: “Pick on someone in your own pay grade, motherfucker!”
Immediately, Jupiter yanked hard on the chain whip with a snarl, but Cherry leapt with
the movement, twisting herself to the side and running across the wall of the power station
building beside him… but apparently the Broken remembered their last encounter, as he turned
with a snarl to throw his arm out, trying to yank her out of the air. Cherry, however, kicked off at
the last moment, arching her back to sail gracefully over his head before she twisted her body to
land on her feet with a grunt, jerking as hard as she could as her muscles flexed and pulling his
arm out to the side, and Cindy charged in, sliding between his legs before she half-rolled
backwards, hands shoving into the ground as she kicked her feet up to launch into the air like a
missile and smash him under the chin, knocking his head back with a grunt as Carmen leapt to
the side and snapped her feet closed around one of his legs, before she twisted hard as Cherry
yanked again with a roar, and the Broken was brought down on his back with a curse.
Immediately, Anathema pounced him as Cherry hauled to the side and Carmen and Cindy
both seized one of his ankles, pinning him in place: the last limb was seized by psychic chains
that quickly solidified into alloy, Marina snarling in utter fury as she constricted the limb as hard

as possible, crushing down on it as Anathema‟s arms glowed with purple force and she pressed
against his chest, mauve lightning shocking over his body. Before anyone could come to help,
however, Jupiter roared and tore upwards, and Cherry and Marina were both flung into the air
before the hands of the Broken reached down and seized Carmen and Cindy, smashing their
heads together and making them both wheeze and stagger before they were kicked hard and sent
flying.
Anathema tried to leap away with a curse, but Jupiter snagged her in one huge hand as he
got up with a snarl, holding her above his head even as she cursed and strained against his
fingers, before she screamed when he simply smashed her hard down into the ground, once,
twice, then thrice. Her form went limp, and he crushed down on her in his hand, blood spurting
from her organs as bones creaked and cracked, chunks of white falling off her as she gargled
blood, before only moaning weakly when he smashed her into the ground again… and then Thor
and Priest tackled him from behind, driving Jupiter down onto his chest as he growled and
dropped Anathema to grab the ground, slamming his elbows backwards into the two before
reaching blindly behind himself.
He managed to catch Thor by the stomach, and the god he simply hurled into the main
building, knocking a hole in it as the caracal crashed into a wall like a cannonball, before he
snapped Priest hard against the ground like a whip, snapping his leg as the Dragokkaren
screamed in pain… and Cherry roared in rage, leaping in and snapping her whip across his
face… but the Broken only snorted, not even flinching before he swung Priest into her like a
club, knocking her sprawling before she grunted in pain, half-covering herself and half letting
her body take the impact as he slammed the Dragokkaren down into her again, knocking her flat.
Jupiter rose his other arm, and psychic chains snapped around it, dragging him stumbling
backwards as Marina snarled, the chains floating eerily around her body as her hands and eyes
glowed with her telekinetic wrath, before Jupiter hissed, head twisting to the side as the scar on
his features sparked and the chains tightened savagely around his body… and then he threw
Priest at her, but Marina simply made a catching gesture, stopping him and putting him gently
aside as she whispered: “I‟ll kill you for how you hurt Daddy…”
“Try it, little girl!” Jupiter challenged, and Marina roared, her horns pushing out of her
skull as her body rippled like water, and then she shoved her hands forwards, Jupiter cursing as
he was lifted into the air and her chains snapped tightly around his limbs, binding him as he
began to glow a brilliant, brighter purple, his eyes like pinpricks of white light amidst the flames
as Marina grinned savagely… and then she let out a yelp of shock as she was simply torn into the
air when Jupiter snapped his arms backwards, and he clapped his hands together as she flew
towards him, smashing her between them and knocking her senseless as the chains loosened…
and Jupiter quickly seized these, spinning violently as they fell towards the ground before he
twisted around with a snarl just before impact, landing on his side as he swung cruelly
downwards and smashed Marina with blinding speed through the roof of the main building, the
roof collapsing in over her body as an entire side wall slumped, her chains spasming and coiling
before Jupiter snapped them with ease, and the lengths around his body faded into purple motes
of light. “Pathetic weakling.”
He didn‟t even look up as a Wrath demon charged him with a roar, swinging a hand out
and smashing him with enough force to almost liquefy his body… and then he snorted as Sarah
staggered out of the wreckage, swinging a huge fist out and ripping her side apart, the collie‟s
eyes bulging in shock and agony as her hands went up, her expression one of dazed surprise as
she slowly fell to her knees, whimpering and clutching her side as Jupiter rose both fists above

his head to crush her… and Mercy ran in, seizing the collie around the neck and holding up a
hand towards Jupiter, and a flash of blinding light shot into his eyes as the crystal choker she
wore glowed briefly, sending the Broken staggering backwards with a snarl of rage as he covered
his face.
She quickly dragged Sarah backwards, but Jupiter recovered a moment later, looking
furious as he stepped forwards… but a pair of massive, muscular golden arms snapped through
his, holding him in a full nelson as he cursed, and Carmen – gargantuan, muscular, her size even
larger than his now as her body glowed with unnatural white flames – shouted angrily: “Get the
fuck away from them!”
Jupiter slammed his skull back into her muzzle, and she hissed in pain as a bone snapped,
but refused to let go as Cindy snarled and stormed in front of Jupiter as she grew, clothes ripping
away as her scales became metallic, blades ripping out of her arms as she roared and slammed a
fist into his vulnerable stomach… and then she cursed and staggered away in shock, the metal
scales of her hand cracked, the mess of blades shoving from her forearm splintered and dislodged
from impact, and barely a scratch left on Jupiter as he grinned coldly… and then he roared and
leaned forwards, yanking Carmen over his back before his huge hands seized her, and he threw
the masculine female into the metallic one, Cindy cursing as she was bowled over before Carmen
leapt to her feet, her hands bursting into white flames as she laid hard punches back and forth
across Jupiter‟s face.
He barely moved with each blow, simply snorting in contempt before he interrupted her
fifth strike with a hard, savage lash of his own arm, ripping the massive, squared bracelets he
wore through the scales of her chest, and the runes in the red spiderweb covering her body were
torn apart as blood exploded from the deep gashes, Carmen gasping and grabbing her body
before Jupiter slammed an uppercut under her muzzle, knocking her countless feet into the air,
and Cindy staggered backwards in shock, then cursed as the demoness crashed down on top of
the main building, enormous body bleeding rivers into the ruins that were all that was left of it by
now, and Jupiter smiled cruelly at the metal female, saying coldly: “Run away, angel.”
Then, without even glancing to the side, his hand shot out with lightning speed, seizing
Cherry by the face and upper body as she stared at him through his thin fingers with shock, whip
drawn back stupidly as he added darkly: “And you‟re proving to be annoying.”
Then he simply crushed, and the front of Cherry‟s body almost collapsed, her eyes rolling
up in what was left of her face as one breast simply exploded, blood bursting out of her in a
torrent as she collapsed limply to the ground… and Cindy screamed in pain and shock as Priest
yelled wordlessly, tears leaking down his face as he stretched towards her, his leg a torn, useless
wreck as he clawed his way through the dirt to try and reach his mother… and Jupiter laughed.
He laughed, as demons and mortals and hid, as Mahihko cried uselessly in a corner of the ruins
and Lone trembled beside him, as Balthazar lay trapped beneath a pile of girders, bleeding from
the mouth and face, as Mercy tried to resuscitate SarahCindy punched him as hard as she could in the face, and Jupiter staggered backwards in
shock, his arms flailing before another pair of hard blows smashed into his chest, and he reeled,
then snarled and swung a fist at her… and she swung back, their blows smashing together and
repelling each other, Jupiter stumbling but catching himself, Cindy taking a single step back, her
fingers visibly broken… and then she snapped her hand up, and they repaired themselves,
throbbing beneath the metal scales that covered them as the Broken snarled at her. “You dare…”
“I dare.” Cindy stepped forwards, lashing a kick out at his shin, but Jupiter blocked this
with one large forearm before he swung out towards her with a snarl, and she backed up rapidly,

avoiding a lunging punch with terrible, surprising reach, before her hands reached up and seized
his fist before he could retract it, and she twisted hard to the side as she yanked him into the air,
the giant grunting before she slammed him down on his back with a roar, and he cursed in fury,
then hissed in pain when she stomped on his elbow, pinning him by the huge limb as she twisted
his wrist at the same time.
His arm creaked, refusing to break as he snarled furiously, white eyes glowing with rage
and pain… then he swung his other fist up, smashing her across the face and knocking her
staggering, before the arm she had been attempting to break swept quickly out, smashing her off
her feet. She collapsed face-first into the ground, and Jupiter rolled on top of her, straddling her
back before he began to smash his forearms down into her with the savageness of a child trying
to beat a drum into submission, striking her over and over again in a fast, vicious rhythm and
leaving terrible trenches ripped through Cindy‟s back and body, her form spasming and leaving
her unable to react at all until she simply lay in a pool of her own spreading blood, shrinking
back down, naked and vulnerable as Jupiter stood up and rose a hand into the air…
A rock bounced off his back, and Jupiter lowered his arm, turning slowly around to see
the Hezrow twins standing ready, both with teeth grit before they charged, and Dray dropped
before Terrance leapt onto his back and propelled himself at Jupiter‟s face in a double kick…
and the Broken slammed a fist hard up into him, snapping his spine like a twig and sending him
flying over the ruins of the main building to crash through the wall of the living quarters, Dray
looking over his shoulder in shock and continuing stupidly forwards… and Jupiter crushed him
like a bug, slamming his forearm hard down into him to knock him to the ground in a bloody
mess, before he punched hard down into the Dragokkaren‟s back, his eyes glowing as he snorted
in disgust and said contemptibly: “Not a single worthy foe among everyone here… come now,
where is the challenge?”
He snorted, then turned around and glanced down as Cindy‟s body twitched, and she
slowly tried to pull herself towards Cherry, breathing raggedly. Jupiter snorted, raising a hand…
then he frowned and looked up as Zerrex staggered into existence, looking back and forth before
he stared slowly over the wreckage Jupiter had already reduced much of the colony to, and the
bodies that lay scattered over the ground and ruins. Priest, crying over Cherry‟s ripped-apart
body… Marina‟s chains dangling from the wreckage of the main building… Cindy, a bloody,
broken mess…
All he knew was that he had been in some strange state, not in dissociated energy, neither
on some other physical realm… just in a strange… place, was all he could think to describe it as.
He had finally found a curtain floating eerily in the air, and run through it, not knowing what else
to do, and found himself transported here… and the reptile breathed slowly, his mind working to
process what had happened in what felt like such a short time… before Jupiter asked softly:
“Looking to be destroyed? I don‟t think Camus will complain… there are other plans in place if
you continue to refuse us.”
Zerrex snarled in fury, and then he twisted the dial on his armlet up to eighty, not even
noticing the pain as energy sparked over his form, only feeling power and adrenaline surge
through him as he swallowed his fear and swept both his hands out… and the bodies of the
wounded vanished, as the Drakkaren said coldly: “Final chance. Surrender. Or I‟ll destroy you.”
Jupiter smiled contemptibly, saying calmly: “You have neither the power nor the will,
Zerrex Narrius… you‟re just a pathetic has-been reject, vomited back to our universe from the
Nothingness because even it didn‟t want your presence. But by all means…” He spread his arms,
his eyes flashing. “Take the first shot.”

Zerrex charged forwards, almost vanishing from the spot, and then he smashed a fist into
Jupiter‟s stomach… and the Broken staggered backwards with a shocked grunt, the spot on his
form glowing white for a moment as he grabbed at his body before Zerrex smashed him across
the face, sending him crashing to the ground and skidding over the earth on his back, ripping a
shallow trench through the earth… and the Drakkaren snarled as Jupiter climbed to his feet,
shouting furiously: “I‟ve had enough of you and your shit!”
He charged forwards, ducking under one of Jupiter‟s strikes before leaping upwards
when he threw a hard punch down at him, the giant‟s fist smashing into the ground before Zerrex
landed on his thick forearm past the bracelets, the Broken looking surprised before the
Drakkaren leapt forwards and smashed both feet into his face to knock him flying backwards,
half-turning in midair to land on all fours with a grunt. The lizard tried to press his advantage,
but Jupiter half-spun up to his feet, smashing Zerrex across the face and body with one huge arm
to knock him staggering before he seized him between his huge hands, roaring in his face as he
began to crush the life out of the reptile, the lizard howling in agony as he felt his armlet
sparking, even as he instinctively shielded his body with energy.
Jupiter snarled… then he cursed as twin bolts of electricity shot into his side, looking to
the side with irritation at a pair of wolves, Lone and Mahihko both with one arm extended as
they shouted in synchronization: “You leave our father alone!”
The Broken snorted, then he took Zerrex in one hand even as the reptile‟s scales became
metallic to further insulate himself, and the lizard cursed as Jupiter slammed him painfully into
the ground, asking callously at the same time: “Or what?”
The two wolves snarled, and electricity sparked between them as they both stepped
forwards on an angle, seeming to glow violently as their bodies melted together, changed and
warped into one entity, the lupine taking parts from both sides of the personality of Lone and
Mahihko: the larger wolf‟s muscles and tone, the smaller wolf‟s litheness and several of his
piercings. He was tall, perhaps a little taller than Lone, and his eyes were different shades of
grey, electricity rippling powerfully over both strong arms as he stood only in jeans, and then he
snarled as two ram-like horns shoved out of the sides of his skull, before another pair of horns
that reflected them perfectly pushed out above them, the wolf snarling: “Or this!”
He shoved both hands forwards, and a focused shockwave of electrical force spiraled
through the air, smashing into Jupiter‟s head and knocking him back a step with a grunt before
the wolf charged forwards… and Jupiter seized the wolf in one hand, seeming to simply ignore
the electricity that violently surged from the wolf‟s form as he was crushed, hissing and cursing
as the giant said darkly: “Aggravating at best.”
Then he slammed him once, twice hard down into the ground, and the wolf went limp
before he was tossed almost lightly away, smacking against the side of the power station before
falling to the ground, and Jupiter snorted, then looked down at his hand… before his eyes
widened as he saw his fingers were closed only on a rectangular piece of steel, before the
Drakkaren appeared in front of him and punched him across the face with his metal arm, the
giant cursing as he staggered backwards before the Drakkaren shot a tentacle from his flesh-andblood limb and seized Jupiter around the leg, yanking him hard down on his back.
The giant snarled as he scrambled to his feet, but Zerrex had vanished… and Jupiter‟s
eyes glowed before he grinned and simply stepped backwards, slamming his entire huge body
into a rolling backwards motion as Zerrex leapt at him, and he was smashed by the solid back of
the Broken, falling backwards before Jupiter turned and swung a huge arm through the air,
smashing it down towards him… and Zerrex howled in pain as he blocked it with both arms,

before his eyes widened when Jupiter dragged hard backwards and shredded his metal armlet,
before he seized Zerrex by the skull and hair to lift him limply into the air as the lizard‟s body
trembled, asking darkly: “You can‟t provide me a better challenge than this?”
The reptile tried to keep the rage inside him from boiling over, tried to stopper the
darkness as he felt his energies rising… but then Jupiter slammed a fist into his stomach, making
him vomit blood and lose his concentration, his scales automatically becoming metallic again as
they surged with his energy, his steel arm flexing, no longer corrupt but instead almost beautiful
in its form… and Zerrex looked slowly down at this, raising his gauntlet hand, examining it
almost wondrously as Jupiter snarled and threw his fist forwards again… and Zerrex stopped it
almost casually, reaching his hand up and halting the immense force of the Broken, as he said
quietly: “Please. Please surrender. You don‟t understand…”
“Pathetic weakling…” Jupiter slapped his hand away with a snarl, and then he moved to
swing again… and Zerrex swung both hands out, a spherical shockwave of blue energy leaving
his body and knocking the Broken staggering with a grunt of shock, Jupiter flailing his arms for
balance as Zerrex floated in front of him, snarling as his eyes glowed emerald.
“I warned you!” he roared, and then he dropped to the ground before charging forwards,
and Jupiter swung a fist out… but Zerrex leapt upwards, seizing the end of it and twisting his
legs around as he used it like an axle, slamming a foot across the face of the Broken before he
used his other foot to kick off his arm, evading a wild swing as Jupiter staggered with a grunt of
surprise. Then the Drakkaren created a sphere of energy, throwing it hard… but as Jupiter
snorted, simply straightening to take the blow, the Drakkaren grinned almost insanely as he
snapped his fingers, and the sphere exploded in a concussive blast, Jupiter‟s arms knocked wide
as he staggered backwards again.
Immediately, Zerrex ran forwards and then jumped, running straight up the chest of the
creature before he slammed a foot into its upper jaw, knocking himself flying downwards as the
Broken flew upwards… but the lizard caught himself on his hands, half-rolling backwards before
he snapped his left arm out to send four tentacles lined with deadly bone thorns shooting
upwards from the limb, wrapping around Jupiter before he jerked downwards… but Jupiter
twisted his body at the same time, landing on his feet and seizing the tentacles in both hands as
he half-spun to the side with a snarl and smashed Zerrex into the power station, the reptile
crashing through the wall and landing in front of the generator as he cursed, before looking up in
shock as Jupiter simply charged through the wall towards him… but then he Drakkaren‟s eyes
flashed as he glared at the Broken, and Jupiter burst into dark flames, staggering backwards and
raising his arms as if to shield himself before the Drakkaren ran forwards and slammed both
hands out into his chest.
He crashed back through the broken wall, landing on his back outside as Zerrex leapt
upwards and then created a platform of energy above himself as he twisted his body around,
landing on all fours against it before shoving himself off it to fly straight down. He flipped at the
last moment, shoving both feet hard down to smash into Jupiter, and the Broken arched his body
with a hiss before he swung his hands upwards… and Zerrex shoved both hands out, knocking
the giant‟s arms flat again before he dropped down and smashed two hard right hooks into his
scarred cheek, white cracks spreading out from it as Jupiter howled in shocked agony.
Then he snarled and sat up suddenly, knocking Zerrex onto his back as the lizard grunted
before the Broken pounced on top of him, pinning him with his huge form and shoving almost
face-to-face with the reptile as he snarled at him… and the Drakkaren slammed his skull into the
cracked cheek of the creature, making Jupiter rear back and grab at his face with both hands,

before the lizard kicked him hard in the crotch with both feet. Jupiter hissed, then simply
slammed a fist down… and Zerrex didn‟t roll away fast enough, crushed back into the ground
with the first hard punch before the Broken smashed both huge forearms down into him, ripping
apart the front of his body even as sparks flew from contact of metal on metal, and Zerrex
screamed in agony before it only added to his rage, and his eyes glowed as the Broken threw
another punch down at him, time seeming to slow as he twisted out of the way.
The huge fist smashed by his face, a bracelet nicking his cheek and drawing blood, but
Jupiter‟s arm sinking almost halfway into the earth from the force as he grunted… and Zerrex
shoved both hands into his chest, his forearms crackling with energy before he shoved upwards
and released it all in a massive shockwave at the same time, Jupiter hurtling into the air with a
scream of pain… and then Zerrex vanished from the ground, reappearing in midair to seize one
huge forearm before the Broken could complete his ascent, and he spun him around and hurtled
him back towards the ground.
Jupiter crashed face-first into the earth, ripping a crater around his impact point before he
slowly toppled over… and Zerrex dropped to the ground in front of him, snarling in fury, in hate,
for this abomination in front of him. Every part of him wanted to simply wipe Jupiter from the
face of the earth, even as this thing refused to give in and refused to die… and as the Broken
shook his head, a terrible, twisted grin spread over Zerrex‟s features as he saw that a spiderweb
of cracks had spread over Jupiter‟s face, as the Broken rasped: “Is that all you got?”
“Oh, for you? Certainly not.” Zerrex snarled, and then he shoved both hands into the
ground, not knowing how he knew what to do, and Jupiter cursed as the ground vomited up
around him and wrapped around his lower body, transforming into solid crystal over his legs. He
rose a fist to batter himself free, but then chains shot out of the ground, wrapping around his
arms before they melded themselves to his shoulders, dragging him down to the earth. At first,
Jupiter laughed scornfully, tugging on them… and then he looked down, and he gasped in shock,
beginning to shake his head violently. “I-Impossible! No, this is impossible!”
“What‟s wrong, can‟t break those chains?” Zerrex asked darkly, and Jupiter yelled at him
wordlessly as he shook the terrible, weathered-looking chains that looked terribly similar to the
ones he had seen binding Maria… except these were also overgrown with vines seeping up from
the earth, covered in poisonous thorns. “Don‟t worry, you won‟t be wearing them for long.”
Zerrex strode forwards, then punched Jupiter hard in the face, the cracks on the right side
of his cheek spreading as he howled in pain, and then he screamed when the next punch caused
his features to cave in, before the Drakkaren slammed his elbow hard up into the features of the
Broken, and the entire right side of his features shattered, dark, terrible energy streaming up out
of the outer shell of the Broken like thick, viscous smog. Jupiter shook his head back and forth in
torment, and then the lizard began to laugh as he grinned cruelly, holding out a hand… and his
eyes glowed as reality rippled, then trembled behind Jupiter before shattering away, sucked into
a terrible white singularity that slowly spread into a black-edged, circular tunnel, and Jupiter
screamed as he looked over his shoulder, rubble and faint bits of debris tumbling by as his dark
inner essence was sucked slowly out over his shoulder and back into it. “Time for a vacation,
Jupiter, except I don‟t think you‟ll becoming back!”
“No, stop, I surrender, I surrender, please, oh please, oh please stop!” Jupiter howled,
looking over his shoulder in horror at the wormhole leading into the Nothingness, but Zerrex
only smiled and waved, and Jupiter screamed again, shaking back and forth in his chains before
he spasmed, jerking hard backwards and shrieking again as several large chunks of his outer
shell peeled away, pulled into the rift. Then his entire back shattered, and a howling, agonized

cloud of dark Unworld energy in the rough shape of Jupiter was torn free from the armory outer
shell of his body, sucked into the tunnel before it simply exploded in a storm of Unworld essence
quickly dissolved in the ultimate vacuum of the Nothingness.
Then the tunnel slowly began to vanish, reality healing itself and leaving Zerrex with the
steaming outer shell of Jupiter, which was already quickly degrading away now that its softer
inside was exposed. The chains themselves dropped away before cracking apart and turning to
sludge, and Zerrex stumbled backwards as he touched his skull slowly, breathing quietly and
trembling a bit: he had lost it completely for a moment, and as he looked up shakily, he realized
that he could have very well destroyed the entire planet by accident in opening that portal, as he
breathed slowly through his mouth, then dropped his head in his hands with a moan.
“Still having trouble controlling your powers, huh?” a voice asked softly, and Zerrex
snarled over his shoulder at Camus, who was sitting quietly on what remained of the patio, a
book in his lap. He smiled faintly at Zerrex, then winced when the Drakkaren approached before
the lizard threw a punch… but he was repelled by some strange force, knocked sprawling on his
ass before he cursed and climbed to his feet, Camus murmuring: “Please don‟t, Zerrex. You‟re
not ready to fight me yet. Not ready by far.”
“Shut up! Look, look at this!” Zerrex yelled, gesturing violently around at the wreckage
of the colony, before he grabbed at his hair, looking back and forth as tears flowed down his
cheeks. “All my friends… my… my entire family, I don‟t even know if they‟re alive or dead…”
“Where‟d you transport them?” Camus asked quietly, and Zerrex snarled at him… but the
lion only held up his hands, saying softly: “If I was going to hurt them or you, Zerrex, I would
have done it by now.”
“You don‟t call this hurting me?” Zerrex gave a cracked laugh, gesturing around him, and
then his eyes blazed as he pointed at the lion with a trembling finger, snarling: “Maybe I should
send you to the Nothingness next!”
“You killed Jupiter the moment his shell was cracked, he was remarkably useless in any
field except for the physical… I didn‟t… I didn‟t think he could do so much damage, so fast.”
Camus muttered, looking away quietly… and then he sighed, putting a hand to his forehead.
“Zerrex, please. You can‟t send me to the Nothingness, you used up far too much energy fighting
Jupiter, and it wouldn‟t work on me anyway. I‟m… not at all like the other Broken. And I‟m still
stronger than you are.”
Zerrex narrowed his eyes, and the lion held up his hands, lowering his head. “Okay, fine.
I get it. And you have every right to be upset, you… you do. Please… please try and listen to me
though, if only for a moment, alright?” He looked imploringly at Zerrex… and the Drakkaren
sighed before he slumped and nodded, reaching out and creating a chair before he sat down in
it… and then he leapt to his feet in shock, wincing as he looked at the chair he‟d just created
from thin air, and instead stood and crossed his arms, unsettled but still managing to glare at
Camus, who was shaking his head slowly. “I really don‟t want to fight you. I don‟t like fighting,
I don‟t like hurting you, I don‟t like the path this will lead us down. It‟s akin to starting a war: I
may only have three Theologians left now, but each of them is more and more powerful… and I
have greater weapons than the Broken at my disposal, that will do far more terrible, furtherreaching things than Jupiter. I don‟t want it to come to that any more than I want to fight you
myself: we became friends so fast…”
Camus looked away silently, murmuring as he rested his hands on top of his book: “It
really was… an accidental meeting. I‟ve read your treatise, you know, the ones that were
published after your death…” He smiled faintly, glancing at Zerrex as the reptile frowned.

“What, you didn‟t know about those? Zerrex, your family loved you. They wanted to celebrate
that love for you in… every way they could. They wanted to immortalize you… after what you
did, in battling Athéos…”
He sighed softly, rubbing at his head slowly as he continued: “You helped with my
philosophies… and gods, you never cared what the hell I was, angel or demon, did not hold my
religious affiliation against me… and you were just someone… to talk to. I realize that I may
have thrown that all away, but Zerrex, Zerrex… you have to understand what we‟re fighting for.
Rebuilding the universe… saving it from deteriorating until evil sets in so deep that we‟ll never
be able to remove it, even with a purging of all material life.” He stopped, then shook his head
quietly. “Your energy is required for that, though… because much as I lust to create, all I am is a
destroyer. You have the energy of creators inside you, the ability, as you just inadvertently
demonstrated, to make what you think, real… even if it is paired with emotions so raw and
powerful they can… make you do things you later regret.
“At every turn, I will make what offers I can to you, Zerrex…” Camus stood up, then he
quietly approached the Drakkaren, who gritted his teeth as the lion quietly rubbed along the
cover of his book, looking awkward, before their eyes met… and the lizard saw in those golden
irises sorrow, stubbornness and resolve. “And I‟m truly… truly sorry it has to come to this. But if
you continue to refuse, I shall continue to wage war on you as I gather what is necessary for the
rest of my plan to move forwards… and at the very end of the long days and nights and years
ahead, I fear that I will have to kill you, Zerrex, if only so I can reap those necessary energies
from your body. We both must walk a fine line now, Zerrex, to do what is right and not give in to
temptations of power or fool‟s gambles… I am so truly sorry.”
“I‟m sorry too, Camus.” Zerrex said quietly, and the two looked at each other before he
closed his eyes, murmuring: “But I guess we have to part paths now.”
Camus nodded after a moment, and then he held the tome out, and Zerrex opened his
eyes and frowned at it, then up at the lion, who was smiling sadly. “Please. Please take it, as a
parting gift and as an apology. Besides, I think it‟s important for you to know both what you‟ll
have to deal with in the coming times ahead… as well as how to deal with these things. Perhaps
it will help us both.”
Zerrex reached out, taking the tome quietly, looking at its leather-bound face before he
glanced up at Camus… but the lion had already vanished, only a few wisps of dark smoke
marking that he‟d been there at all before the Drakkaren sighed quietly, clenching his eyes shut
and hoping that everyone he‟d sent away were okay. They should have all landed in Hell, in
front of the Ravenlight Estate, where help would be closest… all those wounded, at least, before
he remembered the wolf… and the Drakkaren dropped the book on the chair, running over to
look at the battered lupine, who was rasping for breath and bleeding out the mouth.
He was ripped up, but Zerrex knew the real problem would be the Unworld residue on his
body and in the wounds… and the Drakkaren grit his teeth before he touched the lupine and sent
him to where the others had been transported, the wolf vanishing and Zerrex almost falling
forwards before he vomited blood. Now he could feel that his energies were drained, as he
trembled weakly… and he knew he‟d never been this exhausted while at full power before, never
been this torn up or torn-down… and he cursed under his breath as he shakily stood, breathing
hard and rolling his shoulders slowly before he frowned a bit as he felt more than heard
someone‟s crying.
He stumbled slowly towards it, around the wreckage of the main building… and he
swallowed thickly as he felt something in his throat, looking at the sight of Sarah‟s corpse being

cradled in Mercy‟s arms as she rocked back and forth, the last expression on the face of the collie
one of lost surprise. His daughter looked up at the sight of him, tears streaming silently down her
face, and then Zerrex began to cry himself as he fell to his knees, wrapping his arms around both
the dead body and his daughter, cradling them both against his chest as clouds gathered in the
sky above, and a slow, heavy rain began to fall as the Drakkaren yelled wordlessly and Mercy
screamed silently against his chest, and Sarah only lay there, dead.
The rebuilding of the colony would take weeks, perhaps even months, and no one was in
much shape to do so. They were lucky that only three people had died: Dray, Sarah, and a Royal
Guard assigned to protect them, the Wrath demon who had always been behind the desk.
Fletcher, his name had been… Zerrex wondered silently why he‟d never bothered to learn the
name before now.
The Drakkaren was laying in bed at the Ravenlight Estate, hooked up to all kinds of
machines again that were circulating his energy and removing the Unworld residue from his
body. He was silently playing with a gold ring: it had belonged to Sarah. She had never been
married, not even in Heaven… had lots of friends, though, who had all attended her funeral, in
varying states of sympathy and loathing for the Drakkaren… but none loathed him more than he
did himself, he thought bitterly.
Cherry was comatose, her body sealed in a corruption bath in the basement of the Estate,
and Priest and Cindy spent a lot of time sitting beside the modified stasis pod they‟d stolen from
some old mortal facility and put to their own uses, the machine one Priest had designed himself,
but the Dragokkaren took no comfort from this. Cherry‟s status was touch and go… even
Carmen was faring better than her, hooked up to machines in another part of the Ravenlight
Estate, Dius priestesses tending to her constantly as she moaned and writhed in pain.
Thor had retreated to Valhalla for the time being after refusing treatment… and the
Mahihko-Lone fusion was somewhere else in the Estate, confined to bed. It had been four days
now, and still most people were bedridden: even Anathema had taken up grouchy residence on
Sin‟s body for the time being, while she recovered her energies and Sin rushed around, tending
to the wounded.
Cindy was mostly healed, but she had several large, scarred areas over her body
bandaged, including one of her hands, and Priest was hobbling around on crutches and with his
arm back in a sling, constantly bitching at people as he rubbed at his leg, which was not merely
in a cast but a magical metal mold, used to accelerate healing but also to help reshape flesh and
bone, a particularly painful process. Terrance, meanwhile, was also still comatose, which Zerrex
thought was a blessing: it would be hard for him to come to terms with the loss of his twin
brother, if not impossible after all these years spent together.
Marina, lastly, had vanished after being treated for her wounds, to Gods knew where…
even Zerrex couldn‟t sense her presence, when Cindy had relented to asking him yesterday to
just try and call out to her. He was worried about her… but not to the point where he was willing
to order her to come back to him: the last thing he wanted was to interrupt whatever healing
processes of her own she might be trying to awkwardly go through.
Balthazar and Mercy were still hard at work at the colonies, the only ones who were:
Mercy spent a lot of time in solitude, however, but it wasn‟t like Zerrex could blame her. The
Composites had also been flown back to Hez‟Ranna after scared mortals had essentially run
them out of the colony, where Loki was still stationed with Huck… but Huck had mentioned that
the demigod was a little distracted at times now, even though he kept refusing to leave, saying

Thor could take care of himself. Zerrex thought Loki was feeling a fickle kind of compassion…
but it was compassion nonetheless.
As to the others, there hadn‟t been a single sighting of Julian: according to Reia, who had
been watching the entrance of the Broken from near the gates, Julian had simply bolted for it,
broken heel and all. She had also tried to drag Nature in to help out the others, but the Primordial
had been terrified out of her mind and also vanished… but Balthazar mentioned in a report from
the colonies she had reappeared, shaken and scared, but willing to continue to do her job.
There had been no mortal casualties, at least, but reports of the battle had filtered up to
the space colonies, adding to the political turmoil there. Albatross and Churchill had presented
the Sunshine Family Corporation evidence to the governing council, and Giovanni Guillermo
had been taken into custody, grilled until he‟d broken down into tears and given up accounting
records… but the computers had been hacked by someone. Someone who was messy and bad at
their job, but who had managed to destroy the files nonetheless… and then escaped when the
link had been traced back to a public terminal on one of the Irenic colonies. They could be
anywhere by now… and Zerrex sighed, putting the ring aside on the corner table as he put his
hands behind his head, not wanting to think about any more of this.
But his mind wouldn‟t stop, and he made a face, looking at his armlet – he had once more
created a new one out of thin air after his cry with Mercy – and wondering if it would kill him if
he tried to set it to zero… and then he glanced up and opened the door, and Lily quietly came
inside, closing the door behind herself and looking at him with silent shame.
Zerrex looked back at her: Lily had been one of the few people who hadn‟t visited him
yet, and he sighed a bit as he half-rolled away, not feeling much up for the company right now
and even less like arguing… but Lily walked over and sat beside him, gazing down at him and
asking hesitantly: “Are you doing okay today? The priestesses told me you have good days and
bad days and… I‟ve been worried.”
“I‟m okay.” Zerrex mumbled into his pillow, not looking at her, and then he sighed a bit,
closing his eyes and knowing he was only going to feel worse if he continued to be childish, as
he half-rolled onto his back and looked at the ceiling, saying finally: “It‟s really awkward to see
you right now.”
“I know.” Lily looked down, rubbing at her face slowly, and then she hesitantly touched
his arm, saying quietly: “I‟m sorry, I… I‟m really sorry for everything, for how I acted-”
“I don‟t want you saying it just because I‟ve had the crap beaten out of me again, though,
Lily… I want to know that you really mean it.” Zerrex said quietly, and Lily snorted, then she
stood up quickly and hugged herself, looking down at him with hurt eyes… but Zerrex only
looked back up, feeling angry now at the sulky expression on her face. “It‟s always been like this
with Selena, can‟t you understand I‟m tired of people being sorry because they pity the state I‟m
in?”
“Stop it!” Lily shouted, and then she hugged her stomach as tears spilled down her
cheeks, whispering: “I still cared about Paluth. I really did. You killed-”
Zerrex held up a hand, and she gritted her teeth at him, and he said quietly: “I helped him
die, is what I did. And I saved a child he was going to murder, and failed to save the other child.
You want to keep beating me with this, Lily? You really want to keep pushing this subject?”
“You are just a selfish bastard, hogging all of us to yourself!” Lily snapped, and Zerrex
recoiled, then he snarled and rolled away, and Lily covered her muzzle, whispering: “Zerrex…
Zerrex, listen, I‟m sorry.”

“Fuck you, and fuck this.” the Drakkaren muttered angrily, standing up and ripping the
needles and diodes off his body. He twisted his armlet up to some number next, and then he
snarled as he hit the enter key, energy sparking over him even as bloody tears ran from his
scarred eye, half-staggering forwards… then he snarled and half-shoved the bed into Lily‟s way
when she started forwards, almost knocking her over as the ceiling and walls cracked from his
very anger, as he snapped: “I never asked for any of this, Lily! All I‟ve ever wanted is to be
goddamn normal!”
Then he concentrated, and the reptile vanished, reappearing somewhere in Hez‟Ranna…
and immediately, he clutched his stomach as he fell to his knees, vomiting black and red blood
before almost falling face-first into it, clawing uselessly at the ground before screaming in agony
both emotional and physical as he grabbed at his head and arched his back, then he finally
toppled on his side, spasming for a few moments. He breathed raggedly, then looked at his
armlet as his trembling finger hovered over five… then four… then three… two… one…
He sighed raggedly, then hit the button when he couldn‟t convince his finger to hit the
zero, then the enter key… and he screamed, eyes bulging in pain as his body twitched and jolted,
convulsing on the ground before he blacked out… and when he awoke, the sun had gone from
above his head to set, and his muzzle was sticky with blood. He lay on an ash-covered beach,
leaving marks behind himself as he sat up and groaned in pain, looking out over the reddish
ocean… and he sighed, lowering his throbbing head and knowing that at least with his energy
levels set so low, he would be nearly impossible for anyone to find.
He closed his eyes as he curled up on the shore, only wanting to be alone now as he fell
unconscious again… and when he woke up next, it was morning, and water was lapping at his
body quietly. He had rolled down the beach in his sleep… and the lizard groaned quietly, then
slowly forced himself up to his feet, shaking his head out slowly and grasping at his skull before
he looked down, then made a face at the fact the reddish water had turned blue around his body,
muttering: “Oh great, so now I‟m a fucking water purifier too. Fuck.”
It felt good to swear, so the Drakkaren continued to mutter curses as he dragged his feet
up the shore, taking long, heavy steps as water dripped off his body. He was also glad the armlet
was waterproof, even if the nanites currently in the shape of black clothes over his legs fizzed
awkwardly until they dried, as Zerrex dug himself a circular bed in the ashes and sand, picking
through pieces of glass here and there and throwing them aside before he curled up in it and
stared at the sky, half-wanting to go and float around space for a little while, but well-aware that
would probably kill him at this point… although he snorted in amusement, muttering: “How
could that be seen as a negative?”
He mumbled a little longer, then curled up again and once more fell asleep… and this
time when he awoke, he finally was feeling a little better. It was nice to be out here, away from
everyone, not needing to worry or care about anything, even if all there was for miles around was
ash-covered sand and long, endless tracts of water… and he wondered silently, as he rested his
head on his arms with his legs half-curled up behind him, if Sarah and Dray were okay down in
the Unworld. He also wondered what the hell Maria was doing with Camus… and if he could
bring back the dead, or if there was some rule against that.
He thought, too, about how often everyone he cared for so much could hurt him, and how
he accidentally hurt them just as much. If this really was the kind of universe he wanted to live
in, if there really was purpose to continuing to exist… or if everything should be destroyed after
all. What was right in a situation like this, between choosing whether or not to let things continue
in hopes for betterment of the universe at some point, or a complete purge? And say he did

destroy everything, but carried his friends, his family over? Could they not then carry evil with
them, like an airborne, infectious disease, or could they be cleansed of the sins all carried in their
hearts somehow?
“Heavy questions.” said a voice, and Zerrex rolled over with a wince, raising his hands as
he saw Camus sitting beside him, and the lion smiled a bit at him, saying quietly: “Sorry. I
thought you might be lonely.”
“You are the last person I want to see right now.” Zerrex muttered, rolling away from
him but too tired and sore to move… and then he sighed, raising a finger. “Second last, actually,
but close enough.”
“Yes, but I thought I‟d stop in nonetheless.” Camus replied quietly, glancing out over the
oceans… and then he stood up and walked down to the edge of the beach, ducking and dragging
his fingers quietly over the surface of the water, before he smiled a bit over his shoulder at the
Drakkaren. “Why is it that even now, the mortal world is your first retreat? By the way, I believe
someone is coming to find you as we speak.”
Zerrex grunted… and when Camus only stood up, still looking curious, the Drakkaren
sighed, realizing he wasn‟t going to go away until his question was answered. “Because why the
hell not?” he muttered rudely, and the lion only rolled his eyes, which prompted Zerrex to add
sourly: “It‟s my home. It‟s always been my home. And it probably will always be my home. So
there.”
Camus nodded after a moment, although he still didn‟t seem entirely satisfied… and then
Zerrex frowned a bit, asking dryly: “So why is it only Anathema was ever suspicious of you?”
“Because being undead makes her more sensitive to the energies of the living. I am not
alive, technically speaking, but nor am I dead: ergo, she was suspicious because she couldn‟t
read me. I can cloak the fact I‟m a Broken, as well as my energy signature, and I don‟t emit
Unworld residue… but not even the most sage and powerful of beings can stop people from
getting that strange crawling sensation that goes up the back of one‟s spine when you meet
certain people like you or me.” Camus replied after a moment, gazing down at the ocean, and
then he frowned a bit when Zerrex rose a hand. “What?”
“I‟ll hate you maybe a little less if you teach me how to hide my energy signature like
that, then.” Zerrex mumbled, as he sat slowly up, and the two looked at each other before they
both smiled faintly, sadly; it hurt the Drakkaren‟s heart, and he couldn‟t stop from asking
quietly: “Are you sure you won‟t reconsider?”
“That‟s my line.” Camus said softly, and then he walked over and leaned down to
squeeze Zerrex on the shoulder gently, murmuring: “Good luck.”
With that, he vanished… and Zerrex sighed, flopping down on his back and letting
himself lay spread-eagled. Roughly five minutes later, a vortex opened, and Sin emerged with a
wince at the sight of him, two Dius priestesses in white robes on either side of her. She was
wearing a corset made from bones, with Anathema‟s skull between her breasts and the horns of
the large bone twisted like rubber to wrap around both the sides of her bosom and her neck, and
the Drakkaren thought morbidly Anathema had a much better fashion sense with her than with
him as she ordered: “Quickly, get him on the stretcher.”
Zerrex mumbled something as the Dius went about their business, and Sin sighed,
touching her forehead as she murmured: “Oh Lord Zerrex… we‟ve been so worried about you
these past few days…”
“Well, you shouldn‟t.” Zerrex mumbled as the sisters assembled a simple cloth stretcher
beside him, then moved him onto it with practiced ease, each taking one of the four handles as

Sin fell into step beside the Drakkaren. She quietly took one of his hands, and they smiled faintly
at each other as he was brought back into Hell… before the lizard made a face as they stepped
out in front of a large, beautiful dome of obsidian, marble, spired pillars placed evenly around it,
each at least fifty feet tall and perhaps a dozen wide. “Oh hell no.”
“Lord Zerrex, stop it.” Sin said curtly as she squeezed his hand, and the Drakkaren
mumbled, but stopped fidgeting as she said in a gentler voice: “Your energy is abysmally-low…
you look exhausted, and you need some time… in quiet. You have a private room here, and no
one will be able to bother you apart from your medical staff and a few visitors of your own
choosing.”
Zerrex muttered, still feeling moody about it: this was essentially a demonic version of a
hospital, called a Healing Cathedral, and just like hospitals on the mortal plane, there were many
overpaid, arrogant doctors who thought they knew everything there was to know about
everything. When they brought him up to his room, however, Zerrex was at least glad to see
Cindy had healed up enough for her hand to be useful, and she was in charge of his medical
treatment… and thus she had arranged for him to stay in a comfortable, large room, with a few
small windows he couldn‟t squeeze through and a gently-pulsing spiral of runes on the ceiling
that made him feel calm and restricted his energies, so he wouldn‟t need to wear his armlet.
The Drakkaren was too sore to properly take it off himself, so instead Cindy did it for
him, both comforting him and scolding him at the same time as she did so in that special way
only she could. Zerrex, however, admittedly wasn‟t listening as he looked stupidly back and
forth, and then he interrupted her in mid speech as he asked dumbly: “When did everyone leave?
How did I get here?”
Cindy looked at him flatly where he lay on the low white bed, between a small wooden
dresser and an even smaller little side-table that really would work better as a stool, and she
sighed after a moment before saying kindly: “Alright, Daddy. Look, you‟ve had a very stressful
last few days, so a little sensory lapse here and there is nothing unexpected. Here, sit up.”
Zerrex started to wiggle around, but Cindy rolled her eyes, reaching down and gently
tapping a button on a small plastic bar wired to the side of the bed, and this buzzed as the upper
section of the bed inclined forwards with a rumble to push the lizard into a seated position, the
Drakkaren making a face. “Ugh, hey. I could have done it myself.”
“Well, you didn‟t need to.” Cindy muttered, and then she reached down and carefully
began to wiggle his boxers off, Zerrex fidgeting before she sighed, adding quietly: “You‟re
absolutely filthy, too… do you mind if I call in some of the Priestesses to help clean you off? Or
would you be more comfortable with other people assisting you, maybe… Desire and Serenity?”
“Don‟t let Serenity near me with a sponge, she‟ll scour my scales right off. She‟s a great
kid, just does not know the meaning of the words „gentle‟ or „slow.‟” Zerrex mumbled, and then
he sighed, rubbing at his head slowly. “Desire, I guess. If she‟ll even look at me right now.”
“Oh stop that, Lily‟s the one she‟s angry with, not you.” Cindy replied gently, and when
Zerrex winced, the female only smiled a bit, as she finally pulled the Drakkaren‟s boxers free,
then made a face at them, using her long, prehensile tail to snag a garbage can from the corner of
the room and drop this inside, before she dropped the can beside the bed.
Zerrex was quiet, rubbing at his head slowly as Cindy walked across the rectangular
room to a small cart stacked with medical supplies both supernatural and mortal in original,
poking through them… and the reptile smiled after a moment at the sight of her long white hair
hanging in two white braids, saying softly: “You know, that really does look better on you than
on me. Pigtails and all.”

Cindy laughed a bit, looking over her shoulder with a smile… and then she shook her
head slowly, pulling the cart behind her. She had put most of the objects back on the lower shelf
of it, rearranging the top so she could lay out a variety of sponges and a wide, deep tray full of
shimmering water, as she said softly: “It‟s a little harder to manage some days than others, but I
like it myself, Daddy… I don‟t think I can ever thank you enough for how kind you were in
sharing so much of yourself with me, in letting me become this for you. It‟s… it‟s fulfilling. I
feel safe, I feel… certain of something in my life now, even with Cherry still in critical care.”
She stopped and quieted, rubbing at her face for a moment, and Zerrex softened before she
murmured: “Anyway, I‟ll be right back. I‟m going to ask the Priestesses to find Desire, that
shouldn‟t be a problem… and so you know, your door is under pretty heavy guard. Both to keep
you in and any guests not authorized out.”
“I take it you‟re the one they have to come to if they want authorization?” Zerrex asked
mildly, and Cindy smiled a bit, not needing to answer. The Drakkaren only nodded, however,
closing his eyes as he rested back on the inclined bed, murmuring: “Good. That‟s how I want it.”
Cindy looked strangely touched at this, and then she rested for a moment against the
doorframe, beside two thick white curtains that had been drawn completely over what the
Drakkaren assumed were windows out to the hall… and then she said softly: “Listen for a
moment, Daddy. Lily will get over this, she will… she just needs to come to terms with things,
that‟s all. She‟s not perfect, she‟s like all of us, except for the fact she was literally raised as a
prim little princess. She forgot what she learned from you, just like… just like Cherry and I did,
when you were gone. Wait for her, and she‟ll come back to you.”
“Thanks, Cindy.” Zerrex said quietly, glancing up at the ceiling and pretending to study
the hanging lamps… and Cindy smiled faintly, then she shook her head as she opened the metal
door leading out, shutting it gently behind herself. For a little while, Zerrex only sat quietly,
resting with his fingers laced together and his eyes still blankly looking upwards… and then he
frowned when the door opened, before blinking stupidly at the sight of Selena, the female
brushing awkwardly at a black robe that covered her entire body, looking grouchy as she
fidgeted against it. “Selena?”
“Hey.” she said awkwardly… and then she cursed under her breath, finally tearing the
robe off and throwing it to the ground, then kicking it across the room, leaving her in just a
black-lace bra and a very tiny bikini, muttering: “Fucking clean room psychos. Why the fuck
does Cindy get to wear all her shit in and out then, and I have to take off all my goddamn
leathers and shit, huh? Those stupid fucking robes they make you wear are itchy.”
“I dunno, maybe it‟s because, last time I checked, any wound above a scratch you tend to
set on fire?” Zerrex asked mildly, and Selena cleared her throat as she looked embarrassedly
away. “Please tell me you‟re not on medical staff here.”
“No, but Firenze is on Grand Trial duty. It‟s the one job he absolutely hates and the one
time I see how much of your son he really is.” Selena said with something like relish, and Zerrex
smiled a bit as she walked over and sat down on the bed beside him, taking one of his hands and
looking over his dirty, bruised knuckles with quiet amusement. “Right now he‟s hiding out
somewhere in the Western Province… he‟s not nearly as creative a hider as you are, but he also
doesn‟t stand out in a crowd nearly as much. Sabnock is throwing a hissy fit looking for him and
even Anubis is getting pretty pissed, even if White is just kind of sitting there, reading. They‟re
probably going to go ahead and try the court case without him if they don‟t find him in an hour
or so.”

“So Anubis is a Judge of Death again?” Zerrex asked curiously, and when Selena nodded,
the reptile smiled a bit. “Interesting. And what‟s on trial this time?”
Selena snorted, half-crawling over Zerrex to hop down on the other side of the bed, and
she wetted one of the pieces of sponge before starting to gently dab along his chest, smiling a bit.
“What are the Grand Trials always about, Zerrex? Illegal import scams being run by Greed
demons. The really smooth, charming ones who talk their way around everything they‟ve done
and hire about fifty lawyers and wear charms or have runes burned into their bodies that prevent
their minds from being read. The ones that really piss off Sabnock, in other words, and thus the
ones who always get convicted, at the end of the day, and thrown in the Abyss.”
“She‟s always been nasty about that.” the Drakkaren murmured thoughtfully… and then
he winced as Selena poked a tender spot, rubbing a bit too hard with the sponge. “It‟s not a steel
brush and I‟m not a dirty plate, stop that!”
“You really are dirty, though. Stop your damn squirming.” Selena muttered, glancing
over him, and then she softened a bit as she touched his face quietly. “Just look at you, Zerrex…
beaten to hell for protecting a pair of homunculi. Fuck, you never really have changed, have
you? Personally, I would have thrown them to the bastard.”
“Well, that would have been wrong. They were… they were part of the colony, they
didn‟t commit any crimes or ask to be what they are… they need to be protected and taught.”
Zerrex replied quietly, sitting up a bit… and Selena pushed him back down against the bed,
making him grumble before he winced when she began to sponge along his face. “They‟re not
homunculi, either… they‟re people. People with hopes, dreams, and aspirations, and- my gods,
do you even know how to dab? For crap‟s sake, you‟re rubbing right into my damn eye!”
“Well, close your damn eyes, then.” Selena said crossly, and Zerrex muttered but did so,
deciding it was probably the safest course of action for now anyway. “And they were created in
tubes. They have micro-gizmos in their brain, feeding them information. None of those things
strike you as signs they might not exactly be people like you or me?”
“You have to… to spend time with them to understand. To see the way they look at the
world, hear them laugh and talk, how excited Prometheus gets about certain things and how
compassionate Cinderella is.” Zerrex said after a moment, and then he sighed a bit, murmuring
quietly: “They remind me of the clone soldiers… and yet at the same time, they don‟t. It‟s not
that they‟re smarter… it‟s just that they‟re… they‟re more developed, in some ways. They grasp
concepts quicker, and even though they‟re both military models, they don‟t act a thing like what
they were programmed to do… some people would call them resounding failures but I‟d say they
were more successes purely because they‟re developing their own ideas, their own way.”
“Why the hell couldn‟t you have had your jaw dislocated?” Selena asked mildly, and
Zerrex rolled his eyes before she said musingly: “You do give pretty good head, though… not
the best, mind you, but enough for all intents and purposes.”
Zerrex opened one eye, and Selena smiled at him… and he couldn‟t help but smile back
after a moment, the two looking at each other quietly before she put the sponge aside, stroking
over his face softly with her hands before leaning down and kissing him quietly… and he kissed
her slowly back as she slid into bed next to him, their mouths parting only so she could kiss the
side of his neck quietly, as she murmured and took one of his hands silently: “I love you, Zerrex.
I love your mind, and your ugly-ass body, and your big muscles and oversized dick and your
deep, dark soul… and I love how despite everything, you still manage to find a way to shine, you
always have and you always will…” She looked down quietly, then murmured softly: “I still
think of you more as my best friend, and less as my husband, too.”

The Drakkaren couldn‟t help but smile as he took her other hand as well, squeezing both
slowly as he replied quietly: “I wouldn‟t have it any other way, Selena. That really does mean
more to me than I could ever say.”
“Who‟s your best friend?” Selena asked curiously, looking up at him… and then she
rolled her black eyes when he looked at her suspiciously. “Oh fuck you, I‟m not trying to get you
to say I am. Fuck knows I don‟t deserve that, but… I do want to show you I‟ve changed, I
don‟t… gods, I let go of so much of that anger inside me. Yeah, now and then I still smack
something around a little more than I should but…” She looked down at his chest quietly.
“Losing you and getting you back and everything in between… taught me a lot. Taught me it
doesn‟t have to be all about anger and hate and violence and shit. I feel more at peace than I ever
have now, and now I honestly want to continue moving towards that… I know I‟ll always have
to… have this part of me I‟ll have to work to control, but shit. I figure that you manage to do it
somehow, and only lose it one percent of the time, so I damn well better be able to, my little
pet.”
She reached up and ruffled his hair, and Zerrex laughed a bit despite himself before they
smiled at each other… and then he said softly: “I don‟t honestly know at this point, Selena. I
mean, yeah, I can tell you who it‟s not… but I don‟t know who my closest friend is. I know, I
know, it sounds like I‟m hiding it and that it‟s so obvious it‟s Sin, but…” He stopped, saying in a
slower voice: “She‟s… she‟s almost too perfect for me, do you understand? She‟s more like… I
dunno, I dunno why it doesn‟t feel like it, when… when Lily once said she was at the top of my
partner hierarchy.”
He fell silent for a few moments, and Selena rolled her eyes, shaking him a little and
making the lizard grunt in pain. “Oh here we go, I knew this shit was coming. Look, Zerrex. I
can understand this isn‟t exactly easy for you, but don‟t get all down in the dumps about it.
Everyone has a spat with their… whatever now and then, doesn‟t matter who it is or even how
they‟re in a relationship, if they even have any kind of relationship at all. Run into someone at
the supermarket enough times and you‟ll eventually get into a fight with them over the
pomegranates or something.”
“Do you even know what a pomegranate is or are you just repeating what your anger
management teacher said to you?” Zerrex asked mildly, and then he winced when she rapped
him on the skull, grabbing at his hair. “Sorry, sorry, continue.”
Selena looked at him sourly for a moment longer, then she sighed, saying flatly: “Look,
the equation is real simple, okay? You always gave Lily what she wanted, mostly because she‟s
always been an irritatingly-perfect sweetheart. Lily then made a bit of a boo-boo while you were
away, by which I mean if she meant any less what she does to you, I‟d currently be roasting her
over an open fire right now. Now she‟s lashing out at you as much as she can because that guilt
is eating her up inside. When people want something real bad, Zerrex… the first thing they
always tend to do is push everyone else away, I‟ve learned that the hard way myself.”
Zerrex smiled a bit at her, and the Dius looked at him mildly as she rested her head on a
hand, asking flatly: “What?”
“You‟ve gotten a little wise, finally.” Zerrex said softly, and Selena half-slapped him, but
the reptile only laughed a bit before she quietly curled herself against his body, and he looked
down with surprise as his arms slid around her, holding her close to his strong chest.
“I just want you to be happy.” she said quietly, her eyes sliding closed… and then she
smiled faintly, shaking her head slowly. “And I don‟t want you to be hurt again like this. You‟ve

lost so much else already… you‟ve put up with so much absolute bullshit from us all, too. You
don‟t need Lily turning into such a cunt on top of that.”
The Drakkaren only quietly held her against his chest, closing his eyes and not knowing
what to say… and then she leaned up and kissed his chin gently, murmuring: “I swore, though,
that I would always be here for you, Boss… I love you, and it‟s well past time for me to start…
reaffirming that or whatever. I missed you, too, missed you like I only missed one other person
before…” She quieted, looking away. “Fuck I miss her.”
Zerrex stroked her face gently, and she laughed a bit, mumbling: “No, hey, don‟t even
say what I know you‟re about to say. I am not going out looking for her, no way, no how.”
The lizard only smiled a bit, and she glared up at him, asking flatly: “Besides, you think I
would even find a chance of finding her after all these years? I mean, I came down here to Hell.
Became an Inquisitor after… after the things I did to her, after the „talents‟ I displayed in the
mortal realm were only further honed by my punishment. And I kinda have a much different
body now.” She quieted, looking away. “Better I just stay a bad memory for her.”
Zerrex kissed her cheek quietly, and she smiled after a few moments, muttering: “You
always know just what to say, huh? Shit, but you know… you‟re a real fucking piece of work,
Zer. I… I just wish I could do more for you these days, instead of preening and bossing you
around like I used to.”
“Oh stop that, it‟s nice to not have to make decisions now and then.” Zerrex said softly,
rubbing their muzzles together slowly, and Selena laughed a bit before they both looked up as
the door opened, and Cindy entered with Desire and a haggard-looking Carmen, the Drakkaren
trying to sit up… but only wincing when he did little more than flop a bit against the elevated
bed, Selena gazing with surprise at the sight of the demoness, who had a masculine, flat chest
today and only a loincloth on over her lower body. “Hey, I thought you were-”
“Yeah, fuck that shit.” Carmen muttered, waving a hand exhaustedly, and then she leaned
on the side of the bed and shook herself out, seeming to regain some of her vitality as she smiled
tiredly. “I just need to stay on my feet, actually do something with myself. Hey, you two getting
busy? Because if I don‟t have to move around too much, you can gladly fuck my brains out any
way you want.”
“I honestly don‟t think I can get it up right now.” Zerrex said after a moment, and then he
added sourly: “Also, I can‟t seem to even sit up. So that could also pose a problem.”
Carmen grunted, then she sat down on the bed with a wheeze as Selena climbed out of
bed, nodding respectfully to Cindy and patting Desire on the shoulder as she got out of the way,
and the daughter of Zerrex quietly took his hand, kissing over his knuckles gently as she gazed at
him compassionately. “Oh father… look at the state you‟re in… I‟m so sorry I haven‟t done a
better job of protecting you, and Serenity is furious with you… but it‟s really just a cover for
how terrified she was of losing you.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he winced when Cindy stabbed a needle into the side of his
neck, groaning in pain as she hung a small IV bag on a hook on the wall with a grimace. “Sorry,
I know it‟ll sting for a few seconds, but your energy needs to start cycling again. I‟m going to
pump you with electrolytes and a synthetic chemical that will boost your energy temporarily…
you‟re in kind of bad shape.”
The lizard mumbled, and Desire sighed softly as Selena stretched awkwardly, before
Carmen yawned and fell over on him… and the Drakkaren‟s eyes bugled as he gave a weak little
mewling sound, the three staring in horror at the sight of Carmen snoring away on top of the
Drakkaren‟s body, and then Selena carefully reached forwards and shoved her off by the

forehead, sending her collapsing to the ground with a loud tumult of curses and moans of pain as
Desire and Cindy stared at her, and she shrugged, saying flatly: “Someone had to do it.”
“It‟s an extra-wide bed, we could have just turned her on her side!” Cindy exclaimed,
looking frustrated, and Selena sighed as she walked around the bed, leaning down and picking up
Carmen with a grunt, the large, muscular female looking pitiful as she hugged herself and
mumbled about the agony she was in. Zerrex, meanwhile, looked torn between the obvious pain
in his neck and the throbbing of his ribs… and then Selena looked at Cindy pointedly before she
put Carmen into the bed next to him, and immediately the large, golden-scaled female snuggled
herself up against his body, yawning again and resting her head against his chest as she clung to
him with her thick, beefy arms.
The Dius motioned at the two with a look of triumph, and Cindy cleared her throat
loudly… which got no response from Carmen, except that she buried herself deeper against
Zerrex‟s body. Cindy frowned, then cleared her throat a second time… and Carmen made a face,
saying irritably: “Some of us are trying to sleep here. Sounds like a nasty throat infection though,
doc, go… shove a plunger on you face or something.”
Cindy now looked a little less than pleased, and Zerrex winced before he said carefully:
“Carmen… I could really use a blanket.”
“I‟m not Cherry, you‟re not going to trick me into leaving you that easily.” Carmen
muttered stubbornly, glaring up at him as she opened her eyes… and then the lizard looked at her
pointedly, and she frowned and looked over him, then seemed to realize stupidly he was naked
and laying on top of sand-covered sheets. The female looked back and forth tiredly, then finally
mumbled and got up, scratching at herself as she grunted: “Fine. But I‟m getting back in bed
after I find some. You want new sheets too and shit?”
Zerrex made a face as he realized now dirty his bed already was, and Carmen snorted in
amusement. “Guess that‟s a yes. Okay, okay. Do your thing, but fucking hell, you guys better do
it fast.”
Carmen yawned again as she left… and Cindy sighed in relief, rubbing at her head slowly
as she murmured: “Well, that‟ll keep her busy for a while… Desire, you can take his feet and
legs, Selena, why don‟t you clean Daddy‟s hair with this, since I see you‟ve already done most of
his chest? I‟ll do his arms and the rest of his upper body, then we can roll him over and work on
his back.”
“Of course, Cindy.” Desire said softly, smiling at her obediently, and Selena grunted and
nodded, but she was smiling hesitantly herself. Cindy nodded to both, and then the three went to
work, Zerrex content to relax back against the bed as Selena combed dirt out of his hair and the
others washed his body slowly and lovingly with the sponges.
It was a gentle and careful process, and one that the reptile honestly enjoyed… and once
his front was done, Cindy first brought the bed back to a flat position, then extracted the dirty
top-sheet from beneath his body and rolled him over at the same time with a spooky ease, tossing
this to the foot of the bed before letting Selena and Desire finish the lizard‟s back. He was almost
snoozing by the time they were done, but Cindy woke him up long enough to check his pulse and
eyelids, murmuring that he was starting to balance out before she rolled him once more
comfortably onto his back and kissed his forehead compassionately.
A priestess carrying several blankets entered as Cindy was running a final check over
Zerrex‟s body, Desire and Selena rubbing a cream over his scales at the same time that would
help sooth his aching muscles, and she informed Cindy that Carmen had fallen asleep in a chair
in the waiting room at the front of the solitary care wing, and they didn‟t know what to do with

her. Cindy sighed but smiled ruefully, then she looked at her father‟s mostly-sleeping body,
motioning the others away as she took the blanket and flicked it out in one easy gesture that
unfolded it and let it gently settle over the lizard. She tucked him in quietly as he snoozed on his
back, stroking over his face softly… then she glanced at Selena and Desire, saying quietly: “If
you two want the jobs, you‟re on medical duty here, looking after Zerrex. I took the liberty of
checking on the Grand Trial status, and it‟s going to drag on for at least a week… which means a
week of Firenze hiding and doing paperwork behind everyone‟s back.”
“I‟ll take it.” Selena said immediately, and then she smiled when Desire blushed,
touching her shoulder gently. “And hey, kid. Think of it this way. You‟re protecting your father
and master from further harm… isn‟t that what being an Iuratus is all about?”
“Then I‟ll do it too, if you give me time to clear it with Serenity.” Desire said quietly but
firmly, and Cindy smiled softly, nodding to her.
“That‟s fine with me… you won‟t have to go too far, though, she‟s been assigned to the
security detail.” Cindy nudged her gently, and Desire looked up in surprise. “She‟ll be very
proud of you for being here for Zerrex, Desire… you‟re a good daughter, and a developing
Iuratus. You do a lot of good for Daddy.”
“Thank you, Cindy.” Desire murmured, blushing deeply and looking down… and then
the three smiled at each other before they all looked at Zerrex, then left him sleeping on the bed,
heading out into the hallway.
The Drakkaren‟s sleep was not dreamless, however, as he sank deeper into his
subconscious… and the reptile found himself standing quietly in old Hez‟Ranna, walking slowly
through the massive, beautiful jungles down a path marked by the ivy to either side of him, and
behind him was stomping a disgusted-looking Ravenlight, who shouted at his back: “You‟re
such an asshole!”
“Says you.” Zerrex muttered, then he pondered for a moment if that meant he was an
asshole, too, since technically Ravenlight was part of him… before he made a face when the
armored Drakkaren shoved him, and he turned around, looking indignant as he put his hands on
his hips. “What the hell do you want? Have I not been playing enough with you lately? I mean,
seriously, I‟ve been kind of goddamn busy, if you haven‟t noticed.”
Ravenlight looked frustrated, tearing at his hair… and then he took a long, slow breath,
holding his arms out and saying curtly: “Look. Just keep going, okay? I hate it here, but… just
keep going.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but then he sighed and nodded, turning around and muttering: “If
you shoot or stab me in the back, I swear I‟ll rip you to pieces. I might be sore in top-world but
here I feel a hundred percent, and I can make stuff blow up with my mind now. Or at least I think
I can. I‟m pretty sure I can.”
“Shut up.” Ravenlight groaned behind him, slapping his forehead… and Zerrex muttered
under his breath, before he frowned as he saw a viewing area of some sort of head, identified by
a wooden balcony half-suspended in the trees, a set of rickety stairs leading up to this… but the
Drakkaren was more surprised by the fact it was already occupied by the two parts of his
subconscious he heard from a lot less than Ravenlight, his nastier chunk of personality: Cold, the
logical, callous, and bitter side of him… and Good, the smiling, ever-optimistic piece of his
broken mind.
They were easily identifiable: Good was only seven feet tall while everyone else was
eight and a few inches, and Good also always had a little flute and usually an animal companion
with him, while Cold had Blackheart on his back and a long, flowing leather trenchcoat, his arms

crossed as he stood at the far corner of the platform. Zerrex climbed up, trading an awkward
smile with Good and waving at Cold, who didn‟t even look in his direction… and then
Ravenlight joined them, muttering and pointing: “There, see that?”
Zerrex frowned a bit, realizing he could see down an embankment here and past the few
large trees… and in the distance was a long, sprawling beach of white sand, a few rocks sticking
up here and there, some ridiculously-large crabs scuttling busily along the shoreline… and then
the reptile‟s eye caught on a strange crater in the beach, asking slowly: “What… am I looking at
here, exactly?”
“Shut up!” Ravenlight hissed, half-ducking and pointing… and the lizard frowned, then
looked dumbly over towards the crater, where he now realized he could see something glowing
oddly… and then he winced as black vines ripped over the beach in a spiderweb, one of the crabs
caught in this expansion and blown into chunks of shell as the entire surface of the beach became
alien for a moment, some kind of secondary image trying to settle in overtop the semi-reality of
the Hez‟Rannan dreamscape before the spiderweb retracted, and even the exploded crab reversed
itself, pieced back together and laying stunned on its back before it clacked and rapidly clawed
back to its spindly legs to sidestep quickly into the water.
Zerrex covered his muzzle, repressing a stupid giggle… and Cold and Ravenlight both
shot him ugly looks as Good shrugged meditatively, saying mildly: “Hey, it was kind of funny.
Besides, doesn‟t look like the poor little fellow was hurt at all, just scared… maybe we should go
look at that thing though.”
“Why, we all know what it is.” Ravenlight muttered… and in proximity to all three parts
of his subconscious self, Zerrex didn‟t have to ask as the information tickled through his own
mind, the darker, armored and handsome version of himself saying disgustedly: “The seeds of
power… a transformation, a fusion. It means that Athéos‟s remaining energies are being quickly
dismantled and absorbed as Zerrex‟s own, but they‟re so different, so extraterrestrial, that they‟re
causing a kind of… of static effect. The conscious Athéos is gone, but his energies are still
instinctively trying to knit themselves together into coherency… which means it‟s interfering
with our physical body.”
“Which is why I‟m having power ripples from time-to-time, I get it.” Zerrex muttered,
and then he frowned, asking quietly: “Isn‟t there anything you three can do to break it down
faster?”
“I‟m a mental construct, not a medical expert with a double-major in supernatural
biorhythms.” Ravenlight retorted acidly, and Zerrex rolled his eyes. “But hey, who am I to say
anything? Why the fuck don‟t you go over there and kick it or some shit like that, if you think
it‟ll help?”
Zerrex made a face at this, some part of him immediately telling him that was a bad
idea… but the reptile mused for a moment, then created a sphere of energy, the others frowning
before Ravenlight yelped and hid when the Drakkaren threw the glowing sapphire ball hard at
the throbbing thing embedded into the beach. The moment the energy came close, the spiderweb
of vines immediately shot out from it, except this time the strange appendages also lashed
upwards, seizing the sphere greedily before they spun around the crater and formed into a
protective dome as the spiderweb retracted, and Zerrex said mildly: “Well, that‟s out.”
“Are you crazy?” Ravenlight asked sharply, flailing a bit, but Cold was only leaning
against the wall and Good looked thoughtful as he rested his arms on the balcony railing. “You
could have gotten us all assimilated or killed!”

“You‟re an ass.” Zerrex said grouchily, and Ravenlight groaned, slapping his forehead
before the reptile looked curiously at Good. “You think of something?”
“Just that it‟s kind of weird.” Good said finally, before he smiled over at Zerrex.
“Anyway, that‟s all we wanted to show you. Why don‟t you wake up now? It‟s been quite a
while.”
Zerrex frowned, but before he could press the subject, Ravenlight shoved him off the
balcony… and suddenly the lizard was tumbling through darkness, flailing his arms before his
descent began to slow as a bed appeared beneath him, and the Drakkaren flipped lazily in midair
as if gravity had lost most of its strength, the reptile yawning as let his body go limp and he
floated slowly down into the bed… and after blinking blearily for a moment, he realized he was
awake and laying in the hospital room, Cindy sitting on the table at his side and reading the
large, black tome Camus had given him with a thoughtful look on her face.
He yawned, and Cindy smiled up at him, closing the book… and Zerrex noted she had
not only filled it with bookmarks, it was stuffed with envelopes and other papers now sticking
out of the side of it, saying quietly: “Good to see you‟re up, Daddy… how are you feeling? Any
pain or anything?”
Zerrex looked down at himself for a moment… and then he shook his head, saying
quietly: “Nah, I feel… I feel okay.” He shook his arms out a bit, and they were a bit stiff… but
with a grunt, the reptile was able to slowly sit up, wheezing a little as Cindy leaned forwards,
putting the book aside for the moment as she gripped his shoulders, then reached down and
tapped a button to elevate the bed behind him.
The Drakkaren propped himself against it, but didn‟t lay back as he dropped his head
forwards, rubbing his hands through his hair with a sigh. He shook his head out, then looked up
at her with a bit of a smile, saying finally: “How‟s that book from Camus read?”
Cindy looked at it for a moment, hesitating… but when Zerrex only tilted his head, she
finally sighed and murmured softly, stroking over the leather cover: “Fascinating. Absolutely
fascinating. There‟s all kinds of techniques in here I can use for dealing with Unworld residue
and its effects, as well as direct contact with Unworld energies and the variation of its damage to
mortals, demons, and angels… Camus has obviously put a lot of effort into studying these things.
And there was a strange riddle too, that I‟d like to ask you…”
She looked at him, and when Zerrex nodded, she said softly: “Say you go to the store one
day, and you buy an axe. You break the handle of the axe over time, however, so you get it
replaced: then you chip the head of that axe, and that needs to be replaced too. When you put it
back in your shed… is it the same axe you bought from the store or not?”
The reptile frowned a bit, looking down quietly as he rubbed at his head slowly… and
then he murmured softly: “I guess that depends on the length of time you owned it for… why,
what does this have to do with me?”
Cindy took his hand gently as she sat beside him, looking into his eyes as she said softly:
“When you first died… you went to Hell, your body was… changed, transformed: in a sense,
replaced. When you died fighting Athéos… you came back to us, with most of your old body
intact, just a few changes here and there… but your mind was replaced. I‟m sorry to have to ask
you this, Daddy… but none of us know how you came back, and I think it‟s better to be direct
when I ask… if you‟re really you.”
Zerrex blinked, and then he looked down at their hands, before he gazed up at her quietly,
realizing what she meant… and he sighed as he laid back, Cindy looking down as she whispered:
“I know it‟s tough. And I do have faith you‟re you, but I think in one way or another-”

“I‟ve been haunted by that thought since the beginning, yeah.” Zerrex murmured quietly,
and he nodded slowly, looking up at the ceiling as he laced his hands together across his
abdomen. “But why is it so important all of a sudden now, Cindy?”
“Because a lot of what Camus‟s research implies is that you‟re… not you. It‟s… it scares
me.” Cindy glanced away, then back at him with a faint smile. “I mean, you are my father. You
are Zerrex, but are you… Zerrex. I don‟t know…” She stopped, then leaned forwards and
hugged him tightly around the neck, whispering quietly: “Either way, though, I love you, and
I‟m here to serve you. But what scares me so much is that if Camus is right, and you came back
yourself but not yourself… it points out that you… could simply fade out of existence again.
That your energies could merely be what he called a „living memory,‟ that will eventually
unravel. And even if you are you… we don‟t know what cut you loose from the Nothingness,
and nor does Camus.”
“So?” Zerrex asked pettishly, and then he winced when Cindy slapped him, except she
couldn‟t help but laugh at the same time, smiling faintly as he smiled a bit in return to her, taking
her face gently in his hands and murmuring: “Listen to me, Cindy. I‟m here. I‟m here.” He took
her hand, pulling it against his chest and holding it there, other hand cupping her face as he said
softly: “And if the worst comes to worst, I may physically leave you, but you‟ll always have a
part of me with you. And you‟ll always have Cherry, and Marina, and yourself: don‟t forget that
you‟re my daughter as much as everything else… and that I‟ve always loved you.”
“Daddy…” Cindy hugged him tightly around the neck, and Zerrex embraced her tight in
return, pulling her up against his body and closing his eyes as he snuggled her close to his strong
form. She rested against him, breathing quietly… and for a while, everything was okay, even
with the terrible riddles travelling through the reptile‟s mind, although for now he only felt that
his resolve to solve them had never been stronger.
Eventually, Cindy slowly pulled herself away to sit on the edge of the bed, composing
herself as she rubbed at her face and the Drakkaren sat up to massage her back quietly, the
female leaning forwards with a faint laugh. “I‟m so sorry, I am… it‟s just… really been
bothering me. And I‟m glad we got it out there, and I‟m glad we can work on… finding the
answer now, I am. But there‟s a lot of other things in the book too, that I think you‟ll find
interesting… you really should read it, Daddy. It… it really is sad we have to fight him. He‟s
eloquent, and smart, and… I‟m sorry.”
“Don‟t be. It‟s not your fault at all…” Zerrex said softly, but Cindy only shook her head
slowly, half-turning to gaze into his eyes with quiet sorrow.
“That‟s not what I mean, and you know it. I‟m sorry for you… for having to endure shit
like this all your life, for… everything you‟ve gone through that you never should have had to
face.” Cindy replied quietly, looking up at her father silently. “I mean… the scars on your body,
tell a greater story than words ever could.”
“But these scars have helped shape me…” Zerrex answered, smiling a bit as he glanced
down at himself, tracing idly over the deep valleys and ridges of stark scar tissue clearly visible
in the scales of his body. “And without them, I wouldn‟t be the same person… hell, to be honest,
I would rather have gone through all this myself than wished it on some other innocent soul. At
least I had the strength necessary to endure it.”
“And that‟s how I know you‟ll have the strength to live through what‟s ahead, too.”
Cindy hugged him tightly, and he hugged her back for a long moment before she finally pulled
away, gazing up at him with a bit of a laugh. “Anyway, look. I… I need to check your vitals,

make sure the rest of your body is doing okay, but it sounds like you‟re doing a lot better, and
I‟m really glad to see it.”
Zerrex nodded, then he couldn‟t help but ask, as Cindy strode over to the medical cart at
the foot of the bed: “What about the others, though? Is Cherry okay?”
Cindy paused for a moment, looking as if deciding what to say… and then she finally
nodded and murmured quietly: “She‟s stabilized, Daddy, that‟s what matters. Comatose, yes…
but stable. I think she‟s going to be… well… she won‟t be without scars from this confrontation,
but she‟ll be okay physically, Daddy, and that‟s what matters. Priest finally left her to get some
rest himself, too… and well, you saw Carmen. Exhausted… but doing okay. Thankfully, the
energies in the shifting tattoo over her chest absorbed and neutralized some of the Unworld
residue left from Jupiter‟s attacks, otherwise she‟d be in much worse shape.”
The Drakkaren nodded, and then he made a face when Cindy approached with a syringe
and a swabbing pad, giving him a look when he shrank down against the bed. “Oh stop it, you
big baby. It‟ll just sting for a moment… I need a blood sample to check your electrolyte balance
and enzyme levels, as well as do another brief scan for any traces of Unworld residue… your
healing rate is still slow, and I want to make sure it‟s nothing serious.”
“I think you just enjoy stabbing me. Or penetrating me, whichever word works better to
illustrate the fact you are a sick, perverted freak.” Zerrex said moodily, and Cindy rolled her eyes
as she swabbed his arm, then swiftly stuck the needle into his arm when he began to open his
mouth again, the reptile cursing under his breath as he winced. “I think you hit a muscle that
time!”
“It was a nerve, and you‟ll live.” Cindy replied flatly, as blood spilled into the syringe. “It
never fails to amaze me what you can take inside of combat, but the moment you step outside,
you turn into a big whiny baby.”
“I don‟t like things like needles and… low tables that you bash your shin into.” Zerrex
muttered, and then he made a face, adding flatly: “Besides, I don‟t see you all eager to stab
yourself with those things, either.”
“That‟s because I‟m the doctor, you‟re the patient.” the female replied mildly, and then
she pulled out the needle and removed the vial of blood from the back, frowning a bit as she held
it up to the light. “Your blood still looks reactive… maybe it‟s not cycling properly or being
oxygenated, but then you should be… well, how should I know what that could do to you?” She
sighed a bit, shaking her head slowly. “There‟s almost no records of actual medical procedures
being performed on Gods, apart from occasional splints and common-sense bandaging… let me
run a quick test on this, anyway, we can at least make sure the residue is gone.”
Zerrex sat up with a grunt, rubbing at the sore spot on his arm: the wound had already
closed up, but it still stung and looked a little bruised. Then he tilted his head as Cindy shuffled
through the lower shelf of the cart, before producing a small plastic bottle of some substance,
unscrewing the top, which housed an already-full dropper.
She let this rest on top of the bottle for a moment, uncorking the vial… and then she
carefully dropped two purplish drops of whatever chemical was in the dropper, and Zerrex‟s
blood hissed audibly for a few moments, Cindy frowning a bit as she held it up to the light… but
then it slowly turned a brighter shade of red, the blacker spots in the blood vanishing as she
murmured: “Okay, looks good. Your blood is reacting normally with this compound… I call it
„liquid atmosphere,‟ mixed it up from a few ingredients prepared in the science lab.”

“Showoff.” Zerrex muttered, smiling a bit, and the two looked at each other with quiet
entertainment before she put his blood aside, the reptile asking quietly: “So like. What about this
stuff about my blood not circulating right or something?”
“It‟s more that it‟s not circulating with as much oxygen in it as I‟d expect to see in
someone like you…” She paused meditatively, swirling the vial of blood before she leaned down
and pulled a small machine out from the shelf, adding quietly: “But like I said, Daddy, there‟s
not a lot of research on gods undergoing medical procedures… and it might just be that your
body has adjusted and changed in contrast to the atmosphere here in Hell.” She stopped, then
made a face, muttering: “I hate not knowing things.”
“You get that from me.” Zerrex said softly, and the two gazed at each other with soft
entertainment before the lizard gestured at Camus‟s book. “Have you learned anything else from
that, on that note?”
“Well… sort of. It gives me a kind of view of Camus, and he is… he is very smart, and
just as stubborn as you are.” Cindy replied quietly, as she slipped he vial of blood into the
machine and closed the lid, and it began to hum quietly as she leaned on the cart, looking over
him softly. “It also talks a lot about „necessary but pointless battles‟ and „the need for apology,‟
and other things… and he goes into detail about his own change into a Broken, and how he
gathered others to his cause.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, then he looked down, saying softly: “I never would have imagined
he was the type to keep a beast like Jupiter around, though… even if they didn‟t seem like
exactly the best of friends.”
Cindy smiled dryly at this, nodding to the lizard as she murmured: “I think Jupiter is the
„guard dog‟ he references a few times… says that sometimes raw muscle is necessary to get a job
done, but strength that refuses to restrain itself must be contained by other means. He‟s very
disparaging towards him… not that I can entirely blame him, after seeing what that bastard did to
us, but it makes me nervous because Camus doesn‟t seem fond of his other cohorts either. I
skipped a little bit, though, and found some interesting data on each of the Broken… multiple
aliases they go by, home worlds, and things you can use in the future to help analyze the others.”
The Drakkaren nodded, focus sharpening at this… and Cindy looked silently down for a
moment, tapping a few buttons on the small, jar-shaped machine before she sighed quietly: “I
guess you‟re interested in the notes on Serviteur, though, huh?”
“Maria.” Zerrex said quietly, and Cindy smiled faintly even as she glanced up at him, the
reptile gazing at her with gentle firmness. “She‟s not lost to us yet, Cindy. We just found out
about her today, and… and the look in her eyes…”
“Daddy… I don‟t mean to be pessimistic at all, or rude… but you remember what
happened to your mother, Celestial?” Cindy asked quietly, stepping over to sit at the foot of the
bed… and Zerrex looked down, then sighed softly and nodded silently. “Well… what makes you
so sure that won‟t repeat itself with Maria? That… that she even still wants to be saved? Camus
wrote about how her rage was so great it seemed to be all that she needed to sustain herself, even
in the Unworld… how she wanted the strength to take revenge on Marina, and she made herself
into a ghoulish parody of her… you saw the chains she wrapped herself in, Father, those are the
Chains of the Dead God… Camus wrote extensive notes on how they were next to unbreakable
and restricted not merely the body, but the very soul.”
“I created the same chains around Jupiter… they held him in place with ease.” Zerrex
murmured, frowning a bit… and Cindy shook her head quietly, earning a curious look from him.
“What?”

“That‟s not possible… Camus said he had to bargain for his chains with a God of
Destruction.” Cindy replied quietly, and then she sighed a bit, holding up a hand. “But it‟s also
not important right now. What I‟m saying is that his notes indicate she‟s dead-set on killing
Marina, and she‟s almost obscenely loyal to Camus for the power he bestowed on her. She also
acts as Rot‟s handler… the powers that have developed in her body apparently allow her to
control that… that thing.”
“What the hell is it, anyway?” Zerrex asked quietly, and Cindy held up a finger as the
machine beeped, before she muttered to herself as she leaned over to tap a button and open it,
pulling the vial of his blood out… and the reptile winced at the fact his blood had turned purple,
rubbing at his throat as he asked weakly: “Is… that… good?”
“What? Oh, sorry, the color change isn‟t important, it‟s just from a chemical dye… it‟s
good, though, if the chemicals didn‟t react properly your blood would still look normal. The
important part of the analysis is actually in the viscosity… since your blood is in a completely
liquid state, it indicates that there‟s no detectable or common coagulation issues. I think you‟re
healing fine, Daddy, without any overzealous regeneration on your body‟s part.” Cindy said
softly, smiling at him, and then she turned away to pick up the cork for the vial and slip it back
into place, twisting it once to ensure it was locked tight before she put it down on the table and
leaned over to Zerrex, tilting her head towards him with a soft look. “But Rot… it‟s some kind of
Unworld mass Camus found in some ancient Hez‟Rannan ruins. He thinks it may be prehistoric,
from the days the Drakkai originally lived in the Goddess‟s Hell: the statue has some kind of
blood circulating in its body, and is layered with intense magic. Whatever else, it protects the
creature locked away inside that cage, allows it to extend pieces of itself outside to attack things
around it… it may have been used to protect some kind of treasure or artifact once upon a time,
maybe even the Goddess‟s Throne.”
“I should ask the Sisters about it, then.” Zerrex said softly, even as he made a face… and
Cindy grunted after a moment with a nod, the Drakkaren staring at the ceiling. “It was on some
kind of platform…”
“Some kind of intelligent technology, yeah. It lets the statue float around, obeys simple
commands.” Cindy nodded quietly. “Before… before Maria joined his Theologians, Lovecraft
was in charge of taking care of Rot… there‟s a diagram in here that Camus drew out though, it
seems each of the Broken he‟s modified slightly towards his own ends to build parallels. Maria
and Rot are life and death respectively, but the more clear parallel is between Jupiter and
Lovecraft: one is a warrior, the other a sorcerer. Either way, I have a feeling Lovecraft is going
to prove to be difficult to deal with, Daddy, and I‟m a little worried about it… I really don‟t
enjoy the idea of battling Camus.”
“Neither do I.” Zerrex sighed a bit, laying back against the bed and staring at roof… and
then he winced as the door banged open, and he looked stupidly across the room to see Raze,
who glared at him before storming over and seizing the Drakkaren by the shoulders, pulling him
up in a tight hug against his body and making him squawk in pain. “Raze, that hurts!”
“Shut up.” Raze muttered, holding his head against his chest… and then the black-scaled,
muscular male sighed a bit, letting the lizard rest gently back down as he looked over his body
quietly, making a face. “I can‟t believe you decided to go hand-to-hand with a monster from the
Unworld, Zerrex… you could have been killed.”
“So?” Zerrex asked blandly, and Raze just gave him a frustrated look before he glared
over his shoulder at the Royal Guard leaning in through the doorway, and the demon winced
before backing off and shutting the door to the room quickly. Then Raze looked up at Cindy, but

she only smiled and shrugged, and Zerrex reached up to take one of the male‟s hands, squeezing
quietly as he murmured softly: “If I did everything I was told to, Raze, one of us would probably
be dead right now… and we certainly wouldn‟t have this weird little relationship of ours, either.”
Raze mumbled, looking embarrassed… and then he leaned down, half-hugging Zerrex
again as he said quietly: “Don‟t die on me, Zerrex. Not again. I won‟t stand around, uninvolved:
Heaven can go fuck itself for all I care.”
The Drakkaren laughed a bit at this, stroking his face quietly as he said softly: “Now
come on, I know… that up there, things are good for you. Yeah, I know, I know. You don‟t get
along so well with your father, and you don‟t like being royalty when you just want to work in
the gardens.” He paused, adding seriously as Raze half-glared, half-winced: “Don‟t worry, Cindy
thinks you‟re a botanist, not a flower-grower.”
“Florist.” Raze said icily, but when Zerrex batted his eyes at him, he sighed in
exasperation and shook his head slowly. “Why do you have to do this to me?”
“Because you‟re the only person I know who handles it worse than me.” Zerrex replied
plainly, and he and Raze looked at each other before they both smiled, and the golden-striped
lizard sighed and sat down beside the Drakkaren, glancing over at Cindy as the reptile added:
“Anyway, we were… just finishing talking about then Unworld. You‟ve been around the block,
Raze, and you‟re kind of the son of a bigwig in Heaven… do you know anything about it?”
Raze grunted, then he made a face when Zerrex poked him, saying finally: “Not much,
no.” He stopped, and Zerrex prodded his side again, the Drakkaren slapping at the fellow male as
Cindy laughed a bit behind a hand, and he sighed, looking dourly at Zerrex, who only looked
back up with a cheerful smile. “We don‟t talk about it a lot in Heaven, it‟s always been a taboo
subject. You know Heaven, after all… „the ultimate paradise‟ and all that bullshit. People
preferred pretending the Black Pond didn‟t exist.”
Zerrex frowned, and Raze looked at him for a moment, before he murmured quietly:
“You forgot, huh? That‟s okay, Zerrex… I know it‟s been rough on you this last while. Cindy?”
He looked up at her, but when she only shook her head, the Drakkaren made a face. “Fuck. Fine.
I‟ll talk, then.
“The Black Pond was always there, even in the days before Lucifer. God apparently built
it for those who wanted to move on, knowing that souls eventually felt like their time of death
was coming and would be compelled to… die. Sometimes in quiet ways, sometimes in decadent
ways, sometimes in violent ways. The Black Pond was where a lot of people decided to go,
though, when they felt they had lived their lives, enjoyed their afterlife, and their souls were now
losing cohesion.
“It was full of water, kept in a courtyard, placed under lock and key and guarded by
soldiers and fifty miles of bureaucracy and yellow tape after God died.” Raze made a disgusted
face, shaking his head slowly. “The water, however, was taken from the Unworld. Water, when
brought to the Unworld, is always irrevocably changed, you see… it bonds to the stuff that
makes that place up, becomes liquid Unworld essence that never evaporates, gives off no reside
or hint of the nastiness of it except for its darker color… and a large enough pool of it will create
a direct, one-way link to the Unworld.
“People would line up at this portal once upon a time… submerge themselves in the pool,
and let it take them down to the Unworld. The rumor goes that the breakdown process in the
Unworld is only painful for those who resist being stripped to energy…” Raze frowned a bit,
shaking his head slowly. “But I‟ve always found it disturbing. So much in the universe, why
would people just… want to leave it all behind? Yet it‟s not like I agree with Heaven‟s bullshit

of trying to seal it away, however, since they couldn‟t destroy it… were the fuckers who run the
place ever glad when the pool was disintegrated by our rejoining the mortal plane.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he quietly rubbed a hand down Raze‟s arm, murmuring softly:
“Well… imagine if you had no one else in the universe, were all alone… and you had lived for
many years, mortal and then in the afterlife… and you had completed everything you felt
compelled to do. Some people… might just find it‟s time to go to sleep, so to speak. To give up
their conscious self, to let themselves dissolve and take comfort in knowing their broken-down
souls would feed the universe with energy.”
Raze looked at him for a few moments, and then he sighed and nodded again, resting his
head against his shoulder as he murmured: “I guess you know best, Zerrex. But fuck, have I ever
missed having you around.”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit, and then he kissed Raze‟s cheek quietly, the male laughing a
bit as Cindy strode over and sat on the black-scaled male‟s other side, taking his hand quietly.
Raze looked surprised, but Cindy only rested her head against his shoulder, and he smiled
awkwardly after a moment as she squeezed his hand between both of hers, saying softly: “Daddy
will need to stay in Hell for a little while… but he won‟t stay forever. Maybe you can go back to
Heaven when you feel up to it, and he can talk to Firenze about getting you transferred down to
the mortal world. You would be an enormous help in Hez‟Ranna, Raze… and we‟d be very
happy to have you around.”
Raze mumbled something, and Zerrex kissed the side of his neck, making him fidget and
blush a bit as the Drakkaren said softly: “Then it‟s settled. That way we don‟t risk people
showing up to try and drag you off and a whole big mess starting, either, since the last thing we
need to worry about is another big brawl.”
Raze smiled a bit despite himself, murmuring as he squeezed Cindy‟s hand: “I wouldn‟t
mind it so much, I don‟t think. I miss fighting beside you, Zerrex… even more, I‟ve missed this.
It‟s nice to calm down now and then, I guess. Talk now and then. Even when other people invade
my comfort space.”
“Be glad it‟s me and not Cherry.” Cindy replied as she closed her eyes, and her long tail
slid smoothly up, sliding around both males and squeezing gently against Zerrex‟s side as the
reptile smiled, rubbing his hand over the long appendage as she half-opened an eye, gazing at
Raze with soft entertainment. “Besides, I know you don‟t mind me half as much as you let on.”
Raze grunted, and when Zerrex nudged him, he sighed and nodded, then made a face
when the Drakkaren half-pushed him towards Cindy, muttering: “Don‟t press your luck.”
“Spoilsport.” Zerrex grumbled, and Raze rolled his eyes before he got up suddenly,
Cindy falling off him to land on top of Zerrex, the lizard wheezing as pain shot through his form.
Raze made a face as he glanced half-over his shoulder, and then he rolled his eyes when Zerrex
flailed an arm at him, before ducking in and kissing Zerrex‟s forehead, making the lizard smile a
bit before he traded a soft kiss with the fellow male, feeling a hand stroke down his chiseled
form as his own hands reached out… but then Raze slid away, and the godling smiled a bit at
him. “Hey, what the hell!”
“I‟d better go. It took me a while to track down where you were staying, Zerrex… by
now, I‟m sure Heaven‟s sent a messenger to find me.” Raze said quietly, and he rubbed the back
of his head slowly, then sighed and winced away when Cindy hugged him with a smile. “Stop
that.”
“Oh, fuck you.” Cindy slapped his chest, and Raze grunted before he looked at Zerrex.
The Drakkaren gazed fondly back, then he rose a hand… and Raze nodded and half-bowed

formally before he turned and left, and the female shook her head slowly as she watched the door
slam shut, asking mildly: “How the hell did you and him ever become an item again?”
“It‟s my masculine charm.” Zerrex said sagely, putting his hands behind his head… and
when Cindy snorted in amusement, he smiled back at her, shrugging a bit. “Oh, like you need me
to actually answer that question.”
Cindy grunted after a moment, and Zerrex couldn‟t help but smile before he winced when
she walked over to the medical cart, saying mildly: “Well, now that you‟re in a better mood…
let‟s run a few more tests while I‟ve got you at my mercy.”
In response to this, Zerrex threw the blanket up over his head and huffed, then he
muttered: “I better get a goddamn lollipop after this.”
As starlight shone in through the windows, Zerrex rested in bed, too sore to make any
escape attempts. It wasn‟t the tests that had hurt him… it was the pacing around the room on legs
that still felt like rubber, as he sighed quietly and rubbed absently at his forearms, then over his
body, before he made a face and murmured: “Goddammit. I feel so damn weak.”
He couldn‟t remember ever being on his ass for this long… but Cindy had reassured him
it was normal after he‟d done so much in so little time… not to mention the little teleporting
incident. In response to this, Zerrex had blown a raspberry at her, and Cindy had only rolled her
eyes and continued to poke and prod him with various instruments.
She had taken Camus‟s book and left with it to finish reading it tonight, and Zerrex had
been allowed to see two more visitors: Firenze was one of them, giving him a get-well card that
now rested on the bed table and some black roses that were in a little vase, saying he‟d found
them in the fields while dodging court duty and smiling… and they had sat and talked for a
while, father and son catching each other up on business and life in general. Every time Zerrex
saw Firenze, he was so proud of him for what he was doing… ruling all of Elysium with wisdom
and grace and a little bit of mischief here and there, but also keeping his own life afloat in the
midst of all that, being firm in his decisions and yet allowing others their input on situations they
had knowledge of.
His other visitor had been Driz, who had been a little more awkward… but once they
were actually talking, it became a lot easier on them both. He wasn‟t able to stay long, but long
enough for them to reassure each other they were doing okay, and for Zerrex to feel like he
wasn‟t a complete failure as a father after all, which helped a lot in making him feel better.
But since then, he‟d been a little lonely: the Royal Guards stationed at his door didn‟t
know him, and he didn‟t know them. Desire was likely helping Cindy out somewhere, and
Serenity would be marching around on security detail, yelling at everyone about procedure and
bossing people around… and Zerrex grunted as he sat up in bed and let his legs dangle off the
side, making a face at the fact he was still naked. Cindy had promised to bring him some clothes
tomorrow… but the lizard was well aware that could mean tomorrow morning or late tomorrow
night.
Much as the reptile wanted to sleep, he wanted to move around even more… and after
some digging around his room, he found his armlet tucked into a dresser drawer, slipping it on
and making a face as his hand hovered over the dial… and then he simply sighed and used it
only to create clothing over his body, leaving the dial twisted all the way up to one hundred so it
wouldn‟t interfere with his energies. He sat back down on the bed, his bad leg pulsing loudly to
make it known that it was still clearly a vulnerable part of him… and Zerrex smacked it with a

fist, regretting it a moment later even as he mumbled: “And I‟ll hit you again if you don‟t quiet
down.”
The leg settled a little bit… and Zerrex rolled his shoulders, then mumbled under his
breath, kicking his feet absently and wishing for Anathema or someone else he could make
mischief with, before his mind settled on Sammy… but with a glance at the runic spiral above,
he was well aware that calling the little pseudodragon could set off all variety of alarms. So
instead the lizard stood and made a face, then he allowed himself to fall forwards and caught
himself on his arms, dropping straight into pushups to at least pass the time.
After a short, simple workout composed mostly of floor exercises, the reptile felt a little
looser, stretching his body out with a grunt… and then he made a face, rubbing at a shoulder as
he strode on achy, lead-feeling legs over to a window and glanced out. Fireworks were exploding
in the sky outside, marking some kind of celebration… but Zerrex didn‟t feel much like
celebrating anything. He could barely remember what day it was… and the defeat of Jupiter only
made him feel chilled to the core now, with the sheer ruthlessness he had displayed and how his
powers had simply taken over for the moment, like they had a mind of their own.
Zerrex rolled his right arm, then glanced at it, flexing his fingers slowly… and then he
asked quietly: “Athéos… what were you worlds like? How many lives did I take, in killing
you?”
The reptile shook his head as he approached the bed, sitting down on it and letting his
muzzle droop… and then he frowned a bit, remembering how he‟d recalled Athéos‟s memories
with the help of Marina. He wished she was here now, to help him… and then he winced as her
voice whispered: I’m always with you, Daddy… across dimensions, across the universe… I shall
always be with you…
“Marina?” Zerrex asked stupidly, looking back and forth… and then he asked carefully:
“Where are you? Everyone‟s been wondering where you vanished to… what about the Unworld
residue, that could kill you if-”
Already removed from my body, Daddy. You don’t have to worry about me. Marina
smiled in his mind, a pulse of her love travelling through his head, making him feel warm and
strange for a moment. Do you want to see the worlds of Athéos?
Zerrex nodded slowly after a moment, and then he said softly: “It… might help me
understand things better. Understand him better… but… can you really do that?”
You’ll do it yourself, Daddy… all you need is a little boost. Marina said adoringly, and
the reptile had enough time to frown and tilt his head before he winced as he felt himself
launched in the air… except when he looked down with shock, he saw that his actual body had
fallen back on the bed as if unconscious, and he looked at his semitransparent hands and realized
that he was floating out-of-body… and then he winced, mumbling: “Oh hell, I was never any
good at projection or possession…”
“This is different from demonic spiritual projection, Daddy.” Marina said softly, and
Zerrex looked to the side in shock to see Marina was floating beside him, also translucent and
clothed only in chains wrapped around her form, as she held a hand out with a smile, whispering:
“I‟ve wanted to do this with you for such a long time now…”
“Then you should have just asked. I… I trust you with my life, Marina.” Zerrex said
honestly, reaching out and taking her hand quietly… and a tear ran down the female‟s cheek, the
reptile smiling hesitantly as she looked at him with an expression of absolute joy and adoration.
Then she shook her head, and motioned upwards, murmuring: “Come, we don‟t have a
lot of time like this. I‟ll take us to the first world of his I‟ve discovered so far… I like to let my

mind literally wander the universe while my body paints or does whatever else must be done
throughout the day… come, come, Daddy, it isn‟t all that far from here…”
The Drakkaren began to nod, and then they were suddenly travelling, faster than he‟d
ever imagined possible as light and stars and indescribable shapes whizzed past with whispers
and echoes that seemed frozen in time compared to them, but that had to also be moving with
incredible urgency… and then his eyes widened as they seemed to suddenly slow to a crawl,
approaching a vast, orange-and-tan planet with a scattering of crystalline blue lakes here and
there, Marina smiling softly at him as he looked at her, then she whispered: “This is your world
now too, you know… taken from Athéos when he died, the spoils of war.”
“I‟m not the kind of person to take on responsibility for a whole world… you know me, I
couldn‟t even keep Sammy or my old hydra alive.” Zerrex murmured, and Marina shook her
head with a soft laugh as they approached it, the reptile glancing back and forth at the unfamiliar
stars as he whispered: “But this place… it feels… it makes my scales crawl.”
“The essence of Athéos is rife throughout it.” Marina replied gently, and when the lizard
frowned a bit, she only gazed at him softly. “No questions yet, Daddy… I‟ll tell you everything
you want to know soon enough, but for now… look at it.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, turning his attention back to the planet… and his breath caught in
his throat as they descended through the atmosphere, past blue-tinged clouds and into air that
smelled sweet and strange, the sprawling valley below filled with tall, spongy-looking brown
trees with huge, bulging protrusions on the limbs and no leaves. As they floated past these,
Zerrex saw strange and beautiful birds of all shape and size littering the branches, singing songs
in trilling voices his mind could barely make sound of. Birds were so rare on his world… and he
closed his eyes with a quiet sigh, before hugging himself… and then Marina murmured: “Look,
there it is.”
The reptile‟s eyes flickered open… and his gaze settled on a small village, the cottages
simple and made of the spongy, wood-like material from the trees, tall brown grasses mowed
down neatly and cobblestone paths leading throughout the little settlement up the hill in the
center, to a large statue… and Zerrex realized a moment later it was in the shape of Athéos, made
from some kind of slate-gray stone. Slowly, he and Marina touched down, as she said softly:
“Yes, we have good timing… look.”
Marina pointed to the sky, where a huge red star glowed reluctantly… and she smiled
after a moment, touching his arm gently. “It‟s perpetual twilight in this world… they‟re
surrounded by clusters of very old stars, but that one is the largest and exerts the most gravity,
keeping their planet in a slow orbit. They don‟t understand science very well on this world,
however, nor do they know magic… only shamanism, and worship of their god, unaware even
now he‟s dead and only thinking they‟ve entered an Age of Trial.”
Zerrex tilted his head, and without needing him to ask, the female said softly: “Their
minds are very simple ones… they‟ve lived like this for thousands of years, with a century or so
of prosperity before things begin to sour… and for decades to even centuries, Athéos seemed to
forget about them, leaving them to suffer as their world wilted. This is not a world where life
occurred naturally… part of the reason they don‟t understand science is because their world
defies the rational laws of the universe.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, looking at her quietly, then turning his eyes to the strange
people of the planet. They had wrinkled, loose purple skin, thin braids of black hair, and small
white eyes in flat faces, and they were clothed only in simple clothing made from hides, as they
surrounded the hill the statue was on and fell to humble kneels, as what Zerrex figured was a

shaman of some sort wearing a mask shaped like the face of Athéos approached the statue,
shaking a staff tipped with some kind of rattling metal device.
Then he too dropped to a kneel in front of the statue, holding his staff above his head
before asking something in a strange language that hurt Zerrex‟s mind to hear… yet before
Marina could translate for him with her telepathic powers, he held a hand up and said softly:
“No, no… I think… I think I kind of get it. I don‟t understand it… but he‟s the… the
spokesperson for the tribe, below the chief… but also the one marked from birth to speak with
Athéos.”
“That‟s right, Daddy.” Marina gazed up at him with a quiet laugh, nodding and looking
into his eyes softly… and then she gently kissed his cheek, murmuring: “Just let your mind go…
the knowledge of Athéos should fill the blanks in.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and he made a face as the others began to murmur between
themselves… but after five minutes of failing to comprehend everything going on, the shaman
jumped up and shouted something that obviously meant for everyone to shut up… although
Zerrex thought his exact words were more along the lines of: “There must be silence!”
Everyone quieted… and then the shaman stood, spreading his arms wide as he spoke in a
loud, booming voice, and the Drakkaren clearly understood what he was saying. “Oh God on
high, mightiest of the mighty, ruler of the twenty tribes who live upon the Great Acorn, we
beseech your help… please, grant us a boon, as more and more we grow desperate for your
providence…”
“They believe… they live on a giant acorn. And those are called Acorn Trees, the things
with bulges… the material is fire-resistant, not at all like wood, even though they look like it.
More… more like huge mushrooms.” Zerrex said slowly, and Marina nodded, rubbing his back
quietly. The reptile paused, then he said dumbly: “I just realized that it‟s really weird we can
touch each other right now.”
“Spirit and spirit, we can easily make contact.” the female said softly, and they looked at
each other before she kissed his cheek gently, smiling a bit at him. “And this projection, like I
told you, is not like demonic possession. Come now, father… let‟s move on. There‟s not much
more to see here, and I want to show you their capital.”
“Of this nation?” Zerrex asked curiously, and when Marina gave him a look even as she
grasped his forearm and pulled him along when she floated slowly into the air, he murmured
slowly: “No… of this entire world, right?”
She only nodded, and they floated over small hills and gentle plains, past more trees and
strange, two-headed animals that brayed at them as they floated by and huge, monstrous
creatures with four massive tusks and one single eye, lumbering by on two huge back legs.
Zerrex couldn‟t help but stare at these creatures, and then he shook his head and moved on when
Marina laughed and waved to him, floating through the air as he began to remember how exactly
spiritual projection worked, mumbling as he lagged behind Marina and tipped upside down every
now and then by accident.
Then Marina held up a hand to him, and they slowed as they entered a deep, perfectlyround valley, shaped like a massive bowl they sank slowly down into as the reptile breathed
softly, eyes roving over the four paths leading towards a circular city surrounded by immense
walls of white marble. He frowned a bit as they floated around this, before he winced as he saw a
surge of energy like a tidal wave pass through the surface of the material, making it gleam
brightly for a moment… and he said softly: “Athéos built that wall to protect them, didn‟t he?”

“Or imprison them.” Marina said quietly, and as they floated closer, the Drakkaren
realized the four enormous doors were made of some kind of ivory crystal, inset with complex
runes and also brimming with energy. “That‟s called the Pulse of the Planet. It travels slowly
around the walls at a constant rate, and its lethal if touched… it leaves a charge of energy in the
doors when they‟re closed that doesn‟t wear off for roughly ten minutes… half the time it takes
the Pulse to travel around the outer walls. The charge is also lethal. If the doors are left open, the
Pulse shuts them when it passes over.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, murmuring as he floated quietly closer: “But they think of it as
their sanctuary. Athéos built it for them, made of impenetrable materials… and all twenty heads
of the various tribes have to live here with their families their entire lives, surrounded by their
greatest warriors and most devout shamans. Incest is forbidden, but so is intermingling of the
royal families… so the most beautiful females of each tribe are chosen when the first-born son of
the chieftain comes of age. That‟s how Athéos wrote the rulebook, anyway.”
“And he never allowed for interpretation.” Marina answered quietly, then she motioned
for him to follow as the energy faded from the walls, the two quickly passing over the tall, white
stone barrier to hover over the rectangular, ugly buildings inside the circle, which all surrounded
the single massive tower that stood out in the center of the city, topped with a massive, saucerlike structure. Zerrex instinctively knew that beneath that saucer was where the twenty chieftains
spent most of their time, arguing with each other about divine law and how to best deal with the
exiles, the outcasts, the heretics that were sent out to the wasteland to die. Again, with no real
source apart from his own strange mind, Zerrex somehow knew the outcasts always gathered
together in great groups in the wastelands during every Age of Trial, most of them nonbelievers
in Athéos or people who simply felt they should be controllers of their own destiny.
“This place is beautiful… but terrible. There is no real artistic design, no aesthetic
appreciation, and the Pulse of the Planet is a useless show of energy. It kills more innocent lives
than it saves.” Marina said distastefully, before she softened as she gazed at Zerrex, touching his
arm quietly as she smiled a bit. “But I brought you here for a reason, Daddy… and that reason is
upon the top of the saucer. Look.”
Zerrex frowned a bit, his eyes roving over it, before he thought he felt more than saw
something reaching up to him… and slowly, he floated towards the marble rooftop of the saucer,
landing on it and ignoring the yelling voices below as he slowly approached a small spire
standing out from the roof, shaped like an arm and ending in a stone hand that clutched a purple
orb… and the Drakkaren realized a moment later it was a crystal of some sort, and his mind
whispered to him it was the power source of the Pulse of the Planet… of the entire city. That this
small crystal contained the energies of Athéos in a drop of his blood… and he frowned a bit at
Marina, but she smiled softly, touching his shoulder as she said quietly: “No, Daddy. Not to
make a decision… not to absorb more power. This… this would have all the effect on you of
eating a chocolate bar at this point, Daddy. But the single droplet of blood inside that orb is
enough for me to create a trail and find every world he‟s ever visited… except I obviously can‟t
touch the orb, or get the blood. All you have to do is touch it for me, Daddy… the energies can‟t
affect you, because you have Athéos‟s energy inside you already… and by using you as a
conduit, I can lock on to the rest of Athéos‟s worlds. Every world of his that still lives must have
at least one orb like this, after all… and this orb creates a very powerful psychic resonance.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, looking hesitantly at the orb… and then Marina said
softly: “I know you want to find the rest of these worlds of Athéos, though, father… and that you

want to correct what mistakes have been made. Perhaps I can find them in your memories, too…
but this is much faster. And together, we can look at these other worlds and explore them…”
Zerrex gritted his teeth… and then he sighed, before he simply drew his fist back and
punched the orb… and spiritual presence or not, the moment his energies contacted so suddenly
and violently with the energies in the orb, it exploded, the hand clutching it shattering… and the
Pulse of the Planet immediately faded out as the marble walls trembled, Zerrex murmuring
quietly: “No. These worlds have been interfered with enough, Marina… they don‟t need us
touring them like sightseers, even if it meant finding out more about Athéos, learning what I
needed to learn the quick and easy way. But I don‟t believe in that, and you know that… I want
to do this the right way, and learn how to control these powers myself… not be seduced by the
allure of creating my own worlds, of learning how these devices of his worked.”
Marina fell silent beside him… and then she nodded slowly, gazing over him quietly as
she said softly: “I‟m sorry, Daddy. I just wanted to help.” She stopped, then looked quietly
skywards as both she and Zerrex began to float upwards, the reptile looking back and forth in
surprise as she murmured: “Let me take you home.”
And only moments later, the reptile‟s eyes blinked and he awoke with a gasp, covered in
cold sweat as he hugged himself and sat up on the bed… before staring in shock at the sight of a
very physical, very real Marina sitting beside him in her loincloth and metal bracelets, smiling
softly at him as she murmured quietly: “Hey, Daddy. I‟m sorry I frightened you… but like I said.
It‟s not hard at all for me to make my body move while my mind wanders.”
Zerrex looked at her stupidly for a few moments, and then she smiled softly, stroking
over his face gently as she murmured: “It‟s not a big deal for me. My powers focus mainly on the
mental, after all… I only wish that I could have provided you with better support against
Jupiter.” She stopped, then looked down, saying quietly: “I felt so impotent. So weak.
Telekinesis was useless against his strength… and his mind was nothing but hatred and anger,
with no emotions to actually manipulate. No memories, no thoughts, only rage. I‟m so sorry,
Daddy, I really am: I should have protected the others from him…”
The Drakkaren looked at her softly as she lowered her head a bit, closing her eyes and
balling her hands together, and he shook his head after a moment, saying quietly: “I‟m only glad
you survived, Marina… and it‟s not your fault, not at all. Jupiter was in a class all his own,
was… something I don‟t think any of us could have properly prepared for. Only I‟ve ever fought
a Broken before… and despite all her defects, Celestial still had some control over herself, was
able to rein herself in enough I didn‟t have to fight her alone.”
He quieted, then sighed a bit and shook his head slowly, murmuring: “We all have to get
stronger though… and Marina, I… I‟ve been meaning to ask you for a while…”
“If I have a demonic form? Nothing… nothing spectacular, father.” Marina looked away
quietly, blushing a bit as she touched his arm quietly and stroked along it slowly. “Nothing like
your Ascended body, or what other powers you hold inside yourself… I‟m not a shapeshifter in
any sort or class. Almost all of my powers are mental instead of physical or magical, unlike most
demons… oh, it‟s easy to rip spells from people‟s mind to use every now and then myself, but
they don‟t stick very well in memory that way… and I‟m not allowed to study magic in Hell
after how I… what I did to gain these powers.”
She looked over herself, spreading her arms before she laughed quietly and hugged
herself, then she smiled and adjusted her cloth wrap and loincloth, as Zerrex looked at her softly.
“Oh, it‟s not really so bad, Daddy… it just lets me feel a bit less useful to you. Telekinetic
energy is still energy, you know… but while the fact it does not require a physical link for the

transference of kinetic energies like a punch does makes it extra-useful against most opponents,
the Unworld residue… interferes with my psychic energies. It eats away at them, draining their
strength all the faster… so even my throws become weaker, and my crush attacks that much
easier to break free from.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, murmuring quietly: “Energy is the basis of all things… and
despite how much we protest against it, there‟s a way to explain almost everything. It‟s just a
matter of thinking clearly through the problem or subject.”
“Energy is the basis of all things.” Marina touched his shoulder quietly, and Zerrex
looked at her curiously as she smiled softly, murmuring gently: “It‟s funny how often you say
that, without remembering that your powers allow you to control and manipulate energy… and
that is part of the reason why you are a god of fertility, of creation, Father… because your
powers have further developed. Even before you died, you were living, sentient energy combined
with organic matter… and you never fully realized the implications of some of your abilities.
Remember how you could teleport yourself by breaking yourself down into free energy and then
snapping yourself back together? You never stopped to think about all the implications of that
ability, or the different ways it could be used… or what it meant you were truly capable of.
“Is it really that hard to believe you could piece yourself back together, Father? And no
one knows how time works in the Nothingness, except that it is more terrible and empty than a
vacuum.” Marina murmured softly, squeezing him quietly around the waist. “There is no
corruption, no purification, and no atmosphere: supernatural creatures rust and die or become
comatose, and mortals are quickly killed by the hostility of the place… but even more so,
creatures inside the stark nothing of the Nothingness are driven insane by it in only a matter of
moments. Nothingness, to our minds, is hostile… is not something we are capable of processing.
And yet things move in the Nothingness that are so far beyond our comprehension that to look
upon them for too long would simply kill us.”
Marina became quiet for a little while, looking down as she frowned a bit… and then she
shook her head slowly, saying quietly: “I would have gladly risked letting one of those creatures
out, gladly gone against the chance of killing us all by creating a singularity leading into it… if it
meant bringing you back, though, father. And the only being other than Athéos who successfully
opened a controlled door into the Nothingness is you, Daddy… and I think that means
something. I don‟t think it‟s insane to think that maybe, after being sealed in there for so many
years, you naturally began to piece yourself back together… or that on instinct, you were able to
generate a way out. Stranger things have happened, after all…”
She stopped, then looked down thoughtfully, before she smiled at her father as he gazed
at her quietly. “Now don‟t be like that. There‟s nothing wrong with you at all.” She quieted, then
leaned over to kiss his cheek gently. “And nor would I ever want to see you any different than
you are now. But I do think we need to… to prepare, to do what‟s necessary to survive…” She
stopped, then looked down at her hands quietly, rubbing them together slowly before she glanced
up and murmured: “And I want to be able to always protect you… I want to pass my soul on to
you, and I know, Father, and I know that you know, too, however much you argue against it…
that may be the best for all concerned.”
“But is it right?” he asked quietly, and she looked down, hugging herself quietly as he
smiled a bit, wrapping his arm around her and squeezing gently. “And I don‟t have to be the
psychic here or be able to feel your emotions to know that… you don‟t care what‟s right. You
care about me, first and foremost.”

He reached up and stroked his thumb under her eye, and she gazed at him silently, her
emotions sliding against his body, touching against him as he sighed softly, looking down and
frowning a bit. He knew that whatever decision he made, she would understand and follow…
that her faith in him was total. His eyes roved up to look at her again, and she was still gazing at
him imploringly… and he could tell by her look alone how important this was to her. But deep
down, he also felt a lingering darkness… a lust for power… and a deep, seething need to prove
how much she loved him. It was a terrifying combination… and he didn‟t want to imagine how
much power she truly possessed.
He looked up at her for a moment, and she looked quietly back… and finally, he nodded
slowly, murmuring quietly: “Listen to me, Marina. I will give you what you want… but you have
to swear to me we do it the right way, and that you won‟t hurt anyone, or try to prove your
importance to me. And so many others have already become my disciples, that-”
“Only those who love you, and they chose. Please, Daddy, I choose to become one too…
out of love for you, out of need to protect you… please let me become the next, before you make
Mercy one too.” Marina said quietly, and Zerrex started, making her smile as she tickled her
fingers quietly along his chest. “You don‟t think I didn‟t notice, did-”
And then, just like that, Marina‟s eyes widened as her head snapped to the side, and she
frowned before leaping to her feet and running over to the small window. Zerrex frowned, her
obvious agitation not giving him a sense of incoming aggression, but of some event she had torn
feelings about… and then she slumped against the wall, and the reptile recognized this as astral
projection, wondering awkwardly if he should go get her body… but a moment later, her
physical form walked over and sat beside him quietly, eyes sliding closed as it rested lightly
against him.
He frowned a bit… and then winced as there was a banging on the door behind him,
before Sin rushed in, still dressed in the Anathema-bone corset… and Marina‟s body swung
itself to a sitting position, holding up a hand to her as the Naganatine winced and touched the
metal side of her head self-consciously, before she opened her muzzle… and Marina muttered:
“Don‟t tell him, don‟t you dare tell him. Not until I see it for myself.”
“Tell me what?” Zerrex asked dumbly, and Sin opened her mouth again, but Marina
glared over her shoulder… and with her eyes semi-glazed, the look was made all the more
baleful, as the Naganatine winced again, before the Drakkaren shoved Marina‟s body over… and
she flailed violently on the ground, cursing before leaping to her feet and grabbing at her head
with a groan of pain as her spirit snapped back into her form, looking dazed for the moment as
the reptile reiterated to Sin: “Now. Tell me what exactly?”
“Mist and Shine have revived, they were just brought back from the desert by an envoy
from the Lost Lord.” Sin said warmly, clapping her metallic hands together, and Marina looked
at her darkly before she shook her head, and the Naganatine sighed, asking quietly: “What is it,
Lady Marina?”
“It‟s probably just a trick… I don‟t understand how demons could continue to revive
when everything‟s on the same plane now.” she said pessimistically, and Zerrex glanced
awkwardly at Sin, knowing there was some reason but not entirely sure what it was.
Sin, however, was glad to explain, saying quietly but kindly: “Supernatural spirits are
often rooted to certain places… it‟s similar to how when a mortal dies in a city far away from
where they live, their home may become haunted with their spirit, who may not even realize that
it is no longer a member of the living. Demons, however, are formed physically from a mortal
soul, which develops a new body around itself to better reflect its values and actions throughout

life… and as demonstrated by our ability to project said spirits with enough training and even
perform Possession of another being‟s body, it‟s notable how our connection to our physical
forms is much looser than that of a mortal‟s. It‟s thought that in the Beyond, there were secret
places where powerful demonic souls that were able to survive a violent severance from their
body were able to recuperate, performing the same task over from step one as if they were
entering Hell for the first time, often with memory gaps and confusion but essentially still
themselves. The desert there is formed from the sands of the Beyond… so those places may still
exist, where powerful souls are drawn into in order to heal.”
Marina looked unconvinced, but she shook her head, muttering quietly: “Convoluted. At
least in Hell, it was a separate dimension, with separate laws.”
“Not every answer is easy to understand, Lady Marina.” Sin said softly, and then she
smiled a bit. “The soul is as close to an immutable being as you can discover though… and
people often underestimate the tenacity of the souls of both themselves and others. Mortals,
demons, angels, and gods all have souls… and every soul is as powerful as the will of the person
it comes from.”
The two looked at each other, Sin still self-consciously rubbing along the metallic side of
her face… and then Marina said quietly: “This would all be much easier for me to understand if
that piece of metal wasn‟t inscribed with so many silence runes, Sin. I see you still don‟t trust me
after what I did.”
“I mean no disrespect to you, Lady Marina, but I haven‟t had any reason to.” Sin halfbowed to her politely as Zerrex grunted and staggered out of bed, and then the Naganatine
frowned a bit. “Lord Zerrex, what is it?”
“Aren‟t we going to go see Mist and Shine?” the reptile asked dumbly, and then he
motioned over himself almost indignantly. “Look, I‟m dressed and everything! And already on
my feet!”
Sin sighed in exasperation, but Zerrex only looked at her pointedly for a few more
moments… and finally, she rolled her single purple eye, muttering as the blue flame in her
metallic socket pulsed for a moment as if in indecision: “I don‟t like this idea, though… why
don‟t we see first how you handle turning on your armlet? You should probably keep your power
level around forty percent, however, if you set it too low you could have another seizure.”
“Hey, I totally know my body better than anyone.” Zerrex grumbled, turning the armlet
down to twenty percent… and then he sighed when Sin gave him a pointed look and Marina
reached over to turn the dial up a notch to forty. “Oh, fine, if you‟re both going to be such pains
in the ass… can‟t you go back to bickering?”
“I wasn‟t bickering, I was making a point.” Marina muttered grouchily, and Zerrex
glanced over at her, before he simply smiled softly. She looked at him oddly for a moment, then
softened as she murmured: “Fond memories…”
Zerrex nodded, nudging her gently, and then he pressed the enter button on his armlet,
wincing as electricity zapped over his body… but he barely noticed it, instead concentrating on
the memories of when his daughter had only been a toddler, so young and innocent… but even
from her birth, she had always clung to her father first… she had always been her Daddy‟s little
girl.
Energy sparked over his body, then settled after a few moments, the reptile breathing
quietly as he rolled his shoulders, then shook his head out with a grunt. His hair floated around
his head for a moment, as if he was creating his own atmosphere… and then he smiled slightly as
gravity seemed to settle over him again. Then Marina walked quietly out of the room, and Sin

smiled softly over at the Drakkaren as he approached, rubbing his right hand down her arm to
gently take one of her hands, squeezing quietly so the scales parted slightly, letting the metal
hidden beneath them grind gently against the fleshy, strange steel that made up Sin‟s
surprisingly-soft hands. “If you ever feel like a failure, Lord Zerrex… I think you only have to
look at her, and how well you‟ve done with her despite how much of her life has been lived
under the tyranny of one person or another… when all she wants to do is show how much she
loves you in her own, eccentric way… and you have always supported her and loved her and
even now, she smiles through the fear of losing your attentions.”
“She‟s my favorite daughter. I know she shouldn‟t, that… that you know, I should love
everyone equally. But I also know that… to hide and pretend that everyone‟s equal is cowardly.”
He halted, then cleared his throat after a moment, smiling awkwardly as he rubbed the back of
his head, but she took his hand in both of hers, half-lidding her eye up to him. “What?”
“I love it when you assign order to things, I do… I think it brings back memories of
Naganis. We were all ordered, you know… and we all knew it wasn‟t the word „most‟ or „least‟
that counted… it was the word „loved,‟ because he did love us, each and every single one of us.”
Sin said softly, smiling a bit. “People are too concerned with being the most important thing in
the world; that‟s not what matters, it‟s that someone loves you, and is willing to express that
towards you. It‟s the love.”
She stopped, then laughed a bit, pulling him out of the room as Zerrex grunted and
staggered a bit, and the Royal Guards both looked uncertain before Sin said gently: “Lord Zerrex
is coming with me to see his Iuratus. He‟ll be under the protection of myself and the Lady
Marina at all times, and he‟ll return here for further treatment once he has seen his lost wards.”
“Pardon my impertinence, High Princess, but why not bring them here?” asked one of the
guards, swallowing a bit, and Zerrex looked at him for a moment thoughtfully.
“I need to stretch my legs. I‟m not used to being cooped up for so long.” Zerrex said
finally, and then he smiled a bit, adding: “Don‟t worry about Serenity or anything else, it will all
be taken care of. Besides, I‟ll be in good hands.”
He smiled at Sin, then over at Marina, who blushed a bit as she stood down the hall,
rubbing awkwardly at her head… and Zerrex remembered his shy little girl again, the child she
had used to be before he nodded to Sin, and the Naganatine nodded back before she opened a
portal with a flick of her wrist. Marina hesitated, but Zerrex held his other hand out to her… and
she immediately approached, taking it quietly and looking at him lovingly as the three stepped
through the portal, Sin taking the lead as they stepped out onto the balcony of the Central Spire.
A pair of Amazon guards immediately pushed the doors open, bowing politely to the
three as they strode inside… and Firenze sighed from where he sat at the table near the center of
the room, dropping his head in his hands as Selena stood up in surprise and Lily crossed her arms
and turned her head away, Mercy blushing and Sabnock simply looking like her calm, usual self,
as Serenity shouted from where she stood beside two haggard-looking figures in rags: “What the
hell is he doing here?”
“Nice to see you too, kiddo.” Zerrex said mildly, and Serenity part-snarled, part-blushed,
part-winced, her emotions so mixed up she froze in place as a pair of beautiful, slender
Dragokkaren females staggered to their feet, both of them saluting sharply: one had a left eye of
blue and a right eye that was green, while her sister had the same but in opposite eyes. Curling
ram‟s horns extended from the heads of either female, and their scales were red, lackluster and
pockmarked with dirt… and the reptile looked back and forth, asking after a moment: “Where‟s
the guy who brought them back?”

“Already returned home.” Firenze said tiredly, resting his head in his hand as he looked
mildly at his father. “Do the words „stay in bed and don‟t move‟ have any meaning to you
whatsoever?”
“Yeah, they mean I should get out of bed and do really strenuous activities.” Zerrex said
mildly, and then he flicked a hand at the two Iuratus, and they blushed and nodded, immediately
running over to him and hugging him around the middle, and despite the pain it sent through his
body, he laughed and wrapped an arm around each of them, squeezing them against his body as
he murmured: “Is it ever good to see you both.”
Lily began to get up, and Firenze smacked his hand flat against the table, and the female
visibly flinched beneath her mask and ceremonial robes, lowering her head shamefully as Selena
shook her head in distaste and walked around the table, saying mildly: “Fuck, Boss, like… are
you satisfied now? I am real damn glad you‟re smiling and all, it‟s just… you gotta take care of
yourself too, you know that?”
“But we are certainly glad to see you, Lord Zerrex…” Mist murmured against his neck,
and Shine smiled radiantly, both of the twins crying tears of joy. “We heard… so much
happened…”
“We only feel fortunate that we were able to miss the terrible agonies these others went
through… and yet still we feel the shame of failing you as Iuratus.” Shine added quietly. She
glanced away, Mist blushing deeply as well, before the Iuratus added quietly: “We‟ re so sorry,
truly, for everything that‟s happened.”
“Now stop that, both of you.” Zerrex said quietly, looking from one to the other, and then
he paused and glanced up at Selena, who was still glaring at him… but he smiled after a moment
at her, saying softly: “Perhaps you could both watch over Selena for me while you recover,
though… and I‟m sure she‟d make an excellent mentor to you both, too, as you rebuild your
strength.”
The two looked surprised, then they gazed over at Selena for a few moments awkwardly,
before the twins nodded… and Mist and Shine both looked up at him quietly before their eyes
roved to Lily, who was still pretending either she was invisible or that no one had noticed her
yet, and then they both gazed at Zerrex with quiet understanding. Either female kissed his cheek
quietly, in both agreement and compassion, then walked over to the Dius, who was looking
dumbly at the Drakkaren as she pointed at herself.
Zerrex rolled his eyes and nodded, and Selena winced, rubbed at her face… but then
grumbled and nodded, muttering: “Oh fine, fine then. But on the condition that you go back to
damn bed and stay there, at least for the next day or two.”
“On my honor.” Zerrex smiled a bit, holding a hand up, but his eyes slid past her and
lingered for a moment on Lily before he sighed and turned to Sin, saying quietly: “Okay. I guess
I‟m ready to go.”
“Just a moment.” Sabnock interrupted quietly, and Zerrex looked at the wolverine with
surprise as she leaned forwards, tenting her fingers and asking: “Since you‟re here, I just want to
deal with a moment of business… High King Firenze, I promise you, it isn‟t strenuous and will
take but a minute.” She added without looking up when Firenze opened his mouth, and the bluescaled reptile sighed and slumped a bit, not bothering to argue: Sabnock, after all, was ancient
and even wiser than she looked, and knew every in and out of Hell‟s rulebook. “Lord Zerrex,
will you be returning to your duties as Director once your recovery is complete?”
“Ideally, yes.” Zerrex said mildly, frowning a bit at her as he tilted his head, but Sabnock
only nodded and sat back, making him lean forwards. “Why, exactly?”

She only shrugged a bit, and the Drakkaren opened his mouth to press her on the
subject… but before he could, Sin gently grasped his arm and pulled him backwards, even as
Marina looked curiously over the group, then gave Lily a scathing glare. The female winced, but
then the High Princess began to get to her feet, probably to give some challenge or lash out… but
Firenze immediately grabbed her forearm, holding her back as he looked at her sharply, and she
flushed deeply, trembling a little as Marina snorted, then left.
Sin opened a portal on the balcony, and the three proceeded through it: before it could
close, however, Serenity stormed through and pushed Zerrex firmly down the hall of the medical
building and back into his room, making him grunt in pain as he staggered over his own feet and
Serenity grumbled: “Live with it, you‟re the one who obviously wanted to go for a walk.”
“Leave him alone, Serenity.” Marina muttered, and then the psychics glared balefully at
each other, static seeming to sizzle in the air between them in the room before Zerrex sighed and
rolled his eyes, deciding to let this play out a little as he stumbled to his bed and sat tiredly down
on it.
Then Sin walked in before either female could snap something at the other, saying
quietly: “Pardon me, but I believe Lord Zerrex requires his rest… and it was my idea, Miss
Serenity. Often, your father is dragged into such antics as he is by other people… but I suppose
it‟s a strange truth in the world that those willing to follow are often the best leaders.”
Serenity looked a bit chastened by this, as Marina nodded sourly, then looked glumly at
her father… and the reptile smiled a bit, raising a hand to her and saying quietly: “I really could
use some sleep, though. And gods know someone‟s going to hit me at this rate if I don‟t slow
down a bit.”
Sin smiled over at him, then at his daughters as they both mumbled goodbyes, and then
the two walked out, followed a moment later by the Naganatine. She gently closed the door,
pausing only for a moment to lean through and murmur: “Goodnight, Zerrex. Sleep well.”
Then the door gently clicked as it closed, and the reptile sighed softly, turning the dial on
his armlet back to a hundred and hitting the enter key… and there was a muted hum as his
energy levels slowly increased in his body thanks to the added disturbance from the spiral of
runes covering the ceiling. He shook his head after a moment, then said quietly to no one in
particular: “I wonder how the Naganatine managed to overlook things like „most‟ and „least‟ so
well, only caring that they were loved, not jealous of each other… but then again, I guess that
was some of why Mephistopheles did what he did… except by all accounts, he was also pretty
evil.”
Silence greeted him in return, and the Drakkaren rolled over after a moment, closing his
eyes as he breathed softly… but as he tossed and turned on the bed, it felt like he had forgotten
how exactly to go to sleep. So instead, he felt himself falling into fantasy, vivid images dancing
in his mind, of talk, of sex, of nightmares and dreams, of chains and blood and ferns and saliva.
And soon after, fantasy fell into dreaming, the lizard laying on his back, sound asleep, his hands
resting quietly on his chest as it heaved slowly up and down and he danced, danced, danced in
his mind in a beautiful ballroom with a young, strong girl who was so beautiful and so lost to
him.
The reptile awoke with a start, breathing hard, his hands out to either side of him as he
shook his head before gritting his teeth, grasping at his skull and groaning softly as memories
ebbed out of his mind as if through a sieve… and then he rubbed at his eyes, and he was
surprised to find tears on his cheeks. His eyes were still stinging from them… and he pushed his

palms into his features before wincing and jumping with a start as Cindy said quietly: “You were
remembering her, weren‟t you?”
“I… I don‟t want to talk about it.” Zerrex mumbled, looking away quietly as he trailed
his fingers through his sheets, and then he glanced sideways at the female, who was sitting
quietly on the other side of the bed. She reached out and took one of his hand, squeezing quietly,
and the reptile asked in a mumble: “So like. What are you doing here, anyway? Do you want to
run more tests on me?”
“Yeah, Daddy, I‟d like to do a little more blood work.” Cindy said softly, and she gave
his hand a last squeeze before standing up and walking over to the cart, which now had a strange
machine sitting on top of it, a large cylinder with an open top at one side of an elongated,
triangular block. “I need… three samples from different places on your body, Daddy. I hope you
don‟t mind.”
“No, go ahead.” he murmured, glancing aside as Cindy fumbled through the cart. And
only ten minutes later, the reptile was sitting quietly, rubbing at his face still but feeling a little
better as he watched Cindy slip the three glass vials into the cylinder of the machine, tapping at it
thoughtfully before nodding slowly to herself, and then she smiled as she closed the lid and
activated it, the device beginning to hum quietly away.
“It‟s doing a biochemical analysis, and it‟ll check your oxygen saturation and a few other
things.” the female said softly, glancing over at him with a bit of a smile, and she patted it
quietly. “It‟s better to use multiple blood samples from different areas of the body to cover a
larger spectrum, though… it keeps track of the different samples as well as the overall statistics,
so if one area of your body comes back differently, I can check the specific analysis to see if it‟s
possibly due to something in that specific area or if we caught the needle in the haystack. Of
course, the only real way to know which it is requires checking your body over myself, but… oh,
here we are.”
Cindy looked down, a faint glow from some kind of screen spilling up over her face as
she leaned towards it with a hand on either side of the medical cart… and she muttered large
words and numbers Zerrex didn‟t understand to herself, frowning thoughtfully now and then and
tossing little glances up at her father here and there, as if studying him… and then finally, the
machine beeped, and the small centrifuge ceased to spin, the lid clicking open as Cindy tapped
her fingers on either side of the table, and her father squirmed a bit on the bed, asking finally:
“Well?”
“We need to do more tests.” Cindy said after a moment, and when Zerrex shot her a flat
look and pulled the sheets up to his neck, she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Daddy, without
conclusive evidence I don‟t feel right-”
Zerrex visibly sulked, hiding his muzzle under the sheets, and the female rubbed slowly
at her face before adjusting her own pigtails, playing with them awkwardly as she tried to keep
her eyes from looking at her father… and then she finally grumbled and sighed, saying flatly:
“Alright, alright, enough of that. Now that I‟m checking your body for specific chemicals and
enzymes, I‟m finding a variety of things… interestingly, your red cell count isn‟t nearly as high
as I expected it to be, and your white blood cell count is a bit larger in all three samples… since
you obviously have no symptoms of any serious disease, though, I‟m thinking it may be part of
the reason why your body is able to actively battle any infectious or toxic agents.
“You have almost as many lymphocytes as I‟m detecting neutrophils… platelet count is a
little high for our species, but not by much, and your plasma seems to have a super-protein in it
of a kind I‟ve never even seen before… it looks like an evolved form of albumin, different from

albumin-beta, the main protein in the blood of supernatural beings that helps their wounds close
so quickly.” She stopped, then frowned a bit, adding quietly: “I‟d really like to get some of these
things under a microscope, but… I guess I‟m kind of nervous about people getting into this
research. It could help a lot of people, if I can break this down and isolate why it‟s different and
how that helps you… but…”
“Maybe you can work a little in the medical labs here on Hell, with people you‟re close
to… or perhaps even people like Desire, who will listen to you and whom you know can‟t and
won‟t betray you.” Zerrex said quietly, and Cindy nodded hesitantly, as he added softly: “And
you did good work in that former research… you should know how proud I am of you, for
everything you did with that.”
Cindy sighed and nodded again, then she murmured: “But still. It could have been used to
create another great war…”
“And the discovery of atomic energy led to the creation of the nuclear bomb, which led to
an age of „deterrence‟ that only made Ire develop more terrible weapons and the eventual
construction of the Whispering Portal under the Marble Dome.” Zerrex replied quietly, grunting
as he slid his legs off the bed and stood up, then he smiled a bit. “But from that discovery, we
eventually discovered fuel cells… so it depends on how you look at it. We‟ve suffered a terrible
nuclear war that wiped out a lot of the mortal world… but we‟ve also developed the technologies
that allowed mortals to escape from the planet when the Old Gods laid siege to it. Everything
depends on your point of view, Cindy, you know that… if you look at something the wrong way,
even saving the world could end up looking like a bad thing.”
“I know… I do know that, I just… feel so bad about what happened. So guilty, still,
about the Composites…” She stopped and smiled awkwardly, glancing up at him silently. “Kind
of like I‟m their mother, like I‟m… responsible for them, but every time I look at them… all I
can think of is the betrayal.”
“They are made from our genetic material… and hey, you managed to forgive me for
raping your mother.” Zerrex walked over to her, rolling his shoulders a bit before he gripped into
her arms and squeezed them quietly, looking into her eyes softly. “If you can forgive that, Cindy,
and love me as a parent, you can move past this.”
“Yeah, well, I never knew until it was too late to not love you.” Cindy punched his arm
quietly, and the Drakkaren laughed a bit before she wrapped her arms around him, squeezing
him gently around the waist and pressing her head against his chest. “But thank you, Zerrex… I
honestly appreciate that more than I can say.”
She quieted, and the male reptile smiled a bit before Cindy pulled away, looking into his
eyes softly. “Do you think this is what Cherry feels for you, Daddy? So much love and devotion
and care and compassion, and a complete and total trust I don‟t think I ever truly understood
until now… putting aside all thoughts and beliefs of my own to put complete and total faith in
you and you alone.”
“That rhymed.” Zerrex said with quiet amusement, and then he laughed when Cindy
punched him in the arm again. “And well, you know, they do say that the submissive is the one
who really controls the agenda. But they also say that giving your everything to one cause, one
belief… can also bring absolute peace to a person.”
The female nodded, gazing up at him for a few moments, and then she headed back to the
medical cart as the reptile looked over at her with a soft smile. “And what about a dominating
person like you Daddy? Who feels he has to secretly meddle in and control everything?”

Zerrex smiled a bit, sliding his hands into his pockets as he replied with soft
entertainment: “Yeah, but don‟t I strive to achieve one specific goal my whole life, too? Aren‟t I
dedicated to something myself, to certain people myself?”
Cindy laughed a bit, shaking her head slowly. “You like to worm your way through every
argument you can, don‟t you? And I know you know what I meant, by the way: there‟s few
things you enjoy as much as when you get to talk rough or take power over a person, especially
in sex and stuff.”
“Oh, why does everyone always bring that up?” Zerrex asked flatly, but he sounded
amused despite himself as he shook his head slowly, looking entertained. When Cindy smiled at
him, however, he shook his head after a moment, then said softly: “That‟s… completely
different, as I think you well know. Well okay, maybe not completely, but… seriously. I like it,
but… it‟s not something I require. The only control I really require having is… over my own
life, at least now that I‟ve learned a little self-control.”
“Sometimes the way you talk about that, I could swear you were embarrassed or ashamed
of how much you like to beat on us poor little people.” Cindy said amusedly, pulling out one of
the vials and looking at it musingly, and then she glanced over at Zerrex with something like
surprise when he grunted and glanced awkwardly away. “Wait, Daddy, I mean… but you‟re the
one who‟s always telling us to embrace ourselves and our natures.”
“Yeah, except only a few of my kids were homicidal maniacs.” Zerrex said blandly, and
this earned a sigh of exasperation from Cindy, and the Drakkaren rubbed the back of his head,
making a face. “You ever notice how easily I remember the bad things, but never seem able to
remember half of the good stuff that happens to me?”
“That, Father, is because a lot of bad things have happened to you over your lifetime.”
Cindy replied quietly, as she carefully removed the top from the vial, then applied a new plastic
stopper in its place, putting it aside as she murmured: “This one has the highest number of
platelets, and I took it from your bad leg… could indicate a blockage in that area, which would
partially work to explain the pains you‟ve been suffering, except even you would probably be
knocked out by a deep-vein thrombosis.”
“What the hell is that?” Zerrex asked stupidly, and Cindy sighed, but then simply waved
a hand at him, and Zerrex made a face and mimicked the motion in return as she tucked the
corked vial into her pocket.
She rolled her eyes, then steamrolled him before he could comment as she picked up a
syringe and dug out a small bottle. “Listen, while you‟re here and I can run these tests, Daddy…
do you mind if I inject this into your bloodstream? It‟s a synthetic energy booster, the kind they
use to keep people alert and active for long periods of time… much stronger than caffeine pills,
because I want to see the way your body reacts to the chemical, and this guarantees me a
reaction, since even coffee seems to be enough to perk your energy levels up.”
Zerrex made a face at her, and she sighed, saying finally: “Two more needles, and that
includes this one, and I swear I‟ll leave you alone for the rest of the day. And you can ramble
some to me while the effects begin to kick in.”
“Why can‟t you just like… add it to my blood afterwards if you want to see if it‟ll cause a
reaction?” Zerrex asked meditatively, and Cindy gave him an amused look, making him
grumble. “Well, it was worth a shot to ask. You don‟t have to look at me like I just lost ten IQ
points.”

Cindy walked over to him as he held out an arm, gently gripping it before simply shoving
it into his limb, and the reptile hissed between his teeth, glowering at her. “Aren‟t you supposed
to prep the spot to prevent infection or something?”
“Believe me, Daddy, I really don‟t think that‟s necessary at this point.” Cindy said mildly
as she depressed the plunger, and the reptile winced a little as he felt something like liquid fire
slipping into his veins, his fingers automatically flexing. “So tell me, Daddy… why do you feel
so ashamed of yourself?”
He looked down quietly, rubbing a hand through his hair as his body tingled a bit… and
then he said slowly: “I‟m strong, that‟s why. I mean, physically strong… and I know my will is
solid. But I‟ve never been exactly stable emotionally… and I‟m no mental giant like you.
Analysis, sure. And I love logic problems, why not? I have been told too, that I‟m apparently
wise. Do I believe I‟m actually wise, though? Hell no. Do I have a brain capable of producing
some kind of literary work people will remember for centuries to come, or… of crunching
humongous numbers in order to use chaos theory to create rifts in the time-space continuum? Oh
hell no. Can I crack genomes, or even beat other people at the video games I used to be able to
hide away and play all the time? Nope.
“But I‟m physically strong enough that if a small moon picked a fight with me, said small
moon would lose, and not because I‟m so fat I create gravity fields around me.” Zerrex motioned
at himself, and he felt something like a sizzle in his mind as he asked impulsively: “Do you think
I‟m fat? I‟m not fat. I don‟t think I‟m fat. Am I fat?”
“Okay, the chemical is obviously starting to kick in.” Cindy said amusedly, and the
Drakkaren blinked at her rapidly, wondering dumbly why there was a hum building in his brain.
“Look, I‟m going to take a quick blood sample now-”
“Just do it fast can you do it fast?” Zerrex paused, knowing he was supposed to insert a
comma somewhere in that sentence, but he couldn‟t figure out where at the moment before he
felt himself suddenly distracted by Cindy‟s face, staring up at her dumbly for a few moments
even as she efficiently went about her business, swabbing the spot and then inserting the needle
into his arm before he said stupidly: “You could be twice as efficient about this task if you didn‟t
have to swab the area first you should just get needles that rest in disinfectant.”
“I‟ll just be a moment longer.” Cindy said soothingly, and then she glanced down to
watch as the vial continued to fill with blood, as Zerrex looked back and forth, flexing his hand
rapidly. “And you should relax, Daddy, and stop doing that. You could damage your blood
vessel or your muscle while I‟m-”
“How did you draw blood from my right arm? My right arm is rock I thought it was
metal how did you draw blood from it?” Zerrex asked suddenly, and Cindy sighed, looking at
him mildly, and then lizard grinned stupidly before he reached up and made a zipping motion
across his muzzle.
“Because there are still blood vessels beneath the scales… and I‟m willing to bet beneath
that rocky material is some sort of substructure.” Cindy said softly, and then she removed the
needle, and Zerrex immediately leapt up to his feet, rubbing rapidly at his elbow before he
punched the air a few times, then tried to throw out a high kick… and immediately toppled over
with a groan, Cindy only sighing as she pulled the vial off the needle and checked the plastic
stopper on it. “Daddy, try and restrain yourself a little.”
Zerrex mumbled as he kicked up to his feet, and then he winced and rubbed slowly at his
arm again, saying embarrassedly: “Sorry, but I feel this… real buzz in my brain. Like all the

switches have been thrown to on, like suddenly I‟ve got a whirlwind of energy running through
me…”
“Then you won‟t mind helping me out a little.” said a mild voice, and Zerrex gave a
surprised little squeal, leaping backwards on one foot and half-raising his arms as he stared at the
sight of Sabnock, who was leaning in the doorway in her judge‟s robes, looking mildly at a
pocketwatch in her hand. Cindy slapped her forehead, and Sabnock said dryly: “Firenze is of no
help to me at all in these matters and I need someone to sit in on some low-level court cases
while I handle the overload of souls who haven‟t yet been judged. One of the other Judges of
Death, Thoth, is currently… indisposed. When you‟re good at everything, everyone always
wants you to do something else, you see.”
The Drakkaren composed himself, and then he peered at the wolverine, who looked
calmly back at him before the reptile brightened, holding up a finger. “Wait, wait. I can‟t,
because I promised to stay in bed today.” The lizard turned, heading quickly back to his bed and
hopping in to pull the covers up over his head, drawing them down a moment later to stare over
the top of the sheets at Sabnock, who was examining her watch again.
“Since when have you ever done what you‟re told? Besides which, I cleared this with
Sin, Selena, and even Serenity.” Sabnock said mildly, and then she added: “I like the way your
last daughter thinks. She thought it could help you a little bit with your discipline.”
“I am plenty disciplined, thank you.” Zerrex said in a surly voice, glowering over the top
of the sheets, and he made a mental note to scold or spank Serenity later, whichever he felt more
like doing at the time, before he squirmed awkwardly as he realized he was suddenly feeling
very aroused. “Uh, besides, now is not a good time as um. I kind of. Um.”
“That‟s fine, you have three hours to prepare. I‟ll meet you at the Hall of Justice in the
Southern Province in my chambers, we‟ll prepare you for the day ahead then.” Sabnock said
mildly, and then she turned and left, pausing before adding over her shoulder: “Take care,
Zerrex.”
With that, she closed the door, and Zerrex glared at this before Cindy said mildly: “I like
her, you know that? I like her a lot.”
“Oh shut your face.” Zerrex mumbled, and Cindy laughed a bit, the Drakkaren tossing
the blankets up over his head as he reflected sourly how every time he wanted to be a good little
boy and listen to people, someone changed up the rules on him.
Three hours later found the Drakkaren stepping into Sabnock‟s chambers with a sigh,
feeling a little sour as the wolverine glanced up from her neatly-organized desk with a smile that
barely creased her muzzle. “Excellent to see you, and on time at that. Please, have a seat.”
She motioned to the chair in front of her desk, and Zerrex simply leaned on it, looking
back and forth: the small room was clean and organized but far from luxurious, with plain stone
underfoot and a single light fixture hanging from the ceiling, the walls lined with old shelves
filled with even older books and files. The most expensive-looking thing in the room was by far
the matching ironwood desk and chairs, and Zerrex knew they were gifts Sabnock had received
from someone… he thought it might have been Lily, but that might also be his mind playing
tricks on him and trying to let her back in. “So what did you want me to do?”
“For the next week or so, I need to appoint someone to the position of Judge. I figured it
would be excellent administrative training for you… not that you were never an effective
administrator of all of Hell.” Sabnock replied mildly, glancing back down at her reports as she
began to write again with a battered fountain pen, even her ink well blot-free and her

handwriting as neat as the rest of her. “I think, however, we are all well-aware of the fact that
you require a certain push to better yourself in that regard… that while you are a fan of order,
you are also a fan of avoiding your own power and the responsibilities that come with it. Think
of this as a chance to interact with and learn to control an essentially-limitless amount of power,
albeit in a different vein than you are used to, while at the same time controlling your own urges
by following through with actions that would best suit those in the right and punish the guilty
party.”
Zerrex remained silent, looking at Sabnock for a few moments, and she closed the file
she was working on before dropping it on top of a large pile in her „Out‟ box, reaching forwards
after a moment to pick up another file from the piddling pile in the „In‟ box. She opened the file,
then began to browse through it, even as she continued: “Listen, Zerrex. You‟ll be doing me a
favor by this as well… I can‟t fit any more cases into my schedule, and I‟ve already got
Amiglion subbing in for another Judge currently on leave. Firenze is nowhere to be found, and I
have a major case dealing with several Greed demons trying to use mortal corporation defense
laws in Hell, where said laws do not apply and we do not recognize corporate „entities,‟ whatever
that means. But I also am aware that you have read the rulebooks from top-to-bottom… and even
if you have no memory of it, I can put my faith in your ability to choose the right option over the
wrong one every time, and that you will prove to be an effective judge who will leave minimal
opportunities for verdicts to be appealed to higher courts.”
“Fine, Sabnock, you win.” Zerrex muttered, dropping his head forwards as he added
sourly: “Besides, I guess between this and letting Cindy poke me with more needles, I choose
this. Probably.”
“Good. Besides, I have selected some cases that will prove personally interesting to you.”
Sabnock stood after a moment, closing the file on her desk and putting her fountain pen neatly
aside, before she turned and plucked several books neatly off her shelves: Zerrex wouldn‟t be
surprised if she had chosen these beforehand, but her shelves were also so neatly organized that
he thought it would be a matter of seconds to find any book on any subject on them. “Here, take
these. Now come with me, we need to get you dressed in the proper attire.”
The Drakkaren took the tomes with a wince, and then he mumbled under his breath as he
followed the wolverine for the next half hour through the catacombs of the Hall of Justice,
getting sized here for his robes, then being dressed in them, then re-learning how court would
proceed. It had been a long time since Zerrex had been forced to do any judging in such official
form, after all, and longer still since he had regularly worked with Sabnock as a bailiff in her
courtroom… that had been even before the fall of the Princess, when he had only been an officer
of Hell‟s legal system.
Things in Hell were much more direct and streamlined than the mortal plane, possibly
because the bureaucracy was mostly kept out of it, and the penalties for any „legal interference‟
ran so high. The system was also different from the adversarial system used throughout Ire, and
evidence gathering generally included using psychics or demonic instruments to read a person‟s
brainwaves, taking images and thoughts pertaining to the situation from their mind. It meant they
saw both sides of the story… and that unless they were incredibly stupid or incredibly selfcentered, most of the time, an obviously guilty-party would own up to what they did.
There was only at rare times a jury, and it was not a person‟s “peers,” which was an
ambiguous term thrown around too loosely on the mortal plane anyway: it was always made up
of people who understood the legal system, and were trained against being manipulated
emotionally… but at the same time, who also could make note of the way emotions could affect

a situation. Almost like a panel of critics… and jurors were trained in similar fashion, the duty
treated more as a job than as a public service.
The legal system in Hell was also tougher, with fewer holes for people to slip through:
but that too, was due in part to the fact that so few demons needed things like food or water, and
once an object became frivolous, there was no moral ground on which it became right to steal it.
This would make the reptile‟s job a little easier, too… but he sighed as he was led to his own
little office: a dusty, half-finished room, the shelves empty and the desk old and beaten-up. A
stack of files already lay on the desk, waiting to be opened… and Zerrex made a face at Sabnock,
fidgeting in the long, black robes he now wore, hair neatly pulled back into a short ponytail as
she simply motioned for him to sit.
The Drakkaren walked around his desk and did so… and the old chair groaned beneath
his weight, the reptile sitting on an awkward angle before the last wheel attached to the bottom of
the chair snapped out from beneath it, flying into the shelves, and the reptile winced as he
crashed to the ground, gripping the arms of the wooden chair tightly. He made a face, then tried
to slide forwards… and the chair squealed against the floor, the reptile cursing under his breath
as Sabnock said with only the faintest of winces: “Your first case is in forty minutes, so I suggest
you take the time now to review the case report. It‟s fairly straightforward: an officer caught a
demon digging through the wreckage of the Circles past designated construction time, and fined
him a hundred gold coins, as that is Throne property. He claimed his daughter had dropped her
teddy bear, and when he refused to stop, the officer increased the fine to a thousand gold. When
the perpetrator became aggressive, the officer placed him under arrest.” Sabnock paused, then
gave a slight smile at the expression on Zerrex‟s face. “I see you‟re going to enjoy working on
this case.”
“Oh, you can say that again.” Zerrex muttered, flexing his hands slowly… and then he
frowned a bit as Sabnock turned away, asking slowly: “Wait. Why give me this kind of case?”
“Why not?” Sabnock glanced over her shoulder at him, pausing for a moment in the
doorway, and then she said softly: “Let me put it this way, then… sometimes, Lord Zerrex, I
become too enraptured with the way the gears of the legal system turn, that I forget it serves the
public‟s interest, and is not meant to be a self-sufficient machine. That it will always require the
input of people, to guide it away from honest mistakes and infringement for the sake of
continuing order or provide for one‟s loved ones, and instead into the people who abuse the legal
system to try and get ahead or for personal gain. I‟m trusting you with cases where they require
input, because I‟m eager to see how you handle them. Take care now, Zerrex.”
With that, Sabnock turned and left, and Zerrex sighed a bit, looking morbidly at the files
in front of him as he muttered: “And she said this would be easy… let‟s see what I‟ve got
scheduled for today.”
Thankfully, the files were in order, even if the reptile didn‟t have his schedule yet… and
Sabnock had thought ahead and attached a note on where each case was being held and at what
time. Today, Zerrex was in Courtroom B, and he had four cases to get through and rough time
estimates for them all, since they were low-tier cases instead of high-level ones expected to drag
on for quite some time.
The Drakkaren made his way into the courtroom, nodding to the bailiff as he walked
down the aisle between benches and pushed his way through, ignoring the strange looks he got
from everyone as he walked across the open front of the room to the Judge‟s bench, a folder of
files under his arm. He yawned, then dropped the files on the bench as he threw himself into his
seat, motioning at the bailiff as the defendant looked around uneasily, his arms shackled and his

daughter sitting in a bench behind him in the arms of some other demon, the little girl looking
confused and frightened out of her mind, sucking on one of her thumbs quietly.
The bailiff approached him slowly, and Zerrex leaned over the bench, asking mildly:
“Let‟s move this along. Get everyone in order and…” He paused, then frowned a bit as he
looked over the courtroom, the viewing area full of benches surprisingly-crowded today. “Why
are so many people here? Usually these proceedings are next to dead.”
“I‟m not sure, Judge Narrius. Shall I call everyone to order?” the bailiff asked, the bluearmored minotaur frowning a bit, and Zerrex winced, holding a hand up, which made the bull
clear his throat awkwardly. “Sir, it goes against protocol for me to refer to you as-”
“Well, too bad.” Zerrex said flatly, and then he motioned him irritably away and picked
up his gavel, banging it loudly and silencing the mutters going through the room as the
Drakkaren said in a loud, carrying voice: “Let‟s get this under way, then, without any preamble. I
have reviewed the case files and I think this is going to be fairly straightforward, and I‟d like to
get through it quickly. Now, Mister… here it is, Skinner. Mr. Edward Skinner, do you
understand the charges laid against you?”
The canine demon nodded mutely, and Zerrex looked at him calmly for a moment. He
took in the patch covering one eye and the brown of the other, the dark gray of his fur and the
small horns that stuck up from his head and the bristly ridges that stuck out from parts of his
body through his prison uniform, before he asked: “And do you have anything to say in your
defense?”
“I just… I wanted to get my girl her teddy bear back. That‟s all, it never meant to be like
this… I don‟t have the money to pay the fines and I refuse to!” the canine replied, but his voice
was weak, as if his conviction he would be found innocent was starting to fail. “Please, I‟m…
I‟m innocent in this. I‟ve been in Hell for many years, I‟ve been punished, my records are
clean…”
Zerrex looked over him for a few moments, and then he said softly: “You‟re an Earth
Devil, isn‟t that right? Interesting.” He paused, then looked meditatively over to the bluearmored officer at the other desk, tapping his fingertips together as he asked: “And do you have
anything to add to your side of the story? I noted that in the transcript, you made it very clear
there was no bear and no daughter visible around the area.”
“Yes sir, that is correct, sir.” the demon said immediately, the Cyclops nodding firmly,
his single eye blinking and his ugly features serious. “No traces of it at all.”
“Funny.” Zerrex glanced over at the little girl sitting in the lap of the Dius, who was
shushing her quietly as the little canine trembled and clutched tight to a dirty bear. “An
additional note tagged to the report mentioned someone else went out to the site and found it
after a short search, on the other side of a rock roughly… twenty feet away from the crime scene.
Also mentioned by the defendant himself to you, several times during interview before and after
arrest, is the fact his daughter tripped on the plateau above playing with her friends. I checked
the geographic locale, and I‟ve actually been to that village before… and it does rest along the
side of the cliffs.”
The Cyclops was looking at him dumbly, obviously not understanding… and Zerrex
tapped his fingers against the bench before he sat up, saying calmly: “I‟m ready to make my
ruling now. As I said, this case is straightforward and no one seems to have much to say. Mr.
Edward Skinner, I rule in your favor: all charges are hereby removed and all fines voided.”

“What? Sir, this is ridiculous, I… I caught him!” the officer shouted, and Zerrex‟s eyes
narrowed balefully, the officer holding up his hands and swallowing. “Not… not to question
your ruling, but with all due respect-”
“If you possessed an ounce of respect in your bones for anything apart from yourself, you
would not waste the court‟s time with such a ridiculous motion as this.” Zerrex said icily, leaning
forwards over the bench and pointing at the Cyclops as he cowered backwards. “Officers like
you are the reason our legal system is seen as so incompetent, because of you abusing the
smallest, stupidest laws without showing you have two brain cells to rub together and understand
what exactly it means when something is left up to an officer‟s right of lenience or whatever it‟s
called. I‟m so angry, though, that I can‟t even think of the goddamn word.
“Worse than any scum are the officers of peace who abuse their position: a criminal can
at least still have morals, but an officer is supposed to protect people, not enforce laws with the
seemingly-sole purpose of making people suffer or bullying others. I fail to see how anything
this male did could have been seen as either hazardous to others or himself, digging through
some rocks and dirt on the ground to try and find his daughter‟s lost teddy bear. I further fail to
see how it would have been excessively-difficult for you to find out if he was telling the truth or
not instead of simply arresting him. And even saying it was too hard for you to portal up to the
ridge, I dare you to give me an excuse for not at least checking around to see if the teddy bear
had really been lost.”
“But it was illegal.” the Cyclops mumbled, looking awkwardly at Zerrex, and the
Drakkaren snorted laughter, making the officer wilt further.
“Then you better come and arrest me, because I just committed a felony murder on the
mortal planet when I killed a monster who had just slaughtered two of my friends and beaten the
crap out of most of my family.” Zerrex said mildly, holding his arms out over the bench, and the
officer looked confused for a moment before the Drakkaren slammed his hands down, saying
quietly. “It‟s called „perspective,‟ and „reasonable justification,‟ look them up some time. But
I‟m done discussing this. Not only am I stripping you of any and all commendations and having
you relegated to what we used to call „garbage duty‟ when I was an officer, I‟m also going to ask
you to come over here and stand in the middle of the courtroom. Hurry up, I don‟t got all day.”
The officer slowly did so, and Zerrex snapped his fingers at him, the grey-skinned demon
wincing as the Drakkaren said calmly: “Now take off your helmet.” Then, as the officer did so,
Zerrex looked over at the smiling canine, who was looking at him gratefully. “Bailiff, please
remove the shackles from around Mr. Skinner‟s arms, they look uncomfortable.”
The minotaur did so, looking a bit anxious as the canine sighed in relief and murmured a
thank-you, and then the Drakkaren leaned on his elbows, saying mildly: “Mr. Skinner, why don‟t
you go over there and punch that officer as hard as you can in the face?”
The Earth Devil looked shocked, and the officer winced, spluttering: “That‟s… but that
would be assault, and-”
“I‟m afraid that this is my courtroom, officer, and don‟t you forget that.” Zerrex said
quietly but coldly, and the Cyclops paled a bit before Zerrex held up a finger, adding dryly: “And
Paragraph C of Section 129.8 of the Code of Hell states that any legal official may order a
punishment of any kind as long as it does not use an excessive amount of force that results in
permanent injury or visible maiming. If I strip you of your glory, officer, it‟s just going to turn
you into more of a bully. If I humiliate you and make it clear that every time I catch so much as a
sniff of any improper actions from your end of the world, I will have this punishment repeated as

long as it takes for you to get it into your head that you may not treat people like trash, you‟ll
eventually learn that your shield is there to protect others, and not yourself.”
Zerrex then motioned to the wolf… but Skinner only nodded politely after a moment,
saying finally: “Thank you, sir, but I can‟t. The fines are enough… being back with my family
makes me happy enough.”
“You have my commendations then, Mr. Skinner.” Zerrex said softly, and he smiled
before glancing at the officer, who looked stupefied. “You see that, officer? That is how the
strong truly protect those who can‟t. They exercise a bit of caution and self-control. Now get the
hell out of here, and don‟t let me catch you back here again or it‟s off to a Pit of Torment for
you.”
The officer quickly snapped his helm back on, nodding rapidly before he scurried away,
and the Earth Devil smiled in relief before he turned and picked up his daughter in his arms,
squeezing her close as the Dius smiled at him warmly. They looked towards the Drakkaren, but
Zerrex was already busying himself with cleaning up his papers, even as the minotaur
approached and said slowly: “That was dangerous. You risk pissing off the entire police force.”
“Let them get pissed off, then.” Zerrex muttered, then he looked up mildly at the bailiff.
“See, that‟s always bothered me. How when someone does something bad, the rest of the cops,
or the Royal Guards, or some other unit tries to cover it up, does some stupid „show of solidarity‟
movement. Yeah, real cute and all, and sure, it‟s a wonderful thing… when you‟re doing it for
someone who deserves it. But whenever you try to shield someone who‟s committed some crime
or done harm to someone, just because they can, protecting him only gives him more backs to
stab. And then when you do stop the investigation from going forwards and he suddenly throws
his next partner to the wolves, the blood from that is on the whole organization‟s hands. To be
honorable and loyal does not mean to cover up the actions of someone just because they wear the
same uniform, or „we all gotta watch each other‟s backs,‟ because chances are that‟s where the
guy you just protected is going to stab you.”
The minotaur frowned, then he asked quietly: “But what about the good officers? And it
is tough out there: murders, rapes, rampages, gods gone bad and even worse, and-”
“And so what?” Zerrex looked up with mild amusement, asking quietly: “Does the fact
that some people are bad mean everyone is evil? Does the fact that someone treats or talks to you
badly give you, who has sworn to protect them through thick and thin, the right to do the same
back? Does the fact you have power give you the right to abuse it?”
The minotaur looked down, and then he shook his head slowly, sighing a bit. “Judge, you
don‟t understand… things have changed, and-”
“Things always change and never do.” Zerrex said ironically, and then he made an
irritated shooing motion, muttering: “Go get a coffee or something, I‟ve got some files to study
for the next case coming in.”
The bailiff turned and left, throwing up his arms with a grumble, and Zerrex childishly
mimicked the motion behind the officer‟s back before he sat back in the chair and began to read,
grumbling some under his breath. Some people tended to be trained into thinking only in two
dimensions, and never even realized how their minds were chained down or how their logic
didn‟t actually make sense, or even what had been drilled into their minds after so many years of
hearing it and that they were only vapidly repeating the same words and ideas over and over
again. Even he had been like that once upon a time, thinking callously only about himself and the
world in such small, minor terms… and yet, he reflected that he had been happy in that little
world that only involved himself and a few others, before he closed his eyes and sighed a bit as

he tried not to think about how immense the universe was now… and how even now, his mind
kept wandering to the people he had seen on that other world that had belonged to Athéos,
wondering what was going to happen to them… and wondering how many other worlds were out
there.
Before he could get too deep in thought, something fluffy smacked him in the face, and
the Drakkaren started, sitting up in surprise to stare down at a stuffed animal sitting on his desk,
shaped like a certain undead Naganatine he knew very well… and then the aforementioned
creature asked him mildly: “Is that a hoodoo doll or something to use against me?”
Zerrex looked up with a smile as Anathema walked down the aisle towards him, before
he looked her over… but she was smiling as well, looking at him with curious interest as she put
her hands on her hips, and the Drakkaren finally laughed before he shook his head, gazing softly
at the doll as he picked it up and said quietly: “Nah. Marina makes them in the shape of people
from the entire family… there‟s all kinds of me, several of Cherry and Cindy, a Lone and a
Mahihko even… and I guess she‟s accepted you as… part of the family.”
“I‟m not part of your family.” Anathema said pettishly, crossing her arms… but there was
a blush building in her cheeks, and she cleared her throat after a moment, looking awkwardly
down and rubbing the back of her head before cursing and looking up, asking stupidly: “How are
you?”
“Amused right now at you.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he held up his hands and rolled
his eyes with a smile when she scowled at him. “Oh stop that. No, I‟m… doing okay. Sore, I
guess, but what else is new, right? And I hate these robes, they‟re itchy.”
Anathema grunted as she circled the bench, getting up onto the small platform his chair
rested on, and then she leaned over the files curiously as Zerrex sighed and rested his head on a
hand, but made no attempt to cover the confidential paperwork up, knowing she‟d get a look at
them one way or another anyway. “You make an interesting choice for a Judge of Death, Lord
Zerrex… although I wasn‟t aware that the Judges had branched out into so much. I thought
Sabnock was merely a magistrate, like she was in the old days.”
“Everyone‟s working double-duty these days, Anathema… besides, it‟s basically the
same job, you‟re just judging the living instead of the dead, and sending them to a different Hell
than this one if they screw up. Jails around here aren‟t exactly nice places, after all.” Zerrex said
mildly, and Anathema looked at him for a moment, then grunted as the reptile continued quietly:
“I try my best to avoid sending people to jail, to be honest… they‟re already overcrowded as it is,
and they don‟t… they don‟t seem to work, especially here in Hell. People just end up dead, or
becoming indoctrinated into the institutionalized lifestyle and unable to think for themselves, or
worst of all, they just learn better ways to lie, cheat, steal, and kill. Everyone knows you can
make a shank out of a few household items: few people know how to do it until they end up in
prison.”
The undead Naganatine nodded after a moment, and then she looked at him curiously,
asking softly: “But what about Pits of Torment, or even the Abyss?”
“The Abyss is for long-time criminals with no sign of ever being healed, who don‟t show
or understand they should feel remorse for their actions.” Zerrex said softly, glancing over at her.
“And Pits of Torment are just short-term, high-punishment dungeons. They‟re best used in cases
where a person‟s will must be broken, or people shown they aren‟t invulnerable. Where you can
hang two people that hate each other side-by-side… it‟s cruel, but in that kind of atmosphere,
they sometimes end up being the best of friends, even relying on each other… and once that
happens, it starts to cut through the blindness of prejudice.”

“Unless they end up being as stubborn as you.” Anathema said mildly, and Zerrex rolled
his eyes before she paged through the file, muttering: “Looks straightforward enough. May I sit
in with you?”
“If you want. You either have to attach to me or go hang out in the seats, though, so I can
at least pretend to be professional.” Zerrex replied with a bit of a smile, and Anathema snorted in
amusement before she nodded. She reached out and hugged Zerrex around the neck as she
became skeletal, and the Drakkaren smiled a bit as he felt her body melding and attaching to his,
her skull resting on his shoulder and the rest of her bones slipping carefully beneath his robes to
attach to his back, as he murmured quietly: “Are you doing okay yourself, though? And hey,
where‟d you find this?”
One question at a time, Zerrex. Anathema said with mild entertainment, and then he felt a
pulse travel over his body, as she added softly: And we are connected now by a special bond.
You should be able to feel me just fine, especially when I’m attached to you.
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, lowering his head a bit… and he felt another pulse of
emotion, of sensation, before he smiled a bit. “I‟m glad you got so much sleep on Sin, then,
absorbed plenty of energy that way… and I‟m a little touched by how worried you were about
me. We‟re… good friends, huh?”
Shut up. Anathema responded embarrassedly, and then she sighed, adding meditatively:
And it’s strange. I detached myself from Sin to come and find you here when she decided to take
a short break from dealing with her Throne duties, and I found this outside her room. Either
your daughter can see the future on top of everything else or she can move very quickly when she
wants to.
“I‟d believe both.” Zerrex muttered, as he paged through the file a bit more… and then he
sighed, resting back and putting his hands behind his head as he gazed up at the ceiling. “This is
so goddamn boring. I want to go back to the planet, or at least do some training.”
The others are doing fine without you: mortal crews move slower, but they are rebuilding
the colony in Ire… and Huck and Loki have the Composites helping them set things up and
salvage supplies. Right now, you should be worrying about yourself and your family. Anathema
said quietly, and then she mused for a moment before asking mildly: Did you meet the Great
Reaper who was assigned here by Thanatos yet?
“Briefly.” the Drakkaren mumbled, remembering red eyes, an ivory mask, and a form too
strange to entirely see. Anathema seemed to nod in his mind, however, and then the lizard asked:
“What‟s his deal? Why‟s he so… different? I mean, Dust Toll was strange too: unidentifiable,
almost emotionless, but he… I dunno. He was different.”
Dust Toll was from one of the worlds seeded by Naganis… Animus is not. Anathema said
mildly, and Zerrex wondered why there was such a bevy of A-names in Hell. See, this is why I
don’t like being connected to you all the time. You have such weird thoughts run through your
head.
“Azazel, Astaroth, Animus, Anathema… that‟s four, right off the top of my head.” Zerrex
muttered, poking his temple, and Anathema seemed to mentally glower at him. “It‟s like… uh…
I‟m sure there‟s some other letter… oh, right, Mary. Do you know how many Mary-based names
I have in my life?”
You’ve lived for over ten and a half million years, Zerrex. Do you not think that, in that
time, you would meet a lot of people with similar names? Anathema asked mildly, and the
Drakkaren paused and made a face at this. Do you know how many people I know with similar
names?

And, before the lizard could stop himself, he thought sourly: No one, because you spent
most of your time locked up in limbo and then you were banished?
Anathema was stung by this, and Zerrex winced and grabbed at his head as the minotaur
came back in, the bailiff looking at him oddly as he sipped slowly at his cup of coffee, and then
the undead Naganatine settled, muttering: I’ll let that one go. Are you ever lucky you think before
you speak, though.
“I have a filter between my brain and my mouth, thank you.” Zerrex mumbled, and the
minotaur glanced up at him sharply, before the reptile held up his arm, saying seriously: “Sorry,
on my cell phone.”
The bailiff looked baffled for a moment, but when Zerrex leaned over, saying something
indecipherable into his hand, the minotaur immediately nodded and tried to look wise, turning
his back on the lizard. Anathema snorted laughter in his mind, and then she asked in an
entertained voice: How the hell did you know that was going to happen?
“Oh, easy, you just need to make it look like you know what you‟re talking about.”
Zerrex said mildly, and Anathema smiled mentally as the Drakkaren leaned back in the chair, the
minotaur no longer paying attention to him as the lizard added airily: “Anyway, I need to get
back to studying these files and pretending to be busy, but… feel free to pay attention and talk,
I‟ll keep… an open mind.”
The reptile grinned stupidly at his own joke, but the undead Naganatine just sighed,
before she said drolly: That was barely a pun, Zerrex, and it doesn’t even make sense. But
alright: I’m going to poke through your memories, then, if you don’t mind. It seems you have
some interesting recent ones I’d like to examine.
The Drakkaren only nodded, and Anathema seemed to slip off to some quiet corner of his
head… like it would be exactly hard to find, with the fact Zerrex so rarely used his brain despite
the fact he was always thinking about this or that. He looked down at the reports in front of him,
then sighed as he mimicked closing a cell phone before pretending to tuck this away, and the
bailiff approached him after a moment, saying slowly: “Sir, this is a little irregular… why don‟t
you go back to your chambers?”
“The door for these chambers happens to be locked and not even Sabnock has a key.”
Zerrex replied with a glance upwards, resting his head on his hands. “I‟m working out of an ugly
little office down the hall. I‟m only an appointee fill-in judge, anyway… not like people have to
stand at attention and then sit down just for me.”
The bailiff shrugged after a moment, then he glanced at the clock hanging above the
double-doors leading out, saying finally: “Do you mind if I go take a smoke, then? I‟ll be back in
ten, fifteen minutes, in time for the next case.”
“I don‟t care, go ahead.” Zerrex waved at the doors, and the minotaur smiled as he sipped
his coffee and nodded, before the Drakkaren stood and called after him: “Wait, where‟d you get
that coffee?”
“Staff lounge.” the minotaur answered without looking back, and Zerrex waited until the
bailiff was gone, then he scrambled around the bench and shot out into the hall, hurrying in the
direction of the lounge. Five minutes later, he came back to find someone snooping around the
bench, and the reptile cursed as he held his little cardboard cup of coffee tight in one hand,
glaring at the intruder and barking: “Hey, get away from there!”
The white-furred wolf looked up with a yelp, and Zerrex did a double-take before he
frowned and asked dumbly: “Lone, is that you?”

“Hi, Boss!” Lone said stupidly, waving a hand as he went to sit down in the chair… and
when Zerrex glared at him, the wolf quickly leapt back to his feet, almost tripping over his
oversized paws before he staggered down the platform and wheeled around the bench, finally
halting and leaning against it with a dumb grin on his face. “So uh… I thought I‟d drop in and
see you.”
“I thought you were all busted-up after you turned into that mix between you and
Mahihko.” Zerrex said curiously, looking over him before he smiled a bit and sipped at his
coffee. “How are you doing?”
Lone puffed out his chest, but then he winced and grabbed his ribs, and Zerrex glanced
over him thoughtfully as the wolf seemed to dig for an answer. He was a little gaunt, his
shoulders slumped under his leather jacket, his baggy pants not able to completely the pose that
favored one leg… and finally, Lone sighed and said quietly: “Hey, Dad, don‟t gimme that look,
I‟m okay, I really am. I guess I‟m just… tired. Real tired. But Cindy said it‟s because I‟ve been
immobile for so long… I need to at least be outside and around people, that‟ll heal me up
quicker.”
Zerrex nodded, smiling a bit at the wolf before he tapped thoughtfully at his chin, and
then he said casually, as he glanced up at the doors: “You know… I could really use an assistant
around here… and I‟m pretty sure I can legally deputize you as an officer of the courts.”
Lone brightened immediately at this, nodding rapidly as he clapped his hands together
and said firmly: “Dad, that would be awesome! Seriously, I‟d be glad to do anything you want,
like… you know, drag people away or make them shut up and stuff and announce you coming in
and out and all that shit and-”
“Lone, this isn‟t like court in the movies, you basically just have to stand around and look
pretty.” Zerrex said mildly, and Lone puffed out his chest and nodded firmly, grinning up at him,
and the Drakkaren made a shooing gesture with a bit of a smile. “Why don‟t you observe the
next case for now, see how the bailiff acts and watch what he does… and then I think I have a
long break between the next cases, and we‟ll get you a uniform and everything.”
“Awesome, Dad! Thank you!” Lone said happily, and then he bounced off to sit down in
the front bench as Zerrex shook his head in amusement and headed back up to the Judge‟s bench,
watching the owlish way Lone was peering around the room, as if trying to memorize the layout.
A few minutes later, the minotaur in blue came back in, then immediately frowned at the
way Lone was staring at him before he cleared his throat and looked forwards, shaking his head
slowly and followed by a gaggle of people, before he pushed the gate at the front of the aisle
open for two arguing demons, who glared at each other before walking over to each side of the
room. Zerrex had finally managed to force his way through the reports, and it amounted to a
simple property dispute taken too far… and then the bailiff walked to where he stood at the side
of the room, looking awkwardly at the Drakkaren before banging on a bell to silence the court,
saying clearly: “Court is now in session, the honorable Judge Nar… Judge Zerrex presiding.”
The minotaur cleared his throat, as if saying it made him feel unclean… and the
Drakkaren glanced down at the report, looking back and forth before he said mildly: “So as I‟ve
come to understand it, this is all over a pearl necklace, which-”
“Black pearls, and my inheritance!” said a Vanity on one side of the room, snarling a bit
at the other female. She was tall, sleek, and exceptionally-beautiful, with short fur that didn‟t
interfere at all with showing off the curves of her form, and large, skeletal white wings that
looked almost angelic from a distance, but were clearly not feathered up close. She had no horns,
and the vixen wore a long silk dress and a diamond necklace, her tail a massive, long plume, her

fur lust-red and delicate white. Her eyes were ivory and had vertical pupils, however… and the
Drakkaren knew immediately this was going to quickly test his patience. Vanities were a mix of
Pride and Envy and often had a dab of Greed, and they had a nasty habit of being egotistical
beyond the reach of common sense: meaning they forgot there were other things in the world
besides themselves.
The demoness across the room snorted and crossed her arms: she was a Vanity as well,
but a wolf with charcoal fur and long, beautiful red hair, dressed in a short black dress cut high
up on her thigh and secured around her thin body with a leather belt and platinum clasp, dazzling
diamond earrings in both ears, her features narrower and her eyes and wings the same as what
Zerrex thought was probably her cousin, whether by marriage or birth he wasn‟t sure. “They
were only painted black to look more expensive, they‟re white pearls!”
The two snarled at each other, and Zerrex touched his forehead before he looked up and
said mildly: “If you two don‟t stop talking at this moment, I‟m going to have the bailiff bring in
some mirrors, and we‟ll show everyone in the courtroom what you both really look like.”
Both Vanities paled and immediately sat down at the tables, the wolf tossing her hair
back as the vixen smoothed her dress out, and Zerrex sighed, mashing his eyes down into his
palms. They were beautiful, it was true… but all they did was irritate him that self-centered,
beautiful people like this could still get through life merely by showing off their bodies instead of
ever doing any real work. “Okay. First, the defendant is going to speak. Miss?”
The vixen stood up and smiled at him, half-lidding her eyes as she posed and said
serenely: “Thank you, sir. Now, I don‟t think I have to tell a smart cookie like yourself how rare
and valuable black pearls are… and a necklace made of them is so hard to find. But even more, it
belonged to my poor deceased mother, and she stole it from me!”
The vixen pointed accusingly at the wolf, and the other Vanity snarled as she stood up,
before she grasped her hips and tilted her head up slightly in a perfect, snobbish pose, saying
clearly: “It was mine to begin with. This is all because you‟re just jealous because you had to get
body enhancement surgery, when I‟m all natural.”
“Yeah, but your mother was a cow and that‟s what you‟re going to look like in a few
more years, after your fake hair falls out!” jeered the Vixen, and Zerrex made a face, banging the
gavel a few times…but it was useless, as the Vanity added disgustedly: “And oh, that‟s after
your pussy rots out from fucking that drug dealer friend of yours.”
“He is not a drug dealer!” the wolf exclaimed, and then she pointed at the vixen, saying
darkly: “And hey, at least I didn‟t pretend to be a lesbian for money.”
“You‟re just jealous because both females and males are repulsed by you, you bitch.” the
vixen retorted smugly. The wolf hissed at her, and they glared at each other before the fox
Vanity flapped her wings and said cruelly: “Besides, no one could leave you the pearls when my
family‟s always had to give your family money, cocksucker.”
The wolf looked like she was about to cry as she opened her mouth… and Zerrex
slammed his fists down on the bench, shouting: “Enough!” A pause as silence fell over the court,
and then the wolf covered her face in her hands as she sat down, the reptile looking at the vixen,
who seemed proud of herself until he said quietly: “Continue to make a scene, and I‟ll have you
thrown out of court and I‟ll reward her claim. Understood?”
The vixen sulked, but nodded, and Zerrex nodded back before he picked up his gavel and
said mildly: “We‟re going to take a ten minute recess now, for the lady to compose herself and
the other to get her temper in check.”

He rapped the gavel firmly, and people mumbled as they stood up and headed for the
door, the lizard sighing a bit as he rubbed a hand over his face and waved at the bailiff, who
approached before the Drakkaren leaned down and muttered: “Fetch two full-size mirrors with
covers for them from the supplies room, will you? That should be enough to keep order.”
The minotaur nodded, heading down the aisle, and Zerrex sighed a bit as he leaned back
in his chair, listening to the wolf snuffle a little as she rested her face in her arms and looking at
her with a bit of sympathy, despite the fact she had been the one to start the fight. Then he
paused, glancing up as Anathema murmured in her mind: No, I understand myself. The vixen
quickly aggravated things… I’m surprised the wolf didn’t retaliate further. But it reminds me
of… myself and Sin in the old days. I would provoke her but she would always take things
violently quickly to the next level, and we’d quickly end up somewhere terrible, arguing and
hating each other… when we didn’t mean for the argument to become such a major thing. Such
small tears sometimes can lead to such terrible consequences… and unless you have a copy of
the will in your evidence file, I fear no matter what you rule, the argument will just continue out
of the courtroom and turn from a legal battle into a bloody feud.
“So very true… I‟ve heard of wars being started over less, after all.” Zerrex murmured,
shaking his head slowly. Then he sat up, looking at the wolf thoughtfully for a few moments…
before simply shrugging a bit and going back to reading over the case file again, feeling a little
disgruntled about things but thinking he knew by now how to resolve the situation.
Ten minutes later, the bailiff returned with the two covered mirrors on a small trolley,
and he took this to the side of the room with him as both Vanities swallowed thickly and paled at
the sight of them, instinctively trying to move away as Zerrex banged the gavel to quiet the
crowd of onlookers, before he said clearly: “Let‟s try this again, now, and this time, without
things escalating out of hand… because as you can see, we have methods to deal with that now
that neither of you will like very much. Now, first of all, it mentions in the report that the
defendant had it last, but it doesn‟t mention what happen to it. Did you bring it to court today
with you?”
“No, it was destroyed by her.” the wolf replied, but her voice was meek as she leaned
away, and even though the vixen immediately glared at her angrily, Zerrex didn‟t get the sense
she was lying. “I was keeping it in a box that couldn‟t be opened except by me, and it couldn‟t be
removed from my house, so she threw it in the fire! When the black paint on them burned away,
she-”
“She is a filthy liar!” the vixen proclaimed, and Zerrex snapped his fingers, and the bailiff
picked up one of the mirrors and walked across the room with it. The vixen immediately tried to
hide, half-ducking, then looking back and forth… and then the minotaur pulled the cover off the
mirror, and the wolf leaned away with a wince as the vixen screamed, covering her face to try
and hide her beautiful features from the form that was reflected in the mirror.
She appeared to be beautiful… but her real body was hideous, covered in slashes, gouges
and wrinkles, her teeth missing from her jaws and her saliva the yellow of pus, her gums moldy
and blackened… and then the illusion over her body shattered, and the creature in the mirror was
now standing in the courtroom, pink-tinged tears leaking from her eyes as she clasped her hands
together in front of deflated breasts that hung almost to her waist and wheedled: “Please, please
give me my body back, please, I‟ll do anything Judge, sir, please!”
Zerrex pretended to consider this, and then he said dryly: “No. I warned you what would
happen, and if you continue to carry on like this, I‟ll have the charms I know you‟ve tattooed
somewhere on your body removed, so you‟ll look just like that for the rest of your life, which I

expect will be short and miserable. With this in mind, telling me if what she says is a lie or the
truth would help close the case faster.”
“I painted them black myself!” she whimpered after a moment, covering her eyes, then
went on in a trembling voice: “But she stole them because the real necklace was left to her… but
the black pearl necklace was sold so I could beautify my body, and I only had my white pearl
necklace left but I wanted the black pearl one too! So… so I painted the pearls but she found out
and stole it from me, and it was mine, mine, mine!”
“You sold my necklace?” the wolf trembled a bit, and then she covered her face, burst
into tears, and ran for the gate, shoving her way out down the aisle and out of the courtroom. The
vixen followed a moment later, screaming and running from her reflection as, once no longer in
front of the mirror, she immediately became beautiful again, hitting the doors and staggering
through them as Zerrex sighed and rolled his head back, holding his hands up as if to ask for
patience before he looked at the bailiff and nodded.
“I guess that wraps this case up, but I‟m sure they‟ll be back in court again.” Zerrex
muttered as the minotaur walked away, and Anathema laughed in his mind, making the
Drakkaren almost ask her what she found so funny… but thankfully, he resisted the urge to talk
out loud, directing it at her mentally instead.
I really don’t see how court is effective when things like this happen, that’s all… what are
you going to do, mail them their verdict? They’ll probably both pack up and run away like
children. Anathema said distastefully, and then she muttered: Besides, those who make laws tend
to be the ones who break laws. Law is only an ordered expression of the cruelties of those in
power, and the one we worship most.
Zerrex rolled his eyes, mumbling inwardly: You’re such a goddamn poet, Anathema. A
morbid poet, and a sullen poet, but I suppose that all the best poets were morbid and sullen,
weren’t they? Besides, those chicks didn’t belong in a courtroom, they belong in a crazy house.
Agreed. Anathema said after a moment, and Zerrex rolled his shoulders before he
gathered up his files and the Anathema plush toy and slid away from the bench, walking down
the steps and approaching the bailiff as he loaded up the mirrors with a sigh. “Hey, you can have
the rest of the day off. I‟ve got an… eager little intern who‟s going to work with me for the rest
of the day. You‟ll still get paid, don‟t worry: this is just an easy way to keep the wolf over there
out of trouble.”
The minotaur frowned a bit, looking over to see Lone, who was snoozing on the back
bench… and then he said slowly: “I… don‟t see why that guy needs to be kept out of trouble, but
sure, yeah, I ain‟t gonna complain about that. I‟ll put this shit away then and be on my merry
way.”
“Thanks.” Zerrex smiled at him and nodded, and the minotaur nodded back after a
moment before pushing his way through the gate, then down the aisle, where a demon dropped
the door closed on him. He winced as the trolley rattled and the mirrors began to tilt forwards,
but Zerrex narrowed his eyes in concentration, and a blue wall of energy appeared in front of
them, the mirrors tilting gently into this and the minotaur sighing in relief as he was able to lean
forwards and pull both mirrors back to a standing position, looking over his shoulder with an
awkward smile as Zerrex let the wall of energy dissipate before he nodded.
The minotaur pushed his way through the doors, and Zerrex shook his head in
amusement as Anathema asked curiously: Why not just let it happen? Guy was a bit of a jerk,
and even more thick-headed than you are. You could have even pretended that you were reading
a file or something so you wouldn’t even need to fake like you were rushing to help.

“Gee, someone‟s done that before.” Zerrex muttered, and then he shrugged a bit as he
approached the snoozing wolf. “And well, little things matter, Anathema. Besides, it‟s no big
effort or strain for me to stop something as simple as that.”
Anathema seemed unconvinced, but let the topic go as Zerrex leaned forwards and gently
shook him. When that didn‟t work and he instead only mumbled and curled up, the Drakkaren
slapped him with the stuffed Anathema, which made Lone yelp and start awake, releasing a
small burst of static electricity and making Zerrex wince as the wolf‟s fur puffed out, then slowly
settled, as he asked dumbly: “Where did everyone go?”
“Away. Come on, let‟s go get you a uniform.” Zerrex said amusedly, and then he smiled
and held the stuffed Anathema out to him, and Lone grumbled, but when Zerrex sighed and
slowly began to pull it away, Lone snatched it out of his hands and hugged it impulsively against
his chest, before he mumbled and quickly shoved it under his jacket, looking embarrassed. Then
Zerrex stood… before a throat cleared behind him, and the reptile sighed, not even having to
look over his shoulder when he saw the expression on Lone‟s face: a very-telling half-glare, halfwince. “Lone, why don‟t you find Sabnock‟s office? She‟ll get you set up for me, once she
understands what you‟re there for. Just make sure you talk clearly to her or she might freeze you
or something.”
“Yeah, Dad.” Lone mumbled after a moment, and then he headed for the doors as Zerrex
turned around, crossing his arms moodily as he looked at Lily, who was tapping her fingertips
awkwardly together and standing in her ceremonial robes, but with her High Throne mask
removed. She smiled after a moment at him, then winced a bit when Zerrex didn‟t smile back,
her teeth clicking nervously together before she sighed and held her hands out to him
imploringly.
“Zerrex I…” She stopped, then swallowed a bit and looked down, still holding her hands
out, before she slowly folded them back and hugged herself, murmuring: “I… come on, Zerrex.
I‟m not here to argue, I promise you that. I wanted to… to talk, maybe, about things. I know it‟s
a little… awkward and improper, but I know that you… kind of like improper things, not… I
mean, you know… I mean…”
She stopped again, and Zerrex looked away as she gazed at him quietly, balling her hands
up as she murmured: “I… I‟m very well aware by now of how much I‟ve hurt you. I‟ve had to
live with that for only a little while now, but it really hasn‟t made anything easier for me… and I
can‟t begin to imagine how uneasy… hard, I mean, hard it must be for you. How hard I made
you feel… I mean, hurt! Hurt…” Lily smiled awkwardly up at him, blushing deep red as she
rubbed at her face with one hand, then looked away and laughed a bit. “Selena made this sound
like it would be so much easier than it is… I just. I just wanted to say that I was sorry for hurting
you. For making you feel how I did… like… like I was going back on everything I‟d told you
before. I‟m not saying… I never loved Paluth. I‟m sure that I must have at some point, but I‟m…
also aware that… I love for very silly reasons.”
She looked down, then back up quietly, murmuring: “And his blood isn‟t on your hands,
it‟s on mine… just like my baby boy‟s is. You were the one who saved one of my sons… I was
the one who knew I had injected Paluth with enough poison to kill him, but not enough to do it
right away, because I didn‟t want to see him die in front of me. And I knew he‟d do anything to
hurt me before he died… and I knew he took the boys with him. I was cowardly, Zerrex. I was a
coward, and I wanted to blame anyone but myself, even if it meant lashing out at the one person
I just wanted to hold me this entire time…”

She sat down on the bench, dropping her head in her hands as she shivered, and tears
leaked down her face as she whispered: “I hurt you so much, and I killed my husband and one of
my little boys and hurt the other one… I look at him, so young and yet so big already, so strong
but unable to control his abilities or understand what he‟s doing, so emotionally unstable from all
the corruption baths and the way he‟s been brought up… and now he‟s lost his father, and his
hero. He idolized Paluth, but I know he adored you and your adventures… the idea of the first
true High King over united Hell… how could anyone not? How could I drive you away and take
you for granted after losing a husband already…”
She trembled a bit… and then Zerrex shook his head, murmuring quietly as he rested his
forehead against a hand: “Lily… please. I do still care about you, honestly, but… I can‟t have
this talk with you right now. I‟m working here for Sabnock, and I‟m… just… I‟m still upset over
what you said. It put a lot of thoughts into my mind, and some things don‟t leave so easily…”
“Then tell me them, Zerrex, and I‟ll put those fears to rest…” Lily whispered, leaping up
and walking over to take his free hand silently when the reptile started to lower it from his head,
and the Drakkaren winced at the strength of her grip as she leaned in, tears streaked over her face
as she trembled violently and looked up into his eyes with her own glimmering rainbow irises.
“Come on, don‟t you remember all the good times we had, all the love and happiness? All the
joys and the way we‟ve always been so comfortable together…”
She smiled at him, leaning forwards in a way that was almost slavish, making the lizard
wince as he shook free from her and stepped backwards, and Lily swallowed, looking both hurt
and humiliated as she lowered her head and whispered: “I… I‟m sorry. I don‟t want to pressure
you, no, you‟re right… I… okay. I‟ll give you all the time you need, Zerrex… I mean, I don‟t
mean I‟m going to hide or sulk, I just… I‟ll be there. I‟ll be waiting.”
She stepped backwards, smiling at him faintly, looking strangely scared as she backed
into the aisle… and then she swallowed before lowering her head and creating a portal, vanishing
through this with a last longing glance in his direction. Then she was gone, and the reptile made
a bit of a face as Anathema muttered: You know, since we’re in court, you could divorce her
right here before she goes completely insane and kills you…
“Oh shut up.” Zerrex said tiredly, and then he shook his head out, muttering: “She‟s…
she‟s just stressed and upset, that‟s all. Lily and I have never really had many serious arguments
before, and certainly nothing on the level of this.” He stopped, murmuring quietly: “Funny,
though… when we killed her father, she didn‟t get nearly this bad…”
Let me guess, before you and her were married, right? Anathema asked mildly, and there
was a feeling of her poking through a few thoughts on his brain. Oh yes, way before. Anyway,
Lily, as I’m sure you’ve been told, was not just trained to be a breeding tool, you realize, but a
black widow… hell, maybe if you hadn’t shown up so soon, she would have offed Paluth anyway.
I know it seems to contrast with her sweet and gentle nature, but in her eyes, it would just be one
of her biological drives. The fact she hasn’t killed you yet still leaves me surprised.
“Yeah, but you‟re a pessimist.” Zerrex grumbled, heading through the doors and adding
in a mumble, as he walked down the corridor and half-covered his muzzle with one hand to hide
the fact he was talking: “Besides, we can all overcome our basic drives… and Lily told me
herself all about her urges a long, long time ago.”
Anathema only grunted, however, and the Drakkaren rolled his eyes, knowing she was
probably either looking through his mind for the file or a decent argument… before he winced as
Sabnock emerged from a side room, shooting him a flat look. He rubbed the back of his head,

and the wolverine approached, saying mildly: “Lord Zerrex, this is a ludicrous idea. What makes
you think that wolf can handle the responsibilities of the courtroom?”
“My fist.” Zerrex suggested helpfully, and when Sabnock looked at him irritably, he
rolled his eyes, muttering: “Will you stop being such a killjoy like Anathema? I‟m frustrated
enough dealing with her. She‟s determined to convince me Lily is out to kill me.”
“Miss Lily? Never.” Sabnock replied absently, and then she continued mildly: “But I
must insist that you keep him in line, and make sure you have him recite the pledge of order and
that he understands he is not to speak about these events to anyone.”
Zerrex looked thoughtfully at her for a few moments, and then he asked finally: “So
Sabnock, when‟s the last time you had sex?”
This just earned him a sour look, and the Drakkaren winced, pointing at the skull on his
shoulder. “She made me ask!”
Sabnock sighed, rubbing at her eyes slowly with her thumb and forefinger, and then she
said dryly: “Make sure to stop by your office at the end of the day, as I‟m having an attendant
drop off your schedule for tomorrow. If the wolf wishes to continue to serve as your bailiff,
however, he‟ll have to get official permission from administration, and please don‟t just throw
your weight around or forget to do it.”
Zerrex grumbled but nodded, and Sabnock nodded back before she paused, adding
mildly: “And I had sexual relations nine days ago, actually. As always, it was messy,
disorganized, and not aesthetically beautiful.”
Then she walked away, putting her hands behind her back, and the Drakkaren watched
her stupidly before he rose a hand and yelled at her back: “I‟ll bang you next time, then, I swear
you‟ll love every second of it!”
Unlike most places the Drakkaren was used to being in, this immediately got a variety of
startled looks and the crowd around him essentially came to a halt, and the lizard cleared his
throat before he mumbled to himself and carefully let himself through the room Sabnock had just
left, slamming the door behind him to find Lone laughing his ass off, wearing only his boxers.
Zerrex glowered at him, then he picked up a shoe and threw it at the wolf‟s head, knocking him
over as he muttered: “Hurry up. And yes, you do have to put those on too.”
“Oh, come on.” Lone grumbled, but he did at least listen, and finally he was left standing
in the full uniform, grinning stupidly from under the slightly-too-big helm on his head as he
adjusted the sleeves of the long blue dress shirt, then put on his leather jacket overtop, before
pouting and shoving this in a locker with the rest of his things when Zerrex gave him a flat look.
Then he rested his hands on his hips, thrusting his hips awkwardly forwards as he ordered: “Now
put your hands against the wall so I can do a cavity search.”
Zerrex only looked at him for a moment, then went back to reading the files for the next
case as he leaned against the wall of the small locker room, and Lone grinned as he padded over
to him, bouncing around him before the Drakkaren said mildly: “Stop that, or I‟m going to hit
you. Anyway, now listen to me. Your job is basically to announce that court is in session, you
take whatever evidence or objects the people at the tables have from them to me at the bench,
and you keep people and things in order. There‟s a few other protocols and stuff, but otherwise
you have to stand there and look good. Can you manage that?”
Lone nodded firmly a few times, and then he asked excitedly: “Hey, wait, do I get a gun
or something? Or to bring in prisoners? Or to-”
“If Sabnock didn‟t give you the baton, you aren‟t getting a baton.” Zerrex said mildly,
and Lone huffed before the Drakkaren added mildly: “Furthermore, it‟s the job of Hell‟s police

force to bring in prisoners. You are an officer of the court, but you‟re a bailiff. If someone pisses
me off, you can kick them out, but you don‟t even have handcuffs or anything to arrest people
with. Furthermore, I hate you, and therefore you won‟t be giving any orders or anything, either.
I‟ll take care of the optional duties until tomorrow. Then they‟ll probably provide you with a
copy of the manual for the job.”
Lone looked moody at this, mumbling: “But I hate reading shit like that. I mean, come
on, did you ever have to do any of the shit in a book?”
“Lone, I worked in military secret ops for my mortal life, and I ended up being Sabnock‟s
little court officer for about a bazillion years. Feel fortunate I‟m not like her, since I had to
memorize the manual in less than a week and she still wasn‟t satisfied.” Zerrex said flatly,
kicking at the wolf, but he skittered backwards, and the reptile instead half-staggered forwards
on his bad leg with a grunt of pain and a wince. “Asshole.”
“You‟re an asshole. Hey, wait, so like.” Lone frowned at him, peering at the reptile.
“Shouldn‟t you just be able to tell me right now what and how to do everything.”
“Yeah, but… I‟m not going to.” Zerrex said evasively, not wanting to admit a lot of those
rules and regulations were a big blank spot in his memory… and not just because his brain still
didn‟t seem to have patched everything up together right, although all this time in the Hall of
Justice was bringing back a lot of older memories of time he‟d spent with Sabnock, and how
much he‟d come to learn here as well as the jobs he‟d taken on for her. He also remembered how
the court process had been a little different back then… except Zerrex thought ten million years
meant they‟d had a lot of time to improve and further evolve the process. In some things, after
all, change was good, and he felt himself that the legal system should always be one of those
things to move forwards, abandoning laws that no longer made sense and fashioning new laws in
their place so they would never have another disaster like mortal import laws had been.
Zerrex smiled a bit despite himself: Sabnock had been a major help there, bringing back
books from when demons had first started travelling to the mortal world just so they could steal
mortal tools and objects: one of the reasons that stories about mythical creatures that came out at
night and stole your things came into existence. Those creatures actually were the stuff of
legend… it was really due to overcurious entities from the other planes. They had modified the
laws that had come into play on these items after one aspiring demon thief actually used a
hurricane as his cover to steal an entire mortal house… although he‟d accidentally stolen the
mortals with it. Returning the house had been one thing, but the mortals they had been forced to
kill… and ironically this disappearance, coupled with the storm and the „mysterious lights‟
caused by creating a vortex large enough for demons to shove the house back through, had been
one of the things responsible for creating the alien abductions legend. That one, however, Zerrex
was now a little unsure on… after all, they had discovered there was indeed hostile alien life out
there… except those aliens had simply been wandering, angry gods touring the universe for
eternity.
Then Lone poked him firmly, and the lizard snapped back to reality, looking at the lupine
dumbly as he asked: “Hey, are you listening to me? Seriously, how do I know when to step in? I
mean, I‟m pretty tough and all, not to brag or anything…” Lone flexed, grinning, and then he
cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his head slowly. “But uh… I‟m not in tip-top shape
right now, so… you know. What if some enormous, brawny demon overpowers me or
something?”
“I‟ll just make him my new bailiff.” Zerrex said blandly, and when Lone huffed, the
lizard smiled slightly. “Look, wolf. I understand the worry, but dangerous convicts are restrained

pretty damn heavily… and if it does happen that you end up in an altercation that develops while
we‟re trying a civil court case, me and Anathema will have your back. I might be in kinda rough
shape too, but I think I can still kick an ass or two.”
Lone smiled a bit at this, nodding as he said softly: “Thanks then, Dad. That really does
make me feel a whole lot better.” He paused, then looked at Anathema‟s skull, asking it
awkwardly: “And you… won‟t let me die, will you?”
“Oh, come now, handsome… I can always reanimate you into something even better if
you do happen to accidentally be allowed to perish.” she said sweetly as golden fire lit up in her
sockets, and Lone swallowed a bit, paling slightly and making the undead Naganatine‟s skull
laugh. “You‟re still so close to mortal with your fears… it‟s adorable, really. But yes, I‟ll protect
you, sweet child.”
“I‟m not sweet. Or adorable.” Lone muttered sulkily, crossing his arms and lowering his
head grouchily, but he looked relieved nonetheless. “But… do we head back to the courtroom
now then?”
“Not yet… we still have a few hours before the next case I‟m scheduled to handle.”
Zerrex said mildly, wondering absently if Sabnock was just brushing all the cases that usually
just clogged up the legal system with their sheer infantile stupidity into his lap. “I only have four
today, and the last two are both civil cases… which are usually the most uncivil trials.”
“Clever.” Anathema muttered, and then the flames in her sockets whisked out and she
seemed to vanish from his mind as well, the reptile shrugging after a moment and figuring she‟d
probably be back sooner rather than later. Lone, however, was bouncing from paw-to-paw,
looking both anxious and agitated.
“Well, okay, so what do I do until then, then?” he asked dumbly, and when Zerrex gazed
over the file at him mildly, he waved his arms a bit. “Do I need special ID or anything? Should I
go sit in on another case or something?”
Zerrex paused, then he nodded after a moment, feeling a little surprised. “That wouldn‟t
be a bad idea, actually. Just make sure that you‟re back at my courtroom in no less than two
hours, okay? I‟ll show you where you‟re supposed to stand and everything then.”
“I think I can figure that out, Zerrex.” Lone said pettishly, and then he strutted past to the
doorway, showing off his uniform as the Drakkaren rolled his eyes and followed him out of the
locker room, heading back to his office with a sigh and then staring as he saw the wolf Vanity
from earlier sitting at his desk. She looked up with an embarrassed smile, and the Drakkaren
tilted his head towards her as she stood up and walked over to him, quietly grasping the front of
his robes and curling her fists silently into it.
Then she gazed up at him quietly, and the reptile frowned a bit, asking slowly: “Do I…
know you or something? And if you‟re here to thank me, I… consider myself thanked.”
“No, no, I… well, I am thankful that… it didn‟t get any worse than it did, but… I do
know you.” the Vanity murmured, and then she smiled after a moment, asking quietly: “Do you
remember Daria?”
Zerrex frowned curiously at her, and the wolf frowned before she sighed and began to
push past… and then Zerrex‟s eyes widened as his mind processed the name, and he swallowed
thickly as his features paled, remembering the little girl, the fourteen-but-looked-much-older
lizard who had watched him rip his way through a restaurant, who had ended up an intended
victim of his… except she had gone with him willingly, and asked him to end her life. Who had
asked him quietly but clearly to eat part of her after she died… and he yanked the wolf in front of
him again, asking roughly: “How the hell do you know that name?”

The Vanity smiled a bit up at him, not at all shocked by his behavior as she half-lidded
her eyes, and then she turned around and pulled her dress up as she leaned forwards, and at first
Zerrex thought she was going to moon him… and then he saw, above the black lace panties she
was wearing, a tattoo of a black butterfly, saying quietly: “She talks about you all the time,
Zerrex… for a billion years, she‟s reminisced about her „first master.‟ But she never came to
you, because she saw what you became, saw the people around you, and knew she couldn‟t
compete… and so for the last eleven million years, she‟s been working hard at the club and
harder at training, hiding away.”
“What club?” Zerrex asked stupidly, as the Vanity lowered her dress… but the wolf
simply smiled when she turned around, then leaned up and kissed him for a slow moment,
Zerrex‟s eyes widening in shock before she pulled away and winked, blowing him a kiss as she
backed towards the door. “Wait, what club?”
He tried to move… but then a numbness spread through his body, and Anathema cursed
in his head angrily as Zerrex‟s eyes bulged, and he was left temporarily paralyzed, one arm halfoutstretched as the Vanity stepped outside, then half-closed the door and leaned in at the last
moment, smiling sweetly as she said gently: “You knew about our weaknesses but forgot about
our strengths, huh? Don‟t worry, it‟ll wear off in about half a minute longer… listen now,
sweetheart, I already showed you the name, you figure the rest out yourself. She‟ll be waiting for
you, anticipating your arrival… and you just make sure you treat her right now, hear? See you
later, honey.”
With that, the wolf vanished and closed the door, and Zerrex felt his face beginning to
unfreeze as he made a surly expression, muttering: “I can get out of this any time I want to.”
Anathema sighed, then she snapped off his body, becoming solid beside him and rubbing
at her neck slowly as Zerrex stared at her in shock, and then he shouted: “Well why the hell
didn‟t you grab her or something?”
“Because you deserve to be paralyzed, you fucking retard. Besides, she‟s just a
messenger… now who‟s Daria?” Anathema asked curiously, and Zerrex mumbled something
before he winced when she poked him and he rocked back and forth on a delicate balance,
realizing he couldn‟t stop himself if she shoved him over. She seemed to realize this too, poking
him harder and making him rock firmer as she muttered: “You know, it‟d be really funny if I
carried you over to Sabnock like this, or even better, called Lone over here…”
“Okay, okay, okay! Daria was… was a girl, back when I was really bad.” Zerrex
mumbled, trying to rub the back of his head… but his hand would barely move, and he cursed
under his breath before he asked sharply: “What the hell is this? Why can‟t I still move? Why the
hell did she say it would wear off in half a minute?”
Then a sizzle passed through the Drakkaren‟s entire body, and the numbness became a
prickly heat that made him hug himself immediately, wincing as it went from annoying to
painful… and then the pains faded as Zerrex staggered, and Anathema rolled her eyes, the
undead Naganatine waving a hand at him. “Got it. So you killed her or raped her to death, right?
But is this a revenge thing or a creepy Little Arcy obsession thing?”
“I didn‟t even have to rape her, she… she wanted to die. She thought she was evil.”
Zerrex murmured, resting his head in his hand for a moment, and then he cursed under his breath
and knelt, beginning to pick up files as Anathema sat on his musty desk and frowned a bit, letting
the reptile catch his breath and settle his mind before he sighed and stood up with the scattered
papers to drop them beside her. “She… latched on to me, for whatever reason. I don‟t entirely

know why… all I know is that suddenly it wasn‟t like I was some interloper, I was some kind
of… dark knight for the kinky princess, and… yeah.”
“You have that effect on people.” Anathema said softly, and Zerrex was surprised as he
looked up at her, but the undead Naganatine only smiled a bit, letting her hands rest in her lap as
she gazed at him quietly. “You don‟t make friends easily… but you attract us freaks in, and once
we‟re captured by your weirdness, we can never get away from you. You‟re the center of a
circle, of a spiderweb… without the center, everything collapses. But with you there, in that
center, all these strings, these people, connecting one to each other and to everything around
you… you and us, we seem to do okay together. Because without us, you‟d be dead yourself.”
Anathema stood up, then she smiled a bit, touching his shoulder quietly. “Although now
that I think about it, it‟s a bad metaphor, but a fitting one for you. Because I know that at least a
few of us will follow you, no matter what you do, no matter what you say to us, even no matter
how you feel about us.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek quietly, the Drakkaren reaching up
and touching this with dumb surprise. “It doesn‟t matter whom is most loved or least loved. Only
that we are loved.”
“Sin said that.” Zerrex murmured quietly, and Anathema snorted in amusement before
she walked towards the door, the Drakkaren looking at her dumbly and asking: “Hey, wait,
where are you going?”
“To find what club uses a black butterfly as their logo. Maybe even see if I can pick out
who this Daria chick is.” The undead Naganatine glanced over her shoulder, smiling slightly.
“Try not and fuck up without me being around to catch your mistakes, huh?”
“Try… and… not be an ass.” Zerrex said lamely, and then he sighed, and Anathema
stepped out into the hall… before she held the door open, and Marina smiled at her before
walking past the undead Naganatine wordlessly, and the Drakkaren threw up his arms. “Oh what
the hell is it today, mysterious-female-office-encounters day?”
“I love you too, Daddy.” Marina hugged him tightly around the body with a warm smile,
and Zerrex sighed, then hugged her back with both arms, tossing an amused look at Anathema as
she shook her head and closed the door as she left. “I‟m just here to let you know that Cherry‟s
passed from coma into unconsciousness… Cindy wanted you told as soon as possible. She
doesn‟t expect her to wake up too soon, and there‟s still some damage to be healed, but Cindy is
there doing the best she can. She loves her deeply, you know…”
Marina quieted, curling against her father… and Zerrex looked at her softly, rocking her
gently in his arms, glad beyond belief that Cherry was okay… but a little saddened all the same.
He knew that despite the romantic notion you could love everyone equally, there would always
be favorites in any group, for pragmatic as well as emotional reasons… and Marina, because of
the way she acted, and possibly because everyone knew how much he cared for her, was never
the favorite of anyone else. Cherry and Cindy had each other… Lone and Mahihko were literally
one being… Marina was the loner by nature, the Daddy‟s girl who too often was left without her
Daddy around to take care of her… and Zerrex looked at her softly before he kissed her forehead
gently, as she whispered: “It‟s not your fault… no, I want you to be happy, not sad for me…”
“Marina, why don‟t you wait here for a minute? I think I got something you might like.”
He paused, then smiled a bit, adding quietly: “No peeking, huh?”
“Okay, Daddy.” She gazed up at him lovingly, and the Drakkaren created a portal,
vanishing through it. Ten minutes later, another portal appeared, and the lizard extended an arm
through it… and Marina took his hand, before laughing a bit as she was pulled through and into
spacious, bottle-shaped room, looking curiously back and forth as Zerrex walked over to stand

beside Sin and Selena near a large, basin-shaped tub surrounded by four pillars that lit the area
with the softly-burning oil lamps on them.
Marina looked curiously back and forth, and then the reptile said softly: “This is a private
bath chamber beneath the big palace. A uh… what‟s it called?”
“Seclusion bath.” Sin half-bowed politely, and then she added, gesturing at the basin:
“But Lord Zerrex requested it be filled with mud, although-”
And immediately Marina tore off her cloth wrap and loincloth, running over to Zerrex
and hugging him tightly with a giggle before rushing past a startled Sin and Selena to leap into
the huge tub full of mud, sending up a wave of sludge as Zerrex smiled and Selena gaped
stupidly, before the Drakkaren held a hand out… and the Dius, without looking, produced a
handful of gold pieces and dropped them into his palm, muttering: “That… that‟s disgusting.”
“It makes her happy. I don‟t think I‟ll ever know why, but it makes her happy.” Zerrex
said softly, as Marina smeared the spa-grade mud all over her scales before she almost purred as
she sank slowly down into it, until only her fin was visible. A few bubbles floated up to the
surface of the mud, and then the fin cut slowly through it towards them before she pushed up
through the surface with a long sigh of relief, half-covering and half-grasping her own breasts as
she stood and gazed over them warmly.
“Thank you all… I love it, I really do.” she murmured softly, her eyes adoring… and then
she hugged herself and smiled as she sank slowly into the mud, closing her eyes. “It feels so
wonderful on my body…”
“When Marina was a kid, she‟d… she always loved going out into the yard, getting all
messy.” Zerrex murmured, rubbing at his head a bit, and Selena shook herself out of her daze to
look at him as Sin‟s eyes roved curiously over the Drakkaren‟s features. “It was a habit I never
thought she‟d… well… I thought she‟d grow out of it. But… I guess I better get back to my
duties and… listen, thank you both, a hell of a lot. Marina will stay in there for… gods know
how long.”
“I don‟t know if that‟s cute or horrible.” Selena muttered, and then she made a face,
holding up her hands when Zerrex gave her a look. “Seriously! I mean… hey, I ain‟t gonna trash
anyone‟s fetishes, my own are pretty warped. I‟m just saying that it‟s… a little out of the
ordinary, even down here in Hell, but if it makes her happy, I‟m glad for it.”
“It‟s nice to see her honestly smile.” Sin said quietly, gazing over her shoulder for a
moment at the female, who seemed to be in a world of her own as she leaned back against the
wall of the huge tub and sighed softly in pleasure.
Selena glanced over at this, then she softened a bit herself, murmuring: “Yeah…” A
pause, then a grunt when Zerrex grinned a little at her. “Shut the fuck up. Oh, hey, Boss. There‟s
another bit of business, before you go. You need to talk to the Sisters at some point, at your
Shrine… they‟re… they‟re in rough shape, and I think you‟re the only one that can convince
them to get it together.”
Sin nodded, even as Zerrex grimaced. “Please, Lord Zerrex. I understand you‟ve suffered
a lot of drama as of late, but this is important. They won‟t participate in any sessions with
Firenze, and he‟s very upset by this… he even went so far as to promise that if you can patch
things up between them, he‟ll let you take them to the mortal plane for the reconstruction efforts
in Hez‟Ranna.”
“Home turf for them, technically-speaking… I can only imagine what an asset they
would be there.” Zerrex muttered, rubbing at his face slowly… and then he sighed and nodded,
before saying quietly: “Okay, okay. I‟ve got…” He paused and glanced upwards thoughtfully.

“Probably an hour and fifty minutes of free time now. I‟ll go see them… oh, hey. Have either of
you heard of a club that uses a black butterfly as the logo?”
Selena frowned and tilted her head, but Sin blushed slightly and rubbed at hers… and
Zerrex looked at her pointedly for a few moments before she mumbled: “I‟m not supposed to,
it… it‟s an underground club, like Rose‟s old meal club. They have their own sets of rules there,
which sometimes violates Hell‟s tenets… but never anything serious, I assure you. It‟s simply…
a… a club for… special people.”
The Dius rubbed her hands together at this, grinning slightly, and Sin looked
embarrassedly at her, mumbling: “I‟m sorry, Lady Selena, but I don‟t know if I should tell you
or… I mean, Lord Zerrex, it‟s… some of the… fresh meat I got for the Tower… I got from there.
If you went there, you would immediately be swarmed by people both looking to prove
themselves to you and looking to challenge you. I don‟t think it‟s a good idea for you to go
there…”
“What‟s it called, Sin? That‟s all I want to know.” Zerrex pressed gently, and Sin
hesitated a few more moments, before the Drakkaren sighed and said mildly: “If you tell me,
I‟ll… what can I even bribe you with?”
Sin blushed scarlet, and then she leaned forwards and whispered something quietly to
Zerrex, who looked surprised, but then he nodded slowly… and she said quietly, as Selena
frowned and tilted her head: “It‟s called Toxic Beauty. It‟s a fetish and slavery club, for those
who take both very seriously. In the past, people have been murdered or dismembered or
silenced for failing to take into account how serious these people are about these things. Sex is a
big part of it… but it‟s not all about sex, either.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, and then he said quietly: “Thanks Sin.” A pause, and then
he sighed and leaned forwards, biting into the junction of her shoulder and neck hard enough to
draw blood as Sin tilted her head back with a quiet sigh, her eyes fluttering a little bit before the
reptile drew away, and Sin flushed red even as she composed herself. “I‟d better go now, then.
Take care of this other piece of business that‟s been looming over my head for way too long.”
“Don‟t you dare go to that place without me, you ass.” Selena said immediately, and
Zerrex rolled his eyes as he created a portal, before wincing when she grabbed him and glared at
him. “Seriously, I want to see this place with my own eyes, too, and you‟ll need someone
watching your back.”
“I can be incognito when I want to.” Zerrex grumbled, and then he flailed free from her,
then added with a bit of a smile: “But thanks for showing you care, Selena. I appreciate that a
lot.”
“Fuck you, Boss.” Selena retorted with a smile, and Zerrex rolled his eyes as he waved to
Sin and turned around to vanish through the portal, stepping into the cemetery outside his Shrine
with a sigh and letting his head fall against the thick doors, standing silently for a moment there
before steeling himself and grasping the handles to pull the doors open and step inside, letting
them swing closed behind him as the quadruplets looked tiredly up from the front bench… or at
least, three of them did, and Zerrex immediately winced at the sight of them: betrayers or not,
they looked like they had suffered horribly for it.
He almost ran to the front of the area and turned around, and Earth blinked tiredly from
where she had been laying half on the bench and half on Fire‟s lap, before all four of them halffell out of their benches to grovel at his feet… and they were all naked, their items discarded, and
their bodies not only covered in cuts, bruises, and scars… but literally rotting here and there,
scales blackened and the reek of purification coming up from them, one of Air‟s eyes already

turned the dead white of a cataract, the Sisters stinking of rot, blood, and vomit as the lizard
ducked and touched Earth… and it was like touching old paper, as some of the rotten scales on
her cheek peeled away and fell to the ground, yellow pus ebbing out of the black wound it left on
her face and bone clearly visible through some of the rotten flesh slowly almost dripping from
the female‟s features. “What the hell happened to you four?”
“We lost our Sister.” Fire murmured weakly, and then she lowered her head silently,
whispering: “We were connected to Light… to her soul. And even though we still will follow
Cherry to the death, even though we see her as our Fifth Sister… we are still leaderless, called
blasphemers, traitors, by the one we always looked up to. And our bodies know it is true… and
in betraying you and her, and paradoxically, in letting… letting Light die… we have lost our
meaning to live.”
“Even now, we cannot force ourselves to move. To help Lord Firenze… our bodies will
not allow it. We have no monastery, no temple, no church… Light was a traitor, and the Fifth
Sister rightly denies us her mercy, and the Goddess is long dead.” Water rasped, and then she
laughed weakly. “When we were made, we were designed so we must always follow. Without a
reason to live, we die. We are living spirits, whose spirituality has been stolen. We are angels
who have been disgraced before god. We were designed to self-destruct should Light ever truly
die, for the easy control of the Goddess… and much as we love Cherry, she is not Light. And she
has forsaken us… we have no god to lead us… we have no reason to exist.”
Zerrex looked at her silently, not even knowing what he could say to that… and then
Earth crawled towards him, gasping in pain but then looking up at him shakily as she rasped:
“We‟re… we‟re so sorry…”
“Wait, wait. Are you seriously telling me that you‟re dying… because you don‟t have a
leader? Because what, a bitch that didn‟t even care about you in the end is dead?” Zerrex asked
sharply, and then he grabbed his head, closing his eyes and knowing it was more complex than
that, that the Goddess would have been devious in her design of these beings, as he frowned and
said slowly: “What if you had a god to worship a… something to live for? Don‟t you have each
other to live for, your… souls connected or something?”
Air shook her head, murmuring: “Only a god whom will accept our allegiance can save
us now… but we must pledge to him, and be given… power items by him. The items were what
helped hold our cohesion together… but now we are without them. They began to fall apart…
and now they have been completely destroyed. Our souls still are bonded, but it only means now
that should one sister die, the others die too: all of us must be accepted and saved for any of us to
survive.”
Then Water screamed and threw her head back, grasping at her left arm as it shuddered
violently… and then it simply fell off, and Water collapsed backwards, pus and black blood
oozing from the wound as she gargled and went into a seizure, and Zerrex cursed under his
breath before he looked back and forth with a wince as Earth moaned in pain, clutching at her
stomach. He knew there wasn‟t much time… and finally, he cursed and twisted his armlet dial all
the way up to eighty before he hit the enter button… and energy surged over his body as he
hissed through his teeth in agony, arching his back in pain… and then he clenched his eyes shut,
hissing: “I‟m not about to let you die like this!”
Energy sparked through the air around him, and Fire laughed weakly, whispering:
“Zerrex, we are betrayers… you cannot-”
“What the hell do I have to do in order to form this bond, give you these… magic items?”
Zerrex asked sharply, steamrollering her, and the Sisters looked uncertainly at each other before

Water gargled from the ground as she convulsed briefly again, and Earth tugged at his Judge‟s
robes, Zerrex gazing down at her before he knelt beside her as power surged through his body.
“They must all be different… and they must all contain some of your energy… and then
you must seal the pact with each of us. We… we will do the rest.” Earth looked back and forth
uncertainly for a moment, but the other Sisters nodded as Water slowly sat up, and then Earth
moaned as she convulsed, whispering: “We don‟t have much time…”
Zerrex nodded, and then he held a hand out, concentrating… and a black cape with a
silver clasp appeared in the Drakkaren‟s hand, and he closed his eyes as he took this in both, the
cape pulsing with blue light for a moment before it returned to normal, and the reptile muttered:
“I hope that‟s right…”
He looked at Air, and she stood shakily up, rasping: “Lord Zerrex of Elysium, God of
Energy, I bond myself to you.”
“God of wh-” Zerrex began dumbly, but then Air took the cape and leaned forwards to
kiss his lips firmly, and the Drakkaren‟s eyes bulged as a shock rammed through his body like he
had just been hit by a car, staggering a bit before Air moaned softly and arched her back as she
staggered backwards… and the other Sisters all trembled as well, before the wounds on her form
healed almost instantly as the cape fluttered around her, then settled as she smiled softly, her
eyes glowing quietly as she stood straight with the black cape fluttering slowly around her form.
Zerrex looked stupefied, and then Earth cursed in pain even as she got to a kneel… and
Zerrex looked over at Fire before he held a hand out, and an enormous cleaver sword appeared,
in it, the handle two feet long and wrapped in black metal, the sword itself made of a mix of
platinum and purple alloy, the Drakkaren muttering: “I have no idea where this came from,
but…” He spun the sword easily in his hand, the seven foot blade making a strangely-powerful
hum as it slashed through the air before the Drakkaren charged it with his energies, the solid,
two-foot thick blade glowing for a moment and seeming to spark, as if hungry for more.
“Lord Zerrex of Elysium, God of Energy, I bond myself to you.” Fire said quietly, and
then she took the huge sword from Zerrex before leaning up to kiss him, and this time the reptile
was more prepared… but he still felt like he had just been punched by a Gigataur the moment
their mouths met, and he staggered a bit before looking down in shock as Water screamed on the
ground… and then her arm suddenly grew back, muscle and flesh ripping out of the stump
before scales appeared in ugly spots over it, and she screamed in pain, gripping the limb as the
Drakkaren winced.
He held a hand out, not even knowing what he was thinking or reaching for in his mind,
and then a pair of vambraces appeared in midair, both made of gold and with enormous blue
stones inset into them, and the reptile caught these after a moment as they fell, stumbling a bit
and cursing as he stared over the design before looking at the stones, realizing they were lapis
lazuli and not sapphire… and then, before he could say anything, Water staggered upwards and
grasped them even as the Drakkaren charged them with his energies on instinct, saying quietly:
“Lord Zerrex of Elysium, God of Energy, I bond myself to you.”
“I-” She stopped Zerrex‟s words with a kiss, and the Drakkaren was almost knocked on
his ass again as Water clamped the armors over her forearms, before she arched her back with a
wince as her wounds sealed themselves shut over her body… and then the reptile looked quietly
at Earth as she stood carefully up, her form a bit scuffed and damaged still, but obviously farbetter than it had been before as she smiled softly… and Zerrex smiled back after a moment, a
strange ease filling his body as he created a bouquet of black roses… then crushed them together

in his hands to the surprise of the female, before pulling them slowly apart… and revealing a
beautiful laurel circlet wreathed with blossomed black roses.
He set this gently on her head, and she blushed as he pushed his energies into it, feeling
tired, his mind reeling, and some part of him mumbling that he had just taken on four more
disciples… before she gazed into his eyes and said softly: “Lord Zerrex of Elysium, God of
Energy, Master of my Sisters, I bequeath myself here and now, bonding myself to you as I ask
nothing in return, and I speak for my Sisters when I say that we shall serve no other but you; we
shall not worship with our prayers, or inside temples, but with the actions inside our hearts… we
shall speak not with words, but with our souls, and we shall follow you forever, for saving us
from damnation and darkness… and to you we give, and expect nothing in return.”
She gazed at the laurel circlet, then pushed it towards him… but then Zerrex reached up
and set it quietly on his head, murmuring softly: “I‟ve always liked this best on you, Earth… and
I am merely the god that saved you. I am not the god that created you, nor am I a god who
requires worship. You have always been my mentors, and you betrayed me, yes… but you all
also have a very special place inside my heart and soul. I could never leave any of you to suffer
and die… you‟ve had enough taken from you and suffered enough now. All I ask of you… all I
want from you… is for you to live.”
He stepped back, and Earth sighed and tilted her head back, as if in pleasure, as her eyes
slid closed… and a quiet glow surrounded her before all four Sisters shivered, standing side by
side as their bodies rippled… and then they leaned forwards and spread their wings at the same
time as their eyes snapped open, and Zerrex stared as he saw they had changed: Water‟s eyes
were sapphire, Fire‟s eyes crimson, Air‟s eyes gold, and Earth‟s eyes the same brilliant green
shade as his own…but it wasn‟t just the color that had changed, it was the vivacity and
awareness in them, before they all cried out and moved in tandem as their wings rippled like
water as they transformed; all glowing white now, all covered in beautiful, angelic feathers, as
they flapped slowly and the Sisters examined each other with amazement.
And then they gazed at him as they furled their wings, and Earth reached up to touch her
face quietly as she whispered: “We‟re… my Sisters, we all look so different…”
“We are… individuals, as much as we are… one entity. We are even more symbiotic than
before, as we become different…” Fire murmured, touching Air‟s face… and Air smiled as
Water looked rapturously over the backs of her sisters, where white crescents showed clearly
where their wings were now.
“You can be anything you want to be, Sisters. The last thing I‟ll do is restrain you.”
Zerrex said quietly, gazing at them with a faint smile, and they all looked at him before looking
at each other, and smiling softly, before the reptile added gently: “I thought this might be a nice
touch, though…”
The reptile held out his hands, and energy sparked in them before four elegant chokers
appeared, floating in midair in front of the lizard, each inset with a large, oval stone: a ruby, a
sapphire, a topaz, and an emerald. The ovals sat in silver backing atop wide black triangles of
leather, and could be easily secured by thin chains that would rest comfortably across the back of
the neck… and the Sisters snatched each of theirs up with warm smiles, putting them on
immediately and laughing as they looked at each other, reveling in the way the colors of the
stones matched their new eyes, as they murmured and looked at each other happily before the
Drakkaren said softly: “I don‟t mind you following your beliefs still, too, you know… as long as
it doesn‟t end up with me and Cherry fighting for our lives against you again, of course.”

They looked at each other for a few moments, seeming to mentally debate this… and then
Earth finally bowed her head forwards, saying quietly: “We… can no longer follow the teachings
of the Goddess, or the Fifth Sister… but we will build a new monastery, and with a new
monastery we shall evolve new beliefs. Beliefs founded around right and wrong, order and
chaos, science and magic… but we‟ll only ever feel right about it if you approve our studies.”
“Of course I will.” Zerrex smiled a bit, gazing from one to the next quietly as he
murmured: “You were my mentors. Don‟t think I‟ll ever forget that. Don‟t think I‟ll ever be
arrogant enough to consider myself anything more than your student… and your friend.”
“Thank you, Lord Zerrex…” all four murmured quietly, and then they stepped forwards
and embraced him from each side, and the reptile smiled a bit, lowering his head quietly even as
he wondered how he‟d explain this to Cherry… and feeling strangely self-conscious about what
he had just done. Taking on more disciples again, expanding his power to include demigods of
Hell… but he didn‟t know what else he could have done. It had been a necessary evil… and he‟d
only hoped he wasn‟t telling himself that just to convince himself he wasn‟t as power-hungry as
he was beginning to fear he was.
Then he shook his head a bit, saying quietly: “Alright. I need to… to head back.” He
paused, then tapped a ten into the keypad before hitting the enter key… and he collapsed onto all
fours, cursing through his teeth as energy surged through his body and blood burst out of his
nose, and the Sisters all clustered immediately around him, the reptile feeling a swing of stupid
meanness as he wondered why the hell they got to be completely healed and he didn‟t. He
trembled violently, then twitched hard before he slowly relaxed as he climbed shakily to his feet,
wheezing for breath as the quadruplets helped him up and he shook his head out with a groan,
touching his forehead after a moment, then wiping at his bleeding nose with the back of a hand.
“Ugh…”
He made a face, then shook himself out and grumbled under his breath before Earth
rubbed a hand quietly down his chest… and the reptile grunted a bit as he felt energy surge
through him, blinking stupidly before he looked down at her and she smiled softly up at him,
saying quietly: “It‟s okay, Zerrex… our energies are very compatible because our elements are
so compatible. I think it‟s a good thing, though, isn‟t it?”
“Yeah.” Zerrex said softly, gazing down at her quietly… and then the three other sisters
murmured between themselves, making Zerrex frown a bit over his shoulder before they smiled
and stepped away to cluster behind the sister that had once been known as „youngest‟ and
„weakest,‟ looking at them with surprise.
“We have decided that Earth is the closest to you of us by far… and that because of her
unending faith in you, she will be the one we follow.” Air said with quiet conviction, and then
she took her cape off and put it around the female‟s shoulders with a soft smile.
Earth began to raise her hands, and Water slipped up behind her, immediately snapping
both vambraces around her arms as she added tenderly: “Earth has always been wise… and
endlessly kind…”
“And courageous in the face of endless dangers.” Fire said firmly, and then she handed
the massive cleaver over to Earth, who was now adorned in all the items of the Sisters as she
turned around… before Fire knelt and bowed her head, murmuring quietly: “We are Sisters, we
are quadruplets, we are symbiotic… but we are not the same. We always served a leader… never
did we look for the leader in our own flock.”
“Earth, we ask you to be our voice… and we to be servants to you. To be our leader, until
we can once more find ourselves and develop how we should best worship, and how we should

best light our own paths.” Air said quietly, and Water nodded as well, the two smiling at each
other before they gazed at Earth almost imploringly, taking either of her hands as Fire helped the
female place the humongous sword on her back before she hugged her quietly, pressing against
the metal of the weapon. “Earth, please…”
Earth looked at Zerrex quietly… and the reptile smiled after a moment, nodding as he
said softly: “Cherry… one day… will be the Fifth Sister again. Until then… they need someone
to follow when I‟m not around. And Earth, you have always been the one most capable of your
own actions, your own thoughts… and all you have to do is follow where my feet walk.”
The female looked at him quietly… and then she pulled away from the Sisters to hug him
silently, whispering: “Then for you, Lord Zerrex, I shall do the absolute best I can. And for you,
too, Sisters, I shall always try to lead you in the best of directions and down the right path.”
They smiled up at her, and then once more surrounded Zerrex and embraced him tightly,
even as he wondered what he‟d gotten himself into… but as Earth smiled happily up at him, at
not only being recognized but now the guide, the head, the leader of the group, the reptile felt a
bit more at ease: let them learn to rule themselves, and suddenly there was far less chance of him
ever abusing his power, as he gazed quietly from Sister to Sister and again wondered exactly
what having disciples truly meant.
The lizard cleared his throat after a moment, and they finally stepped away, lining up in
front of them before Earth quickly passed her items back to the others, looking embarrassed…
and Zerrex smiled a bit as they mixed their objects up, mumbling: “Here, Sisters, this is a little
too much for one person to carry… and Lord Zerrex, I… we‟ll clean up this mess.”
Zerrex looked back and forth as he absently tapped his fingers against the side of his
armlet, realizing that there was blood and a few bits of gore along the floors and bench… and
then he smiled a bit after a moment, saying finally: “It‟s good to see the… old helpful versions of
you girls are back. And yeah, I… I don‟t know if this makes us even.”
“How could it?” Earth looked surprised, then blushed a bit as her other Sisters smiled and
nodded, Fire touching a shoulder gently and Water her arm as Air sat back on a bench. “You just
saved our lives… after we had betrayed you and hurt the true Fifth Sister so badly. The world
would have to be upside down and reversed upon itself for it to make sense that makes us even…
perhaps more selfish people would think that because we pledged our bond to you, it should, but
we are creatures who must always have a leader… whose souls must always be bound to a
greater ruling than ourselves. And we were born servants, and we will die servants… but by no
means does that mean we were ever unhappy with our station in life.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, gazing at her quietly, then over the others before he
frowned and mentally estimated the time… and the lizard winced, muttering: “Oh hell. I have a
court case to run to… probably still running early, but Gods know how this kind of thing can
screw with a person‟s sense of time.”
“Then go, Lord Zerrex… we‟ll always be here for you.” Fire said softly, and she smiled a
bit as she dropped to a kneel, Air and Water doing the same as Earth stepped forwards and
hugged him one last time, and the Drakkaren hugged her quietly back, the differences in the
quadruplets standing out all the more clear to his eyes as he felt her body press quietly against
his. Then she drew away with a smile, and Zerrex smiled back before slipping backwards and
turning to stride towards the corridor between benches, pushing through the doors… and wincing
and shoving them closed behind him as he half-fell against them, Anathema standing curiously
outside with her arms crossed.

“What the hell are you doing?” Zerrex hissed, but he was trying to hide the fact his heart
felt like it was racing from the shock of finding her lurking out here. Anathema, however, was
still only peering at him… and he looked awkwardly back at her, asking slowly: “Can I help you
with something?”
“I was trying to hunt you down to tell you I‟d located the club, but I was detecting
strange energy signatures here… so I thought it‟d be better to wait outside. You weren‟t trying to
raise the dead, were you?” Anathema asked mildly, and then she gestured at a nearby grave, and
the skeleton of a minotaur slowly ripped its way out of the earth with a gasp. “It works a lot
better with body parts you can use…”
“Put that back!” Zerrex said crossly, and Anathema rolled her eyes, muttering something
about „touchy mortal concepts‟ before she snapped her fingers, and the minotaur skeleton slowly
sank back into the hole it had just dug itself out of, before the Drakkaren created a portal as he
grumbled: “And I know what club it is, Sin told me. The… something. Toxic. Toxic Beauty.”
“You know, it really pisses me off when I go to do something, and while my back is
turned, you go and poke the information out of Sin.” Anathema said sourly, before she crossed
her arms and added mildly, as they walked through the portal and stepped out into his office:
“Okay, hotshot, then did she find you a way in?”
Zerrex mumbled that she didn‟t find a way to be a superior bitch, and Anathema grinned,
looking pleased with herself. “Just as I thought. As it so happens, I know how to get you in: in a
few days, there‟s going to be a party held there, all shapeshifters, all pretending to be royal
figures. You can just walk through the front doors unnoticed. I snagged you an invitation so
they‟ll think you‟re a lucky customer who got one.”
Anathema reached up under her ribs, and Zerrex stared as she extracted a hand-painted
card, waving it back and forth in front of him… and when he grabbed for it, she held it out of
reach, saying sweetly: “Tell me I did a better job than Sin.”
The Drakkaren sighed, looking at her flatly, but Anathema simply continued to look at
him with a grin… and finally, he mumbled: “Okay, fine, you did a better job than Sin. Now
hurry up, give me that.”
The undead Naganatine handed it over, and Zerrex quickly tucked it away beneath his
robes, as she said serenely: “Now see, was that so hard? So what‟s your next case?”
“Oh hell.” Zerrex winced as he looked up at the time, then he ran over to his desk,
snatching up the files and mumbling as he stalked to the doors: “I lost way more time than I
thought… I blame dazing myself, and I am… so much to do, so little time…”
Anathema followed him, looking curiously at his back before she reached out and poked
him, and Zerrex glowered over his shoulder at her before she said slowly: “You didn‟t make a
pact with the Sisters, did you? Because I distinctly feel the reverberations of their energies…”
“Don‟t be stupid.” the lizard mumbled, then he cleared his throat, picking up the pace as
Anathema glared at him and followed quickly down the corridor, then became skeletal and leapt
onto his back, her bones snapping over his body as he half-staggered into the mostly-empty
courtroom with a grunt and then winced as the defendant stared at him, before sighing and
heading quickly towards the bench, muttering to himself as Anathema snapped in his mind: You
asshole, you did! Those four are demigods, and you act like taking them on as your servants is…
is as simple as it will be with any mortal? Don’t be a fool, they could have easily tried to trick
you again…
“It‟s a little something called trust, Anathema, look it up.” Zerrex muttered to himself,
and Lone glanced up for a moment, noted the skull on the Drakkaren‟s shoulder, and promptly

went back to leaning against the wall on the wrong side of the room. The lizard cleared his throat
loudly, and the wolf looked up… and Zerrex jerked his head to the other side of the room, the
wolf wincing and quickly bounding across the area before the reptile dropped the files in front of
him and made a face. He was maybe ten minutes early… and it irritated him that in his daze
between energy transfers, he must have lost entire chunks of time. But then again, he had ended
up with a lot of things crowded into the two free hours he‟d had… and the reptile sighed,
dropping his head on his hand as he grumbled: “This is lame.”
You’re lame. Anathema said moodily in his mind, and then she sighed, adding dourly:
Can’t you just call a recess or put these cases off or something?
“Recesses are usually short term. Furthermore, if I actually try to sneak out of these
duties, Sabnock will rip me into pieces. She‟s a very scary demon lady.” Zerrex grumbled, and
Anathema simply snorted in entertainment in his mind. “Besides, these aren‟t delay-worthy
cases. This one will probably be… oh hell.”
Anathema was about to ask what he was talking about, but then three lawyers in neat
gray suits strode through the doors, all of them Order Devils: their bodies were thin and gangly,
with pig-like features and short grey fur covering them, and small tusks on either side of their
snout that matched the white, triangular horns pushing from their heads. They looked almost
exactly the same, down to the callous gray eyes, except one wore glasses, one was short, and one
had a diamond pin on the lapel of his suit, clearly a mark of rank. Behind these three came a
fourth figure in expensive black clothes, and as all three Order Devils set their briefcases on the
desk in almost perfect synchronization, he slowly sat down as Lone strode forwards and called
perhaps a little loudly: “Court is now in session, the honorable Judge Zerrex presiding!”
Lone strode back to the side of the room, trying to look important, and Zerrex shook his
head a bit before he looked out over the figures, tapping his chin thoughtfully as the demon on
the other side of the courtroom shifted nervously in his coveralls. Then the lizard sighed and
leaned back, looking at the Order Devils as they looked at him expectantly, before the Drakkaren
slowly leaned towards them… and then his eyes roved to the plaintiff, a… creature of some kind
with his feet propped up on the desk. Zerrex inspected him closer, and realized it was some kind
of girlish-looking canine breed, exceptionally thin and with long, flowing hair, and the reptile
had a flash of a feminine unicorn in his mind, whom he remembered wouldn‟t die no matter how
often he was beaten to a pulp, and the lizard grimaced before he asked in a saccharine voice:
“Are you comfortable? Can my bailiff fetch you a coffee?”
“No, this is fine.” the dog replied absently, and then he was firmly elbowed by one of the
lawyers, looking up from his magazine with a glare… and then immediately scrambling to sit
straight in his chair and look like he was paying attention when he caught the deadly look Zerrex
was giving, suddenly changing his tone as he said kindly: “I‟d just like this to move along as
quickly as possible with as little damage to either side as possible.”
“Greed demon.” Zerrex noted under his breath, and then his eyes roved over to the
defendant, saying mildly: “Since our friend over there has a team of high priced lawyers, why
don‟t you go first…” He checked his notes. “Mr. Humphrey. Just tell me why you‟re being
accused of stealing from Mr. Caspian‟s crops.”
The defendant nodded, before one of the lawyers interjected calmly, as he held up a
finger: “Objection on the grounds that Mr. Caspian does not seem prepared for the seriousness of
the situation, referring automatic right of first speech to us, under section-”
Zerrex slowly tapped his fingers against the top of the Judge‟s bench, leaning his head in
his other hand as he looked at the lawyers, and the short Order Devil slowly lowered his arm as

the Drakkaren asked in a kind voice: “Tell me, does he have a team of high priced lawyers
diddling over him?” He stopped, motioning for an answer… and when it didn‟t come from the
suddenly-untalkative devil, he narrowed his eyes, leaning forwards: “What, hydra got your
tongue?”
“I…” The Order Devil swallowed thickly, looking back and forth… but the lawyers to
either side of him had carefully stepped away, leaving him standing in a little vacuum of silent
indifference from the rest of the courtroom, caught in the glare of the Drakkaren. “No.”
“Does he have his feet up on the table? Does he look relaxed, like this will be a walk in
the park? Does he have briefcases out and files strewn all over the desk?” Zerrex gestured at the
defendant, and the Order Devil looked over with a wince before Zerrex said quietly: “And don‟t
you quote laws and codes at me. If you‟re so scared of losing that you have to give objections in
a civil instead of criminal trial, why don‟t you go back down to the little leagues with the rest of
your floozies, picking on children?”
The Devils mumbled amongst themselves, looking chastened… and Zerrex turned kindly
back to the defendant, saying gently: “Go ahead.”
The demon nodded rapidly, adjusting his suspenders as he said in a thickly-accented
voice: “I was picking from my crops, and then all a sudden, I‟s surrounded by fifty armed thugs
tellin‟ me you put them grapes back on the vine, but how I put grapes back on a vine? Hell, they
was on my property, but then they go all telling me that it not my crops on my property no more,
they bought it fair and square from the zoning board, and I all confused „cause that property been
in my family for generations…”
Zerrex motioned for him to slow down, and the demon looked embarrassed as he
continued more carefully: “Mr. Caspian, he show up later. Say he inherit the business from his
daddy, say he make changes to the property. I‟s still got the deed, I try and show him this deed,
but he tore it in half, you see?”
He held up a piece of ancient, rumpled paper that had been crudely taped back together,
and Zerrex motioned for Lone to go fetch it, which the wolf quickly did. He brought it up, and
Zerrex took the deed, looking at it thoughtfully as the demon finished in his bayou twang: “I says
to him, it says it‟s mine… but he said he got the controlling interests now and he make his
property his, and I gonna pay for all the crops I ruined, even though I was just picking some
grapes for my family‟s eats.”
The Drakkaren nodded, then he sighed and looked over at the rich canine, who was
pretending to look hurt as he said tiredly: “Please make this as quick as you can.”
An hour later, Zerrex was sitting with several stacks of evidence on his bench, looking a
little more than displeased as the Order Devil with the diamond pin finished extolling the virtues
of his client and making it seem like Humphrey had been personally responsible for the war with
the Old Gods. Zerrex was paging through evidence slowly as the poor little demon cried, and
then he said finally: “I‟ve seen enough here, now, and I‟ve had more than enough time to think
through things and decide on my ruling. The evidence in this case overwhelmingly sides with
Mr. Humphrey: plaintiff, your claim against his estate is denied.”
“Outrageous!” shouted the canine, as he leapt up to his feet, and then he flailed his arms
around even as the Order Devils tried to haul him back into his seat, wincing. “I… I abject!”
“You‟re going to be abject in about five seconds if you don‟t shut up.” Zerrex said
calmly, locking his fingers together as his eyes narrowed. The canine continued to flail around
and protest, however, and Zerrex finally picked up his gavel, smashed it a few times against the

table… and then glared and threw it at the canine‟s head, the greed demon yelping and ducking
as it sailed past and bounced off the front row bench. “Shut the hell up!”
That finally got his attention, and the moody reptile gestured at the stacks of evidence,
saying flatly: “Look at this. „Character evidence,‟ and „evidence revealed in light of‟ and
„witness statements.‟ None of which is ever more than hearsay, some of which is so convoluted it
actually helps Humphrey‟s argument. But it all comes down to the fact that Humphrey still
possessed the deed for his own estate… and you cannot remotely change the value of a deed.
You can write up some nice papers saying otherwise, but you are not even his landlord, you‟re
on the neighboring manses to the north, and we all know how valuable crops are in Hell by now.
And you just wasted an hour of the court‟s time trying to convict an innocent person for your…
sheer stupidity! He may have entered no counterclaim, but I‟m fining you ten thousand gold, and
before you even start to scream, I can very well do that: check the civil penalty laws, you‟ll see
right there under rule one that I very well can.”
“You can‟t! Can he? He can‟t do that!” the canine stammered, but the Order Devils were
already packing up their suitcases, before the greed demon looked up with a wince, holding his
hands up pleading: “But… please! I don‟t have that kind of money!”
“Oh, that‟s a shame, I guess you‟ll be working on Mr. Humphrey‟s farm, then.” Zerrex
said ironically, and Humphrey brightened at this as the canine moaned, before the Drakkaren
added flatly, as the Order Devils tried to sneak away: “And you three. You know how the laws
here work. Those who help out assholes like this get to suffer right alongside him.”
“We‟ll pay the fine.” Diamond-pin put down his suitcase, turning around as he produced
a checkbook, and said calmly: “Ten thousand for each of us?”
But Zerrex was smiling almost pleasantly as he rested his hands on his chin, saying
easily: “Oh, you didn‟t think it would be that easy, did you? There‟s a few sub-laws I can take
advantage of as I choose to punish you for allowing yourselves to be used in malicious
prosecutions like this… and I think I will.”
“Sir, this is a waste of resources… I‟m due in court in twenty minutes, as are my
colleagues… perhaps we could negotiate a fairer payment instead?” The demon still had a façade
of calmness, but it was very visibly only a façade now, as he swallowed thickly and stared at
Zerrex through eyes that failed to mask nervousness growing into fear. “Loss of myself and my
colleagues would make several clients of grave importance and even graver innocence suffer
unduly, and as paragraph-”
“Blah, blah, blah.” Zerrex mimed talking with a hand, glaring down at him balefully from
the bench. “What did I say about quoting the laws to me? I trained under Judge Sabnock, spent
hundreds of thousands of years on details for her, and after that I was High King of Hell. I made
some of the laws you‟re bringing up to shield yourself with, my friend… and here today, I‟m
going to make it very clear that no single person, nor any group of entities, is above the rule of
the law: and the only thing that may supersede order, is doing what is right. Now, I plan to do
both, and fix a little problem growing all too prevalent in courts clogged with greedy demons and
intellectual sycophants.”
The creature winced slowly away as the other two Order Devils, and Zerrex leaned
forwards imposingly, saying darkly: “Now listen to me, and listen well. I‟m ordering you to three
times the punishment, the maximum I‟m allowed. That means three seasons of labor on Mr.
Humphrey‟s farm, and until those three seasons are completed – and only after completed to a
satisfactory degree! – will you be permitted inside a courtroom again. And if by some error or
fortune you do end up in court, I‟m putting a full gag order into effect. You may not use any of

your legal knowledge to your benefit and a public defender or spokesperson will be assigned to
you, understood? No friends to help any of you three out. Hell is not for people to make profit:
Hell is where we learn our lessons. Hell is Hell, and no one is above that rule.”
The Devils stared in horror, and Zerrex rubbed at his chin thoughtfully before he tilted his
head to the side as Anathema whispered something in his mind, and a slow grin spread over the
Drakkaren‟s face as he added softly: “Front devil. Approach my bench.”
The devil slowly did so, trembling in horror, and Zerrex leaned over, folding his hands
quietly in front of him as he leaned forwards and asked in a whisper: “Are you familiar with the
ancient rule of law from the primitive days, some of which are still in effect, like this one in
particular: „and should he step forth with toxic rhetoric to woo another for the gain of greed,
should he fail in his endeavor, may his tongue be lopped off?‟”
The Order Devil fell backwards and fainted, and Zerrex said mildly: “I‟ll take that as a
yes. Bailiff.” Zerrex glanced over at Lone, who was half-snoozing against the wall, then he
knocked on the bench and said loudly: “Bailiff!”
Lone yelped and stood at attention, and Zerrex said mildly: “Go to administration and ask
for a tattooist. No, not like Mahihko‟s tattoos, these guys are far more terrifying. Bring him back
here, we‟ve got a tongue to cut out.”
Twenty minutes later, and the Order Devil was woozily being dragged out of the
courtroom by his two associate lawyers, groaning in pain and with his tongue hanging stupidly
out of his mouth, visibly swollen up from the runes written on it. Zerrex leaned against the
bench, and then he winked and lightly bumped fists together with another demon that had just
finished packing up his kit as Lone sat in the corner, looking a little pale after the sight of
watching the tattooist work his magic inscribing silence runes over the demon‟s tongue. They
would take three years to fade… and by then, Zerrex was confident that the demon would have
learned his lesson.
Humphrey he‟d already sent on his merry way with enough gold coins to upgrade his
farms over the coming season, and the suspenders-clad demon had thanked him roughly thirty
times over the ten minutes he‟d been in the courtroom. He had one last case that was set to start
in the next twenty minutes or so, and Zerrex made his way back up to the bench as Lone asked
dumbly: “So um. Like. Can you basically do anything? Order any punishment you want or… or
anything?”
“Not absolutely anything, but… I admittedly have a lot of power, and there are a lot of
different punishments, all tailored to suit different crimes.” Zerrex paused meditatively, leaning
on the bench even as he began to flip through his papers. “See, Hell is a lot stricter, and the
system here isn‟t supposed to be an adversarial one, like what became common on the mortal
plane. That‟s why you don‟t see defense attorneys being advertised for everywhere: the notion is
that innocence will shine clearly through in the courtroom.
“But you do have Order Devils or Greed demons who work as lawyers, trying to suck up
every bit of money or influence they can and thus taking on „high-risk‟ clients, and you have
officers who abuse their position, and you even have times when the psychics don‟t do their job
or the mind-reading equipment breaks down, or a judge who puts their personal ideas about
someone before the law and doing what‟s right. In the end, after all, the legal system is merely
one of many tools used to figure out what‟s right and what‟s wrong, and determine the reward of
one and price of the other.” Zerrex paused, then he nodded after a moment, murmuring as he
rubbed at his head: “I don‟t know if it‟s too complex to grasp, or maybe just too simple.”

He sighed, then pointed at where his gavel lay, saying mildly: “Can you get that for me?
Sabnock always told me I had a bad habit of being a bit temperamental in the court room.”
“Well, I thought it was great.” Lone said after a moment, smiling up at him, and Zerrex
smiled back, feeling absurdly touched. Then the wolf retrieved the gavel for the Drakkaren,
putting it on the bench as he said softly: “Zer, you… look kind of out of it, are you doing okay?”
Zerrex merely grunted and waved a hand, and Lone nodded after a moment, continuing to
look at him with a bit of concern before the Drakkaren looked up and said quietly: “Wolf, why
don‟t you go get us some coffees? I think that might help perk me up.”
Lone smiled and nodded, immediately jogging towards the doors leading out, and Zerrex
watched him go before he took his pulse as pain washed over his features, Anathema murmuring
in his mind: I warned you, didn’t I? Don’t worry, it’s just a minor stutter in your energy… it’ll
smooth itself out, but it’ll just take some time.
Zerrex nodded after a moment with a sigh, resting his head against his hand as he said
quietly: “I hope so. Holy hell do I ever ache, though… it feels like all of a sudden it just caught
up with me.”
Things have a way of doing that, but you have a way of forcing onwards. Anathema said
soothingly, and the Drakkaren nodded again as he flipped through the report, before she
suggested carefully: Why don’t you just delay this case a day? Sabnock won’t mind, I’m sure:
when she was a child, the Sisters were ancient, after all, she respects them.
“Sabnock was a child once? I thought she just kind of manifested.” Zerrex muttered, and
then he frowned a bit, asking slowly: “Wait, how the hell did you know Sabnock as a kid?”
Anathema shrugged mentally, saying finally: Sabnock is an ancient, original demon. She
was around in the first days, born of an illegal union between a Reaper and an Ice Devil: she
inherited from both sides of the personality, but she always loved her parents dearly; Toiling
Eternity was one of the Reapers I fought before being banished. One of the few I did not kill, but
they were both executed before Sabnock could even reach a century’s age for unfit union and
breaking the laws not only of Hell, but Hell’s inner organizations, back in the days when the first
Thrones were in absolute chaos and everyone with a sword was killing each other to try and
become High King.
Now the female sounded a bit moody, and Zerrex mumbled quietly: “It kind of fits her
after I think about it. She kind of stands away from the crowd and people, but she and White get
along spectacularly… but one lost his wife and child, and the other her parents. I guess that‟s
why she‟s so intent on using the law to protect people, huh?”
Anathema nodded in his mind, and then she sighed a bit, mentally reclining against the
lizard, and he could almost feel her weight against his back as she whispered: Tell me about your
family, Zerrex. What do you remember?
Zerrex thought it was an awkward question, for a lot of reasons… and then he shook his
head out, murmuring: “Ifret Narrius and Celestial DePriese were my father and mother. I always
hated Narrius… I always loved my mother, even… even after she became a Broken. I tried to get
along with her, to not hate her, to… fix her, maybe, but I couldn‟t.” He glanced down, saying
quietly: “Narrius I killed. Again and again I killed him. The first time was murder, the second…
third… fourth? Those times were in a floating fortress called Paradise, in Hez‟Ranna, after he
started a war that almost destroyed the world. The fifth time we fought in Heaven, he almost
killed me, but I held him at bay long enough for Lord and Lucifer to assist me in bringing him
down. They sent him to the Unworld… and he dragged me with him, but Celestial caught him
there. She chained him up… and then the child of myself and my mother, my first son, Crow,

devoured Narrius and tore into Celestial. He went on a rampage through Hell. I had to kill him in
the Unworld.” He stopped and smiled a bit. “I‟ve been around.”
Anathema nodded slowly, and then she asked quietly in his mind: And Cherry? Do you
remember when you two met?
Zerrex nodded, murmuring softly: “After I murdered Narrius and ran away from home…
a few years later, I was going through selection trials for a special unit. Cherry and I met there.
We had sex on the battlefield of a false warfront, then we ended up in the same unit. She was my
bitch, my little sex toy, my second-in-command. She earned my respect slowly… she earned my
love slower than that. There was a lot of shoving each other around those first few weeks.”
He smiled a bit after a moment, and Anathema laughed quietly in his head, before he felt
her paging slowly through his memories… and then she asked gently: Tell me, Lord Zerrex…
how do you believe two people can be perfect partners… and yet also believe there’s nothing
wrong with polygamous lifestyles at the same time?
“What the hell is this, interviews with lifestyles of the rich and famous?” Zerrex asked
flatly, and when Anathema only patiently waited for a reply, the reptile sighed and said finally:
“Love is love. I just see… shutting yourself off from loving others after you‟ve found someone is
silly. The person… your family… you‟ll always end up going back to them at the end of the day,
no matter what‟s happened. I don‟t think it‟s quite as healthy the way I live my life as a bit of a
slut, poking my muzzle anywhere sex might be had, but I also know for a fact that… a person is
capable of loving more than one person, of balancing those relationships, even… if they can
assemble their priorities right. And it does no dishonor to anyone to be able to be affectionate
with multiple people: friends should be able to share sex and cuddle and such, but… I have a bit
of a different idea of what a friend is than most, too.”
You just take it seriously. You take everything seriously, usually too seriously. Anathema
replied, but there was a bit of a smile in her voice. I do like that you’re not the rough, uncultured
pig you act like most of the time, though.
“Oh, eat me.” Zerrex muttered, and Anathema snorted in his mind before the Drakkaren
looked up to see Lone carefully push through the doors, a coffee in either hand as he smiled a bit
and leaned forwards, accepting his when the wolf held it out to him. “Thanks, kid.”
“No problem, Father.” Lone said warmly, and then he took his own cup in both hands,
gazing up at him affectionately. “So like. You know. If you need me to do some other stuff at all,
don‟t hesitate to ask… and uh… what do I do with this shit after we‟re done here in court?”
Zerrex looked down at the wolf with quiet entertainment, then he sipped at his coffee
before answering: “Well, you can just put the stuff in your locker. Believe me when I say that no
one‟s going to complain if you just want to take it home with you, though, I probably went
through fifty uniforms over the years I served. They get torn, ripped, eaten, burnt, all kinds of
things when out on duty as an officer.”
Lone nodded raptly, gazing up at him as he asked curiously: “But I thought the Royal
Guards and stuff did all the heavy law enforcement work around Hell… them and the military
and stuff.”
“Oh no, officers are deployed in all kinds of situations… granted, I‟m not entirely sure
how the system works anymore, but while Hell did use its military force for a lot of
peacekeeping operations as well as warfare and stuff, the police officers have always had their
roles in keeping track of criminals and hunting them down, and dealing with civil unrest and
even homicides and stuff. It‟s just that the ordered law was never exactly… involved, to begin
with.” Zerrex said delicately, smiling a bit. “Law enforcement officers aren‟t exactly relics from

the past, after all. Even in our world, it was mainly the military who kept the peace until the need
to separate soldiers from cops arose.”
Lone nodded slowly, and then he looked down thoughtfully, wandering away as he
sipped at his coffee, and Zerrex spent the rest of the time looking over his notes before glancing
up as two families came in. This was a civil dispute, and he had pages and pages of evidence
recovered by psychics from every member of the family, detailing how each felt and what each
thought, as well as summaries of the entire family‟s feelings on each given situation… and the
Drakkaren sat back, sighing a bit as he murmured: “This is going to be a tough one.”
The families organized themselves on either side of the room, glaring at each other from
where most of them sat in the back benches… but three members from each family were sitting
at the front, and Zerrex noted both were big ones, with all variety of demon involved in them:
and unsurprisingly, since the old traditions still were prevalent even in the Elysium that had been
so changed over the years, each family had selected their most-powerful relation as their
spokesperson on either side, who was standing with the actual plaintiff – a mother and her young
daughter – and the actual defendant – a young couple, visible in both their features and their
eyes. The young couple was in mortal clothing… and the mother and daughter in older, more
traditional vestments, as Lone stepped forwards and announced court was now in session.
Zerrex looked down at the papers in front of him, shuffling through them before he said
mildly: “I‟d like to keep this as short as possible, even as we try to cover all the ground we can.
It‟s late, and I‟m sure we‟re all tired, after all.” He paused, then looked from the plaintiff to the
defendant. “Before we start, however, I want to clarify whether or not you have elected a
spokesperson on either side, or if they‟re there solely for moral support.”
There was a brief muttering from both sides, and then the plaintiff held up a hand and
said clearly: “I‟ll speak for myself, thank you.”
The demon on her side hissed something, and the mother glared at him before motioning
the relative away… while on the other side, the couple looked indecisive, before the relative
sighed and stood up, saying kindly: “I‟ll let my family do their own talking, your honor.”
Both relatives – old, obviously strong, not lacking in intelligence – walked towards the
center gate, then smiled at each other before one bowed the other through, even as their families
glared back and forth from either side of the room… and Zerrex rolled his eyes, then he sighed
and said calmly: “As that‟s been worked out, then, let‟s move on with the case. By all regards,
one I‟m sure will result in some difficulties, but please… keep as civil as you can and we‟ll
proceed as smoothly as possible to the outcome.
“As I‟ve read in the file, we‟re dealing with a dispute between two families that resulted
in property damage, substantial loss of earnings, and lots of emotional wear-and-tear for both the
parties involved.” Zerrex paused meditatively, tapping at the end of his muzzle before he said
slowly: “And all of this was apparently started due to a minor damage incident. I‟m going to let
the plaintiff speak first, because I want to hear more about what happened. First, little girl… your
name is Sally, right?”
The little girl nodded, as her mother squeezed her hand between both of hers: they were
both bears of some sort, but with thin builds, as if their skin was grafted on to their bones, and
large, fuzzy heads. Pride demons, he thought, of a category he didn‟t recognize, as the mother
said in a voice that was both kind and condescending: “Sally, that‟s correct. She was just out
playing by herself, meaning no harm, and-”

“In her own words, please.” Zerrex interrupted, and the mother frowned immediately, as
the Drakkaren gazed at the girl, Sally, and said softly: “No one‟s going to blame you or hurt you
for anything you did. I just need to hear your story.”
“With all due respect, your honor, I am her mother and I think I know the story you want
to hear from her well enough by now.” she said darkly, and the lizard gave her a curdled look.
“There is no reason for my daughter to be wrapped up in all this nonsense.”
“I don‟t want to repeat myself, but I need to hear the story in her own words. You can
stay and you can comfort her and you can take over afterwards, but it is very important I hear
what this little girl has to say.” Zerrex said quietly, looking evenly at the mother as he tented his
fingers and ignored the pulse of pain in his chest at the way she was trying – however
overbearingly – to protect her daughter. “If you continue to interfere, however, I will have no
choice but to have you removed from the courtroom. Am I clear?”
The mother muttered something, but then she nodded as she knelt and whispered to the
daughter: words of encouragement or what she should say, Zerrex wasn‟t sure. He leaned
forwards, and Sally stepped around the table a little, saying in a trembling voice: “I… I was
out… playing. And I didn‟t mean any harm.” She stopped, looked back at her mother, winced,
then looked over at the young couple, saying in a trembling voice: “They used to live next door
and… I ended up in their yard. Miss Monmouth came out to talk to me, just to say hi and stuff.
She said it was okay, but… but then I accidentally broke a window.”
The little girl blushed as she said this and turned away, and Zerrex thought the child was
lying about something… what it was, he wasn‟t sure about. Miss Monmouth herself looked like
she wanted to say something, but her husband or fiancé or whatever he was grasped her gently,
shushing her for the moment. “She got really angry. Her and Mr. Monmouth. They both started
yelling at me and then Mommy came over and started yelling at them and it was a big mess.”
“Okay, that‟s enough. Thank you, Sally.” Zerrex said softly, and then he glanced down at
the papers, ignoring the angry looks shooting between the families and at him from the plaintiff
side of the court, murmuring: “Let‟s see… charges that it escalated from there. Police officers
found the Van Dark home in flames, listed as the main complaint in the suit… and there were at
least fifteen arrests made that day between both families. Oh, and several people were seriously
injured, the bills for medical treatment included in evidence and as part of the suit… totals on
your side range around fifty thousand gold total reparations. But the defendants are countersuing
for a little under the same amount… apparently Geoffrey Monmouth lost his job, among other
things, as a direct result of events that happened, and they were chased out of the neighborhood
and much of their possessions destroyed. Defendants, I‟d now like to get the initial response to
Sally‟s story from one of you, only involving what happened before Sally. Before I do so, I want
to warn the plaintiff‟s side to show some courtesy, no matter what is said involving Sally. You
may escort the girl from the room if you desire.”
“No, my little Sally is a little angel.” the mother cooed, stroking her daughter‟s face and
almost squeezing her back against her body, and the Monmouth couple looked uneasily at each
other, before they both shrugged and the husband motioned for the wife to take over.
She looked nervous, but then said finally: “Your honor, we… we had a little bit of trouble
from when we first started moving in to the house. We were recently married, and the same night
we moved in we had a reception. Apparently we were loud, and-”
“You woke up my daughter from her sleep, you can‟t party all night in a family
neighborhood!” the mother trumpeted, and Zerrex glared at her, which just made her look
confused. “Well, they can‟t!”

“First and final warning. Do not speak out of turn again or you will be removed from the
courtroom.” Zerrex said quietly, and the mother glared at him challengingly, but all the reptile
had to do was lean forwards a little and she instantly shrank back. “Good. Continue, Miss
Monmouth, please stick to what is relevant.”
“Oh, this is.” Miss Monmouth shook her head slowly: she was a badger with few
demonic markings on her neatly-dressed body, while her husband was… unusual. An Initiate
from the look of him and the fact he only had small, thin horns, and a lithe body and his mortal
clothes making Zerrex instantly wonder if he had been some cubical worker somewhere. He was
also a badger… and Zerrex smiled a bit, thinking about how like often attracted like. “You see…
that first night, we ended up with a broken window before someone came over to tell us to be
quiet. We… we thought maybe one of the guests got rowdy or maybe it was just an accident or
something. Our third night there, another window was broken. And the day after another one.
“Finally, on that day… I saw Sally outside, playing by herself. I went out to say hi, and
she wasn‟t very talkative, but I figured it was just because I was new and all and I wanted to try
and make a good impression. I went inside to get some of the treats left over from our
housewarming… and out of the corner of my eye, as I was stepping inside, I saw something.”
She stopped, then shook her head and said quietly: “I turned in time to see Sally throw a rock
through the window.”
“Liar!” the mother shouted angrily, standing up and hugging her daughter to her in a pose
that looked almost painful for the poor kid, as she was lifted like a rag doll… but even scrunched
as she was, Zerrex still saw her blow a loud raspberry at the people on the other side of the room.
The families erupted into shouting at each other, as not Sally, but Sally‟s mother picked up a
pencil from the table and threw it at the couple, who both cowered away, and Zerrex sighed as he
thought about learned behaviors before he rose a hand in front of himself and forewent the gavel
to instead snap his fingers.
Energy exploded in the center of the courtroom in a brief but loud blast, the bang making
all demons present drop immediately to the ground, and Zerrex looked over the silence with his
fingers tented as all eyes slowly turned to him, saying quietly: “Bailiff, escort Sally and her
mother outside of my courtroom, where they will stay until I am ready to make my ruling.”
“That‟s unfair!” the mother exclaimed angrily, and then she pointed at the couple even as
Lone walked towards them, shouting: “They‟re liars, and miscreants, and they set fire to my
house!”
“Don‟t make this harder on yourself than it has to be, because I will not balk at holding
you in contempt of court.” Zerrex said coldly, and his eyes met the bear‟s as he asked her
quietly: “Do you really want to be put in shackles in front of your daughter, or would you like to
just quietly go outside and wait with her?”
The bear swallowed, and then she nodded weakly, Lone escorting her and the child to the
door and pushing it open for them… and when he came back, Zerrex nodded to the couple,
saying quietly: “Continue, please.”
The female nodded, and she looked down, saying quietly: “Mike… my husband… well,
we didn‟t really have the money to replace all those windows, so he got really angry and went
outside and yelled at her, and then… things spiraled out of control.” She finished lamely, and
Zerrex motioned for her to continue, and she said meekly: “Even though… it‟s past the part
about Sally?”
“I‟d like to hear the rest of the story from your view first.” Zerrex replied, frowning
thoughtfully as he tapped at his cheek, and the female nodded. Her story was a simple one,

really: the mother had come out and yelled at Mike, who had yelled back, and when she had
gone out to calm down her husband, the rest of Sally‟s family came out and started shoving them
around. At that moment, the rest of the Monmouth clan had shown up, and what was essentially
a riot had ensued. One of the Monmouth family had thrown a torch on the roof of the other house
even as they were driven back, and it had caught aflame, but they had retaliated by smashing up
their furniture, and then Mike had been fired, without warning, without reason, and included in
the evidence on Zerrex‟s desk was the letter he had received, a snarling, long-winded threat
about his life being ended like how his job had just been ended from one of Sally‟s relatives,
gloating between bouts of fury about how he had been in the right place at the right time to
sabotage his job. The female was resentful, yes, but she was also honest, admitting her
mistakes… and Zerrex glanced at the other clan before he frowned, wondering if he should hear
the story from their side.
Finally, his eyes settled on the person that had been up there at first, who was sitting in
the back with the other old-timer from the Monmouth side, both of them paying attention but
making comments here and there… and Zerrex smiled as he motioned at him, asking calmly:
“Would you like to come up and give your version of events from the other side?”
“I wasn‟t there, just a mouthpiece.” the old demon replied with his own smile in return,
and then he motioned over his family, saying in an ironic tone they missed: “Why don‟t you let
one of these youngsters try?”
They were all too eager to elect a new spokesperson, who went up and demonized – no
pun intended – the Monmouth family as best he could, even as he tripped over his words in
excitement and added obviously lies and exaggeration in here and there… but after ten minutes
of this, Zerrex banged the gavel and said finally: “Alright, enough, enough. Your story ended
before it began, you‟re not adding evidence, just hearsay. With all the evidence on my desk, the
photos, the damage estimates, all that… compiled with the story from Miss Monmouth, whom I
thank graciously for her honesty in the events and admitting the faults of her family‟s side, I‟m
ready to make my ruling. Bailiff, bring in Sally and her mother, I want them to hear this.”
Lone nodded and headed quickly to the doors, and he pushed them open to let the
demons inside. Sally skipped to the front as if this was going to all work out nicely, while the
mother looked far more hesitant… likely from a lifetime of repeating the same mistakes again
and again, despite knowing how disastrous the consequences could be.
Zerrex sat and crossed his arms, closing his eyes and bowing his head forwards as he
thought for a few more moments… and then he said slowly: “This was the hardest case of the
day. Puzzling, because usually there is one side who is right, and one who is wrong. But in this
circumstance, we have both sides doing things that were wrong. For one thing, no matter how
irritating your neighbors, nothing gives you the right to burn their house. For that, I‟m ordering
the Monmouth clan to pay for those damages. However, at the same time, Sally was responsible
for breaking the windows, and although there‟s no hard evidence of it, circumstances and certain
behaviors from her family indicate they knew what she was doing and were excusing her from it.
But that is not excusable; a family is responsible for their loved ones, especially when they are
doing something wrong. Continue to overlook what they are doing wrong without chastising
them for it, and they‟ll grow up to commit worse and worse wrongs, until often it‟s too late to
save them. Discipline is a necessity in life: sometimes, the greatest gift you can give to a person
is telling them when they must stop, and when they must go. When they grow up, they‟ll
understand: if they are smart, they‟ll never hate you for it even as children, even when they say
they do.

“Furthermore, the adults had better not start telling me what good role models they were,
after I saw how excessively the Monmouth belongings were destroyed. I‟m ordering that full
reparations in the amount requested, no less than twelve-thousand gold, be paid to them.” Zerrex
paged through the files, saying disgustedly: “Pictures burned, the inside of the home rendered
unsellable, furniture destroyed, and objects that have obvious sentimental value mercilessly
crushed. You should all be ashamed of yourselves, every single one of you: for burning another
person‟s house, for destroying property, for acting like mentally-deficient two-year-olds who
don‟t understand the barest concepts of morality.
“And because you both beat the crap out of each other pretty badly, I‟m simply waiving
all medical bills for either side, as well as the fines from the officers. You earned those
yourselves.” Zerrex paused, then he said slowly: “And that leaves us with one bit of business,
which is Mike Monmouth being fired from his job. See this letter?” Zerrex held up the evidence
file, the letter very clearly visible by the red paper it was written on. “This is from an
administrative assistant at the accounting firm Mike worked at, who claims to have sabotaged his
file to get him fired. It‟s signed by an Olaf Van Dark: would he be here in the courtroom today?”
A demon near the back slowly rose his hand, and Zerrex said calmly: “Olaf Van Dark,
this is illegal. I‟ll be notifying the company of this, and you can expect to be fired yourself. This
also qualifies as not a civil, but a criminal act, and very soon you‟ll be on trial yourself, I‟m sure.
Business is business: we leave our qualms and quarrels and personal battles out of it, especially
when the feud is on both sides. I‟m awarding the Monmouth family their full claim of ten
thousand gold for this… and I guess this works out in total to two thousand gold to the
Monmouth family. Van Darks, feel fortunate only one of you is ending up in jail today.”
“Outrageous!” the mother shouted, and then she pointed at him and accused angrily:
“This is all just a setup, you favored them from the start, I‟ll take you to court and-”
Zerrex‟s eye twitched as he slammed the gavel down and shouted angrily: “Control
yourself, mother Van Dark! Or you end this day being dragged to prison yourself!”
“You can‟t talk to my mommy like that!” Sally shouted through tears, and then she pulled
a rock out of her pocket and threw it hard at Zerrex, striking the reptile in the forehead and
making him blink a few times. “You‟re mean!”
Zerrex took a calming breath as the courtroom erupted again, and then he stood slowly up
and clapped his hands firmly twice… and within thirty seconds, the doors were kicked open, the
two old demons watching with interest from the back as blue-armored officers stormed in,
carrying batons and riot shields and with none other than a snarling Serenity at the lead, the room
going dead silent and fighting Monmouths and Van Darks freezing as she roared: “Hands on
your heads, all of you!”
Lone yelped and complied as well, as the Monmouth couple hid behind the desk, and
Sally screamed angrily and threw another rock at them, almost hitting Mike in the face as his
wife cried and pressed against him, and then the mother Van Dark ran up to the bench as officers
began seizing the rioters and snapping shackles over them, grabbing it and pleading: “No, please,
not in front of Sally! Not in front of Sally!”
“You made your choice. You stick by it.” Zerrex said disgustedly, leaning over the bench
and glaring down at her angrily. “This isn‟t my fault, the blame for these events rests with you
and these families. It‟s called responsibility, Van Dark.”
“Goddammit, you change this, you change this!” She began to climb up the bench,
snarling furiously and lashing out at Zerrex as he leaned back, and then Serenity barreled into
her, crushing her against the heavy furnishing before she slipped an arm around her neck and

flipped her easily over her body, slamming her back-first into the tile floor. Furious or not, the
mother‟s sense was knocked completely from her body as Serenity rolled her over and began to
snap the shackles on her, before her eyes flicked over her shoulder as Sally ran at her, yelling
angrily and crying.
If there was one thing Serenity lacked, it was mercy: if there was one thing she had, it
was professionalism. Sometimes these combined in ways that made Zerrex wince, as they did the
moment Sally dared to lunge at her. Without a thought or a care that it was only a child, perhaps
eight years old, Serenity seized her by the back of the head and rapped her skull briskly against
the desk, doing it with such practiced ease that it left barely a scratch on her head but knocked
her completely out, before the Iuratus dropped her and finished shackling the mother, whom she
then woke up by slapping her hard across the face with a backhand, shouting: “Get up, up, up!”
She dragged her roughly to her feet, then shoved her at a police officer before picking up
Sally and slamming her down against a table hard enough to wake her up. The child‟s eyes
bulged, held down by the throat, and then Serenity drew her sword off her back and held it in
front of her face, saying coldly: “Do you see this, child? Do you see my armor, do you see my
sword, do you see my face? Don‟t you ever think you are above me, or above the law, or above
another person in Hell again, don‟t you ever dare to think you will not be punished for your
crimes, because I will find out. I will find you. And I will slit your throat for it. Understood?”
Sally nodded violently, looking terrified out of her mind… and Serenity almost threw her
off the table and towards another police officer as she put the sword on her back, before turning
and saluting Zerrex as he walked slowly around the desk, saying briskly: “Reporting for duty, sir.
I‟ve been patrolling the Hall of Justice and ensuring no one tries to attack you while you‟re here.
The moment I heard the alarm bells in the barracks go off, I joined up with the riot unit and
decided to make sure it was nothing serious.”
“Just try and exercise some restraint next time, Serenity.” Zerrex said delicately, flicking
a hand in front of her muzzle, and she winced before he patted her gently on the shoulder. “I
know you mean well, you just… come across as a little harsh sometimes.”
She nodded and blushed a little, and Anathema muttered: Why are all your psychic
daughters complete psychotics? I think she may scare me more than Marina does.
“Shut up, wench.” Serenity muttered, touching her temple with one hand, and Anathema
winced mentally as Zerrex looked dumbly at his daughter. “I can hear your psychic resonance
when I‟m this close, it‟s irritating. I recommend you share information with me as it comes as
well, if I‟m to do the best possible job of protecting my father.”
Anathema remained silent, and the reptile had the sense she‟d retreated further into his
mind before Serenity looked moodily at Zerrex, as if sizing him up, before they both glanced
down the rows and watched as the police officers marched some ten people out into the halls and
towards criminal processing. Lone, meanwhile, still had his hands awkwardly on his head… but
for now, Zerrex‟s attention was drawn to the two old demons at the back, who were chatting
amiably away and laughing together despite being in clans currently involved in what was
turning into blood feud.
The Monmouth couple approached, and Zerrex nodded to the old-timers, saying quietly:
“You can learn a lot from people, you know… young and old, healthy and not. Just observing
them, how they act, what they do, and the consequences of their actions.” He paused, then
watched as the two old males got up and walked out of the room together, both waving at him,
and he waved back with a bit of a smile before touching his right bicep reflexively. “When you

start overlooking the outside, you see there‟s a lot inside even the oddest-shaped containers.
Lone, put your hands down, please.”
The wolf did so, clearing his throat, and then Mike said humbly: “Judge, I… I just
wanted to say thank you for… for the money and the… ruling. We know that… I mean… if I
hadn‟t yelled at the kid, maybe none of this would have happened. But still, I really am glad
that… it… well, it didn‟t work out, but…”
“He just means thank you.” His wife took his arm, and they smiled at each other before
looking at Zerrex quietly, and he nodded to them, smiling back and motioning for them to go on.
They strode down the corridor and out the doors, and the reptile shook his head after a moment
before he looked at Serenity, who was still standing calmly at attention, waiting for an order.
Zerrex knew from experience she‟d stand there for hours, despite how aggressive and impatient
as she often was, and then he shook his head with a sigh before smiling despite himself and
snapping his fingers.
Serenity relaxed immediately, and Zerrex said quietly, as he headed for the bench: “Can
you help Lone clean up, then head back to the Ravenlight Estate? I have a few things I need to
take care of myself, I‟ll catch up with you guys later.”
“You can‟t go to the Toxic Beauty club yet, I already know you plan to, and figure you‟ll
go when they hold their annual masquerade party.” Serenity said mildly, not turning around as
she crossed her arms and smiled slightly to herself, looking out towards the doorway as Zerrex
winced and Lone scratched at his head dumbly. “Furthermore, I‟m sure Cindy wants to see you
and check your medical status. You‟re still scheduled to stay at the hospital on your nights off, so
that she can continue to check your status and you can sleep in a safe place.”
Zerrex grumbled something about spoilsports as he grabbed his papers up, then he sighed
and headed past her towards the door, throwing a hand up as he said mildly: “Then I‟m sure you
know what I‟m going to do next.”
Serenity shouted at him not to do anything stupid, but Zerrex mostly ignored her as he
walked towards his little office, shutting the door and dropping the papers on his desk before he
squirmed his way out of the Judge‟s robe. He hung this up, then shook his head out, his loose
ponytail coming undone before the Drakkaren grumbled and flexed his right hand as it turned
into a thin blade, using this to slice his hair roughly to shoulder length and then watching
stupidly as the hair no longer connected to his head disintegrated into motes of energy, before he
flexed his left hand slowly as his right returned to normal after a few moments, murmuring:
“Mostly energy…”
He shook his head out with a sigh, and then rolled his eyes when there was a hammering
on the door, shouting: “Serenity, seriously, I‟ll be there in a minute-”
Then the door was flung open, and Zerrex stared in shock at Priest, who was flushed and
leaning forwards awkwardly on his crutches as he rambled: “Cherry just woke up, Dad! Mom
woke up and she wants to see you!”
Priest created a portal, and Zerrex immediately ran forwards through it, looking back and
forth as he stepped out into a white corridor before his eyes instinctively settled on a gray door
ahead, and he ran forwards and through it into a large, open room filled with medical instruments
and all variety of machines, and on a bed that curved up slightly at either side lay Cherry, cradled
in the center of it and looking uncomfortable, in her demonic form instead of her usual mortal
body as she rested back on several large, fluffy pillows, before she gave a hacking cough and
grinned weakly at the sight of Zerrex. “Boss…”

Zerrex walked forwards, grasping the steel foot of the bed and leaning forwards over it,
gazing at the sheet-covered female as Cindy smiled warmly at Zerrex, writing quietly away on a
clipboard. Then she returned her attention to the machines, runes and screens and lights glowing
across many of them, several IV bags hanging from large poles attached to either side of the bed
and no less than three different IVs inserted into her arms: one in each wrist, and one in her
elbow, feeding her all variety of chemicals. The reptile wondered for a moment if that was
safe… but then Cherry looked at him quietly, and all he could do was gaze at her, as he
murmured: “You have no clue how glad I am that you‟re okay.”
“Fuck you.” Cherry murmured, and Selena laughed a bit from where she was standing
with Sin to one side of the room. Priest barreled through the door a moment later, and he stood
with Markus, the blue-scaled Dragokkaren rubbing slowly at his arms as he looked
compassionately down at his mother, before she closed her eyes and murmured: “Where‟s
Marina?”
“In a mud bath.” Zerrex said after a moment, smiling a bit as he walked to the side of the
bed and reached down to take one of her hands… and her grip was weak, her fingers felt
fragile… but she was still there, as he asked quietly: “Want me to get her?”
“Nah. This is good. This is better than good.” Cherry said softly, and then she looked up
quietly at Zerrex, her scales almost seeming to shimmer over her form, collar still tight around
her throat as always as she reached up and touched it quietly, and it seemed that it was only him
and her in the room for the moment, as she whispered: “Thanks, Boss.”
Then her eyes slipped closed, and Cindy said softly: “She‟s fallen unconscious again…
you can stay if you like, Daddy, but I don‟t know if she‟ll wake up tonight. She‟s in rough shape
still from what Jupiter did to her.”
Zerrex nodded, making a face before he stepped forwards and leaned down to kiss
Cherry‟s forehead gently, and then he stroked over her face, saying softly: “I‟ll let her rest. She‟s
got a good support team already, it looks like… and I know you‟ll let me know if she gets
better.” He smiled a bit, standing up and stretching slowly before he gazed over at Markus.
“Good to see you, son.”
“Good to see you too, Dad.” Markus slipped past Priest to trade tight hugs with his father,
then he stepped back before looking quietly at his mother, murmuring: “Can‟t believe what
Jupiter did to everyone… and I heard that Terrance woke up and took the loss of his brother real
goddamn hard.”
Zerrex made a face, murmuring: “I can only imagine. I didn‟t know he‟d woken up.” He
paused, then looked over at Selena and Sin, who were both gazing at Cherry with a strange
affection: he knew that Cherry tended to rub off on the people she met, that once you got to
know her and understand her a little… it was hard not to like her, even when you hated her.
“Aren‟t you two supposed to be running errands for Firenze?”
“Not tonight.” Selena glanced over at him with a slight smile, as Sin shook her head.
“He‟s giving us a little more freedom, mostly because he has to do the grand court thing. And
otherwise, well… we have the council and stuff…”
She glanced away evasively, and Zerrex knew she was trying to avoid the subject of Lily,
as Sin said softly: “Speaking of which, the Sisters came to me, Lord Zerrex… told me what had
happened, asked for permission to build a monastery… and if you like, I have a better idea for
what they can do and where they can stay.”
Zerrex tilted his head curiously, then Sin approached and gently led him out into the hall,
before she created a portal… and as Zerrex stepped through with her, he understood, the female

flapping her blue-fire wings once before furling the bony appendages on her back, her eyes
gazing over her tower as she murmured softly: “I know you enjoy the run-down look… but we
can fix our Tower a little… and the Sisters are already… familiarizing themselves with the
basement. Unsurprisingly, they‟ve already become fond of it and the ideas of what we can do
there… and I let them begin decorating and… improving upon the designs already in place. They
are excellent workers, Lord Zerrex… and they will build you a beautiful temple beneath the
ground…”
Anathema slipped slowly off Zerrex‟s body, forming into being beside her sister, and
then, as flesh and scale slid back into place around her bones, she hugged herself and murmured:
“Such depravity and darkness and delight… oh Sin, the things you get into while I‟m away…”
“But it‟s beautiful, sister. It is truly beautiful.” Sin quietly reached over and turned
Anathema towards her, then she leaned forwards and kissed her sister slowly, their muzzles
meeting as Anathema went limp in Sin‟s arms, before the Naganatine smiled softly and pulled
her sister to her body, as Anathema only stared stupidly off into space before Sin gently guided
her to Zerrex… and she pressed her back against his front comfortably as he wrapped his arms
around her, holding her against him as Sin massaged quietly along Anathema‟s arms, whispering
softly: “I know you share in my appreciation of the dark delights, my darling sister… and I want
you to believe me when I say that I do this all for love of Lord Zerrex… that these may not
always be his ideas… but they are his great pleasures too. That we only punish the wicked
here… or the willing.”
“Like Mephistopheles turned righteous.” Anathema murmured, and Zerrex didn‟t know if
it was bitterness in her voice or longing, before she turned and wrapped her arms around him,
pressing her face against his chest as Sin wrapped her arms around her sister‟s waist and ground
her body forwards against her with a soft breath. “Show me, then…”
Zerrex nodded… and half an hour later, Anathema, Sin, and Zerrex sat comfortably in the
viewing room together. The undead Naganatine had been thoughtful in her viewing of
everything, not judging, not commenting, not applauding or disapproving… and now they sat
quietly, Sin gazing at her sister lovingly, Zerrex relaxing on the couch and Anathema beside him,
before she finally looked up and nodded slowly, before she smiled a bit over at Zerrex, asking
him quietly: “How many others have… participated in these games of yours over the years?”
“Well, Selena likes to act tough… likes to get real nasty sometimes… but some of the
things we get into down here revolt even her.” Zerrex said honestly, smiling awkwardly… but
Anathema only motioned for him to continue. “I… I don‟t remember too clearly, I think…
Marina insisted once, but I never let her. Cherry‟s played, but she doesn‟t enjoy being cut into
more… well… being slapped around.” He stopped, glancing down and rubbing at the back of his
head slowly, feeling… almost sickened by himself for a few moments.
“Lord Zerrex… feels bad about these pleasures of his, even when they are the pleasures
of others.” Sin explained quietly, looking at her sister softly. “He doesn‟t know how to explain to
the people that would call him a monster how… because you can‟t understand how a person
could enjoy it, doesn‟t mean a person can‟t. Just because you don‟t understand something
doesn‟t make it any less real, any less tangible, any less true, and most people… don‟t
understand that.”
She stopped, then shook her head out slowly, reaching over to take one of the
Drakkaren‟s hands and squeezing it quietly. “There really is nothing wrong with you, Zerrex.
The Sisters referred to you as a God of Energy, other things have called you a God of Fertility.
At the end of the day, they are things of creation, though… and although you are twisted, and

although your life has made you… different… you are a protector, a creator, at heart. These
people you hurt… are destroyers, aberrances of creation who have scorned everything ever given
to them or earned, who have hurt others and do nothing but destroy when left out in the wild…
whom you are trying to tame and domesticate and understand, instead of being left like living
wildfires. Yes, you take pleasure in it… yes, some of the things you do to them, are simply for
your benefit. But they have earned their place here, in this Hell inside Hell. Lord Zerrex, I know
that if you did find the way to… fix whatever is wrong inside them, you would fix them and
move on. But science is experiment, and experiments are work… and even as you destroy, you
are furthering the will of the universe, of creation, of the First Creators. And there is nothing
wrong with enjoying that.”
“I feel like you‟re just rationalizing away my evil.” Zerrex said quietly, and then
Anathema slapped him lightly, making him wince. “What?”
The undead Naganatine smiled at him, then she turned around, flexing her muscles to
make her back ripple, the large bones on her shoulderblades twitching before she left the open
canvas of her back visible to him, saying softly: “This is the largest area on my body of flesh and
scale, no bone plates, no nothing else. What do you think a tattoo would look like back there?”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, muttering: “I think Mahihko would have a fit and claim you were
copying him.”
“Only if I got Property of Zerrex.” Anathema paused, seeming to relish saying that as she
murmured: “Property of Zerrex, though… not a bad idea. How would I look with that, maybe in
a heart?”
Zerrex slapped his forehead, and the undead Naganatine laughed before she looked over
her shoulder and grinned a bit, as Sin shook her head with a smile, none of them minding the
sudden change of subject before Anathema hopped to her feet and walked over to the window,
gazing quietly out at the arena below as she murmured: “All of your disciples and Iuratus should
be brought to this place though, Zerrex… and every single one of us should be given a marking,
to show that we belong to you. That we are your army, your family, your guardians. The last line
of defense and the first line of attack. And we should be tested in a great competition… it would
be beautiful, Father…”
Then Anathema slapped a hand over her mouth as she turned beet red, and Zerrex looked
at her dumbly before she said firmly: “Patriarch. I meant Patriarch and that just slipped out.”
“That‟s adorable.” Zerrex said kindly, and Anathema snarled before tearing her arm off
and throwing it at him, the reptile laughing as he leapt away and then dived over the couch when
Anathema pulled her head off next and threw it across the room. It bounced over the couch, and
she bit at him in midair, the lizard wincing back before she grunted as her face smacked against
the ground, then Anathema yelped when he picked her head up and threw it at Sin, who caught it
with a sigh and walked over to firmly plant it back on the undead Naganatine‟s shoulders, her
body standing in a pose that was visibly impatient until her head was firmly back in place.
Zerrex peered over the couch at her, and Anathema grumbled as her arm slithered over
the ground and up her body, before her hand grasped her hip and the shoulder joint popped into
place, and the undead female rolled her arm slowly before she said flatly: “Anyway, you have
disciples, but no godly family. Naganis himself had no strict godly family, but he did at least
have close friendships with beings like Odin and Thanatos, which was part of the reason Athéos
probably wasn‟t too keen on taking Naganis on directly. Without a „family,‟ or at least
associations with other gods, fortune hunters might start coming after you, or other rogue gods
who are trying to gain a name for themselves.”

The Drakkaren nodded a bit, making a face and raising a hand. “This stuff I remember
the Sisters teaching me a lot of. But well… there‟s Thor and Loki and Gilgamesh and all them. I
get along with them, right?”
“Yes, but they have no real connections to you. And you don‟t have your own realm,
either, or territory where you‟ll have the advantage and dominion over…” Anathema paused,
then made a face when Sin looked at her pointedly. “No, I don‟t think either the mortal world or
Elysium count.”
“But Lord Zerrex is helping to rebuild the mortal realm, his connections to it are vast…
and the Sisters have pointed out to me how ingrained into Hez‟Rannan lore he was, and how
connected he is to Hez‟Ranna itself.” Sin replied softly, and then she paused before murmuring:
“And who knows? The Goddess‟s dimension may still exist in Hez‟Ranna somewhere. Naganis
never destroyed the Hell the Drakkai species crawled out of… perhaps Zerrex could utilize it like
a safe house if he stumbles across it. In the meanwhile, you can at least stay here… my Tower is
secure from anyone and anything unless I allow them access, after all.”
Anathema looked unconvinced, but Zerrex nodded even as he made a face, muttering:
“Yeah… just so long as things don‟t get any more complicated as they already are now. I‟ve got
enough to deal with as it is, after all: Judging, returning to the mortal realm, everyone so badly
injured, and of course the Toxic Beauty club to investigate. Not to mention the drama in my
personal life. I‟m going to put off all the other stuff I really don‟t want to deal with anyway for
as long as possible, I think.”
Sin nodded, and Anathema rolled her eyes, saying mildly: “And let‟s not forget the
Broken, either. But things have a habit of falling into place for you.” She stopped, then looked
down into the arena, saying softly: “And if they don‟t, we‟ll just make them fall into place
ourselves.”
Over the next few days, Zerrex focused mostly on work, letting Lone continue to act as
bailiff after working through about three hours‟ worth of forms, and the wolf kept swinging his
baton around when he thought no one was looking and admiring his shiny new badge on his
uniform that marked him as a real officer of the court now. The reptile felt his energy returning
and the last wounds on his body healing, and after so much time under so much strain, it made
him feel energetic and cheerful, especially when Mist and Shine were able to start escorting him
around after healing up a little themselves: he couldn‟t begin to express how delighted he was
that for once, someone he liked came back from the dead instead of enemies he thought he‟d left
long in the grave.
Lily he dealt with the simple way: after another day of dodging her, he sat down with her
one night and just tried to let things go and move on, and she had done the same… except her
demeanor, he noticed, was a little bit changed. She was a little more looking-to-please, a little
more servile… and while it hurt him that she thought it was better this way, he knew she‟d come
back to her old self sooner or later: it was just a matter of letting her feel comfortable around him
again, after the things that had happened.
News also came from the mortal realm: Asylum had successfully landed in Uroboros, and
the oxygen systems on board the ship meant that while Huck and Loki continued to set up air
convertors, the mortals on board would be well-supplied with the stuff. It also mean that
suddenly there were teams of Dragokkaren in Environmental Hazard Protection suits and teams
of demons and angels there to help out, so Hez‟Ranna was getting ready to be put back into
shape by itself. The colony in Ire, meanwhile, was expanding even as it repaired itself, and was

almost ready to be handed completely over to mortal control, which was when Balthazar and
Mercy would be recalled from duty.
And now, Zerrex was just hanging up his Judge‟s robes back in his slightly-cleaned-up
office, Lone shuffling through his papers for him as Anathema leaned on the closed door and
said mildly: “I still say it‟s stupid to be doing this alone, Zerrex. And if Serenity finds out I‟m
not there with you, she‟s going to cut off my head.”
Anathema accented this by pulling her own head off, but Zerrex didn‟t smile too much as
he looked at her, which made the undead Naganatine frown as she added quietly: “You don‟t
need to do this, you know. It could very well be a trap.”
“It‟s a trap!” Lone exclaimed, and then he winced when Zerrex and Anathema both
glared at him, before he sulked behind the desk, mumbling: “Oh come on, how could anyone not
yell that? It‟s been used in every movie ever.”
“Shut up.” the Drakkaren said finally, and Lone grinned stupidly before the reptile sighed
and looked at Anathema, saying quietly: “Look. This… this is just something I have to do alone.
Besides, I won‟t be totally alone.” The reptile held a hand out, and a moment later, the skeletal
pseudodragon appeared in it with a bright chirp. “See? I‟ll have Sammy with me.”
“Oh, don‟t I ever feel better now.” Anathema intoned ironically, and Zerrex rolled his
eyes as the undead Naganatine gave him a sour look. “I like him and all, Zerrex, but there‟s not a
lot he can do. Besides, I feel like this is going to be one of those nights that end up remembered
forever.”
The Drakkaren grunted as Sammy ran up to settle on his shoulder, chirping again and
looking huffily at Anathema. “Can you not be a super-bitch today? And anyway, what the hell
makes you say that? We‟re going probably going to deal with major shit if Serenity finds out
what we‟re up to… otherwise, hell, these sound like our kinds of people, you know?”
The undead Naganatine snorted in amusement at this, then Zerrex created a portal, and
the Drakkaren smiled a bit to the two, saying quietly: “Be good, both of you, either way. And
thanks again for all the help.”
“Get.” Anathema said sourly, waving a hand at him, and the reptile laughed as Lone
jumped up and waved. Then the lizard vanished through the portal, and he stepped out into the
side alley between two large buildings, a rumbling bass pounding the pavement beneath his feet
with enough power to make the dust rattle… and the reptile looked back and forth as he
reminded himself this was the rich district of a small, prospering sleaze-city, as he tapped at his
armlet and changed his clothes from simple to that of a plush-looking black suit, complete with
leather vest, leather pants, and leather dress jacket. Then he paused and flicked a hand out, and a
pair of sunglasses appeared in them a moment later, the reptile grinning slightly as he put these
on and secured them over his large muzzle, securing the strap on the arms around the back of his
head as he murmured: “Hell, even my boots are polished… so this shouldn‟t be too hard as long
as I look the part.”
The idea was to look and act like he was only imitating looking and acting like himself…
and the Drakkaren rolled his shoulders loosely as he slipped one hand into a pocket, striding out
of the alley and looking back and forth down the wide, paved street. Tall pillars supported
beautifully-ornate torches here and there, and the buildings were of all shape and all size and
filled with all manner of luxury, from gambling to sex to sicker delights. The Drakkaren turned
around, then looked at the lineup waiting anxiously in front of a pair of swinging doors guarded
by two enormous Wrath demon bouncers, both with their huge, muscular arms crossed and
dressed in matching tight black clothes. A velvet rope was strung in front of them, and everyone

was keeping a good distance back from this even as they clamored to be let in, standing on a
gilded gold carpet in front of the monolithic, spiraled tower marked only by the huge black
butterfly symbol standing out from it. A spotlight shone over this, making the shadows play
oddly over the gray stone of the structure… and the more Zerrex looked at it, the more it looked
like either a mountainous gulag or some factory‟s main smokestack.
A third bouncer stood by another door, and higher-priority guests – and people who could
bribe him – were slipping through it every so often. This bouncer was armed with additional
shiny vambraces that the reptile could see the edge of hidden blades beneath… and the
Drakkaren glanced at Sammy, who chirped as he looked into his eyes, waiting for a command.
“Scout the area, regular patrols. Send me an alarm if you see anyone suspicious, or Royal Guard
activity. Serenity crashing the party could be as disastrous as a Broken.”
The pseudodragon nodded and chirped before he leapt down to the ground, slipped
towards the side alley, and hopped up onto the wall of the building, scrabbling for a moment for
purchase before he shot up it like a rocket, and the Drakkaren smiled a bit and watched before he
finally strode up to the demon with the guestbook, glancing over him before he said calmly:
“Zerrex Narrius.”
“Yeah right, pal, you and a hundred others tonight. Unless your name is on the list, or
you got proof that the guy in that cheap suit is the real deal, you can shove off.” The last two
words were accented by brutal pokes to his chest, and Zerrex made a distasteful face before the
Wrath demon reached over to flick his muzzle… and Zerrex swiped his hand easily up and
caught his finger before it could hit, the scales separating slowly as his rocky, warped hand came
into existence, as his eyes glowed emerald over the tops of his sunglasses.
The Wrath demon paled and swallowed thickly at this show, and then he quickly
staggered backwards out of the way, pushing the door open for him and mumbling: “My
apologies, your… your lordship. Right on in, Mistress Ella and Canny are waiting for you.”
“Where can I find them?” Zerrex asked mildly, and then he absently took the guest list
from the male‟s trembling hands, surprised at how few names were on it… and how big some of
those names were. “Some pretty high-powered names here. This city was built around Toxic
Beauty, though, right? A city built on carnal delights and sick dreams… I think I‟m going to like
it here.”
“Thank you, sir.” the Wrath demon said numbly, and then he added weakly: “Missy
Ella‟s the owner, she‟ll be in her office, watching the nightclub. She can tell you where Canny
is.”
Zerrex nodded and pushed the book back into the Wrath demon‟s arms, and then he
proceeded through the door and winced at how loud the music was, his senses feeling dulled by
it as demons mingled with each other, laughing and imitating the people they were „dressed up‟
as, the crowd almost entirely shapeshifters as the Drakkaren stepped out of the narrow, cloisterlike white hallway leading from the private entrance and through a prison-like barred door into
the main room, the two security guards beside it nodding politely to him. At least, he thought
they were security guards, but the uniform was simply loincloths, manacles, and collars… and
Zerrex remembered Sin mentioning how seriously the people here took their roles, before he
looked at one and shouted over the music: “Where‟s Mistress Ella‟s room?”
“Up there, sir!” one of the muscular guards replied with serious and immediate
professionalism, even as colors began to strobe over the club from above. Zerrex winced,
pushing his sunglasses higher up his face despite how wearing them in the dark made him feel
like a jackass, and then he patted the guard on the arm in a sign of „thank you‟ and headed

towards the area he‟d pointed at. The floor plan was interesting, he had to admit… he was in the
large back area, occupied by a massive bar at the back of the room and a coat check at one side,
as well as a large scattering of tables… and then, between the enormous, open dance-floor and
the seating area he was in, was a thirty foot wide, perhaps forty foot deep trench, filled with all
manner of depravity… although around the circular platform, others were engaged in many of
the same acts, hooked up to tables or manacles or chains attached to the walls, as the band on
stage sang and played music that tried to get into Zerrex‟s head.
The reptile shook his skull out a bit, looking up at the machinery responsible for the
lightshow, and then he paused as he realized there were exotic dancers hanging in some of the
cages, as well as on the stage around the band… and when he turned around, he realized the
uniform was the same: butterfly-shaped tops that barely covered their fronts, and long white
loincloths that thickened out near the end, also marked with a butterfly like their collars were.
Engraved nameplates were also fastened to the side of each collar… and the reptile smiled a bit
before a shapeshifter in the form of Selena – but wearing a long-sleeved sweater and a scarf – ran
up to him, shouting: “Hey, great party, huh? You wanna dance?”
“Actually uh…” And before Zerrex could protest, he was dragged over to a large, grated
bridge that ran across the center of the bench, and the not-Selena laughed as she pulled him
across, grinning at him before he was yanked onto the dance floor, and the reptile stared at the
fact that his footprints actually glowed different colors when he stepped on the tiles… in fact,
everyone‟s steps glowed brightly and briefly, adding to the mesmerism of the lightshow. “I really
don‟t dance that well.”
“No one here dances well!” Not-Selena replied with a wink, and then she turned around,
grinding her hips in a loose, blatantly-sexual movement back against him, her large rear making
the jeans she was wearing creak. “Come on, just try it!”
Zerrex felt embarrassed, even as he was surrounded by a hundred others moving in far
more sexual a fashion with people they probably knew even less than he knew this random
stranger… so he sighed, grasping into her hips and awkwardly rolling his hips with hers, making
her giggle over the music as he looked back and forth over the walls above. There were a few
more cages, some wiring, some spotlights likely remote controlled from a hidden booth… and a
massive, cubical office in one high corner, made of what looked black steel and one-way glass as
the Drakkaren‟s eyes narrowed, before the girl called: “Candy!”
“What?” Zerrex asked stupidly, letting his eyes trace the route he‟d have to take to get up
there: first he‟d have to wade across the dance floor, then get through what looked like a private
lounge area protected by security guards, then up two flights of stairs to the catwalks above. He
finally tore his eyes away, looking down at her, and she turned around and smiled up at him with
almost-white eyes that were innocent in the features of Selena, but would probably be lustful
anywhere else.
“My name is Candy!” she stroked a finger down his chest, then leaned in and licked his
neck teasingly, clinging to him as the reptile winced and threw his arms wide. “But you‟re the
sweet one here… wanna go fuck?”
“Candy, I‟d love to, but I‟m kind of doing business here… thank you for the dance,
though, it was… a new experience.” Zerrex finished lamely, and Candy pouted, then
immediately hugged him around the waist when he turned to try and leave, making the lizard
sigh, then drop his arms and head forwards. “Seriously…”

“Is it my costume? I can totally change it!” The girl said quickly, and by the time Zerrex
looked at her, she had transformed completely, now a clone of Lily as she grinned. “You dig this
kind of girl? Or hell, I can be a guy, I… well… okay, I haven‟t learned how to do that yet…”
Zerrex looked at her mildly, and she pouted up at him, then yelped when another Zerrex
grabbed her from behind, except this one was a pretty shabby imitation: his scars were reversed,
and he was wearing only a bandolier and a pair of tight-tight jeans, as he shouted: “Hey, it‟s
okay, babe, you want a guy like him, you got me!”
Candy looked grouchy at this, though, then she slapped at his hand when he groped a
breast… except that only made him grope harder as he kissed hungrily along her neck, the shifter
clenching her eyes shut as she said firmly: “Scott… Scott! Dammit, Scott, get off me!” She
shook him loose, and Scott huffed, flicking his hair back as Zerrex began to slip carefully away,
before he winced when Scott slapped her… and Candy‟s eyes began to water as she trembled
and shouted: “I‟m not into that shit, Scott!”
“Well I am!” Scott retorted, grabbing her by the throat as he snarled: “You‟re the one
who keeps coming here, who keeps begging to get choked by dick, and I keep telling you you‟re
goddamn mine when-”
Zerrex sighed, then walked over and pried the two apart with ease as people danced
around them, some obviously grinning as they enjoyed watching the events unfold, like it was
some twisted melodrama… and to them, it probably was, as Zerrex said calmly: “Listen, pal-”
Scott slammed a punch into his face… then moaned in pain when Zerrex‟s head barely
twisted and he drew his hand stupidly back, fingers flexing and slightly swollen already, and
Zerrex grabbed him by the throat and lifted him above his head, saying kindly: “I‟m going to
forget you punched me, mostly because I think it‟s pathetic you hurt yourself. So why don‟t you
just run along now, or I‟ll punch you back. And if you hurt yourself that much hitting me in the
face… think of how much me hitting you in the face will hurt.”
Scott winced and nodded, and the moment he was dropped he shot off through the crowd
to laughter and jeers as Zerrex brushed himself absently off, then turned around… and Candy
immediately dived at his leg, hugging it and calling happily up to him: “Thank-you-thank-youthank-you-thank-you-thank-you!”
“Okay kid, come on, get off.” Zerrex shook his leg out irritably, and Candy blushed as
she squirmed around to the front of his limb and crawled up his body, the reptile wincing again
as she ground her face along his abs and inhaled his scent with a sigh before curling up into his
arms… and the reptile made a face, turned, and dropped her on her ass as he slipped through the
crowd of dancers, then he cursed as she immediately popped up at his side, asking sharply: “How
the hell do you do that?”
“I‟m very flexible…” Candy leered and grinned at him, and Zerrex slapped his forehead
before he battered his way off the dance floor and circled towards the private lounge, where a
bunch of demons were all sitting around, watching a pair of Dius dancing around on the table,
naked except for the small, apparently-alive black butterflies that rested over their bodies,
fluttering away now and then around them as Zerrex had to admit that impressed him at least a
little bit.
He approached the entrance to the lounge, a set of stairs leading down into the recessed
area of rounded, plush benches and the large black table, and Candy giggled and grabbed his
wrist, following along behind him… before the two demons guarding the lounge held up hands,
saying curtly: “VIPs only.”

Zerrex looked at them flatly, then he paused and turned around, gazing over the area, at
the multitude of Zerrex, Lily, and Selena imitators, the scattering of Firenze and Sins, the people
in their normal clothes, the people who looked like they had dyed their bodies badly, the people
who were in full, realistic ceremonial clothing and armor… and then he sighed and held up his
right hand again, and it became warped and rocky before the guards traded looks, then one said
dumbly: “That could be a trick-”
Zerrex poked him firmly with one rocky finger, digging a gash in his arm, and he winced
and the two bowed him aside, the Drakkaren walking in as Candy giggled and tried to come with
him… but the guards blocked her and shoved her back, and she sniffled, wiping at her face in her
large sweater as she wailed mournfully: “Oh, please, mister! Please? I‟ve never been in there,
please-please-please… tell them I‟m with you, tell them, tell them!”
The Drakkaren winced, resting his head in one hand as he muttered for patience… and
then he sighed and looked over his shoulder, saying flatly: “Your voice pierces over the music
somehow you know that?” When she only pouted, he rolled his eyes, waving a hand. “Fine, let
her through, she‟s with me.”
Candy giggled and gleefully bounced past the guards, and she immediately leapt up on
Zerrex‟s back, making him stagger the last few steps as she hugged him tightly around the neck
and crushed her face against his forehead with a purr… and most of the group looked up and
stared before one of them – a horse in a white suit, obviously too good to shapeshift like
everyone else – commented drolly: “How cute, they sent us clowns. How „haute couture.‟”
That earned a few tinkling laughs from around the room, and Zerrex just rolled his eyes
as he headed for the staircase, before the stallion commented idly from his seat: “Funny, isn‟t it,
how the lower class can‟t even understand what the higher class is saying?”
Candy sniffled, looking hurt, and Zerrex rolled his eyes as he put her down before
walking over to the seat and resting his hand on the back of it, earning a few looks from the welldressed crowd before he said mildly: “Nothing personal, really. You just upset that girl over
there, and it really kills me to see her cry. It‟s just a little less annoying when she laughs.”
Then the Drakkaren flipped the chair backwards, and the stallion rolled out of it before
Zerrex reached down and picked up a fallen wooden pipe, putting it into his muzzle and saying
around it, as he rested a hand inside his jacket: “My, but the inelegancies of the painfullywealthy never shall stop, no?”
The stallion began to get up, looking outraged… and then Zerrex dragged him in almost
as if to kiss him, shoving the other end of the pipe into his muzzle before he blew as hard as he
could, and the eyes of the horse bulged before he began to gag hard, the Drakkaren absently
patting him twice on the back before he walked around him and headed for the stairs, even as the
rest of the crowd looked shocked and Candy gazed at him fawningly, the reptile wincing as he
heard the sound of vomiting and he quickly turned her around, muttering: “Now we head
upwards fast while they‟re distracted with their friend.”
“Okay, okay! It‟s like we‟re spies!” Candy clapped gleefully, then leapt into his arms,
and the Drakkaren groaned, only glad he‟d set the armlet to twenty instead of ten today as he
headed quickly up the stairs and onto the system of catwalks above, before wincing at the sight
of the Wrath demon in full body riot armor standing with his arms crossed in front of the office
door, across the open grated area. He didn‟t look exactly happy to see him, his armor-plated
features somewhat faintly reminiscent of a bear as Candy whispered to Zerrex, now that they
were above the music: “That‟s Mistress Ella‟s security chief, Saint. No one gets to see Mistress
Ella unless they have his permission.”

“Zerrex Narrius. I‟m going to kick your fucking ass.” Saint said cheerfully, and then he
punched his fist into his other hand, as Saint strode slowly forwards, and the reptile narrowed his
eyes a bit as he reached up and tapped his butterfly collar, saying darkly: “Mistress Ella said
you‟d blow me out like a candle. But ain‟t no one ever beaten me yet, and no one gets past me to
see her.”
His other hand reached down and snapped a long whip off his side, and when he cracked
it, electricity shot through it, the reptile wincing a bit before he sighed and took off his dress
jacket, Candy giving him enormous eyes as he handed it to her… before wincing when she
shoved her face in it and inhaled deeply, then let out a blissful sigh, hugging it against her body.
Zerrex made a face, then he winced when Saint lunged and snapped the whip out, howling:
“Don‟t take your eyes off me, rodent!”
Zerrex swung his right arm up as it exploded into warped, rocky form before solidifying
into the silver arm, and Candy gaped stupidly as Saint‟s whip slashed across this, leaving a scar
and electrifying it… but Zerrex ran forwards, snarling as long arcs off lightning zapped off the
limb, and Saint‟s eyes widened before Zerrex punched him hard in the stomach, knocking him in
the air before his other hand slammed across his face in a flat palm, ripping some of the armor
plating off his face and making him half-flip sideways before he crashed against the sidewalk.
He hissed in pain, grabbing at Zerrex‟s foot, and the Drakkaren slammed his other boot into his
stomach, cracking his armor and stunning him as the reptile said disgustedly: “Who the hell calls
someone else a rodent?”
Saint snarled as he rolled backwards to a kneel, snapping the whip at his side as he began
to stand up… and then the door behind him swung open, and he winced as an elderly raccoon
asked him dryly: “Saint, what did I tell you?”
“Sorry Missy Ella.” Saint muttered, and then he winced and sulked visibly when she
rapped him between the ears with his cane, before he obviously struggled to hold in his anger as
he glared furiously across at Zerrex and slowly stepped aside, motioning with both arms towards
the door as he asked icily: “Would you. Please. Come. In?”
He bowed creakily, and Zerrex glanced at Candy, who skipped ahead and grabbed his
metal arm, gazing at it and pulling lightly at the overlaid metal plates as he said mildly in return:
“You were losing anyway. But thanks.”
“I was not!” Saint stormed, stomping a foot and snarling as his eye twitched, and then he
pointed at him and said angrily: “This ain‟t over, Zerrex! This ain‟t over!”
Then he stormed off, and the raccoon in the doorway sighed, shaking her head slowly as
a smile quirked at her muzzle, the small horns above her golden eyes glinting a bit in the light as
she said mildly: “Excuse my boy, he‟s just a little shy around new people.”
“Shy. Right.” Zerrex muttered as he stepped from the throbbing nightclub into what
seemed like a cozy little apartment, complete with a fireplace filled with blue flames. There were
shelves of books, a little table with a lamp on it, a cozy-looking couch and sets of purple curtains
hanging over the one way glass, currently all but one pulled closed. And when Zerrex shut the
door, he was unsurprised that the sound from outside was immediately blocked out… or that
there were silence rooms carved over the back of the door.
Mistress Ella stood in front of the one revealed window, gazing out at her nightclub in a
strangely-motherly fashion, dressed in something tailored during the days when Ire had been full
of farms and knights, her waist incredibly thin as she leaned forwards on a walking stick tipped
with a diamond the size of a golf ball. Her fur was strange for a raccoon, mostly blonde with the
mask around her eyes a tan, dark color… and she looked thoughtfully at Zerrex with her brown,

dark eyes before she said slowly: “Yes, yes, yes. You are the real deal, aren‟t you? My, but does
my little darling Daria ever talk about you… but she goes by a different name now. She‟s the
favorite of all my girls and boys, but then again, she ain‟t just a lost little soul being controlled
by the lusts of the body or the greed for gold. She‟s got a goal in mind, and a big one at that,
Zerrex Narrius of Hell.”
“Oh, he‟s just a shapeshifter… right?” Candy looked up at him with big eyes, and then
she took a long, slow inhale as the reptile flexed and his right arm became flesh and blood as the
nanomachines filled in the sleeve of the shirt around it, and the female squealed and clung to
him, bouncing up and down. “Like, oh-my-god wow! You‟re Zerrex, you‟re Zerrex, wow, I
thought you were like, legend! Like those guys who dress up in robes and don‟t have sex!”
“No, uh… monks. They really do exist.” Zerrex said delicately, and then he glanced over
at Ella, who was looking a little less than pleased with Candy‟s presence. “Hey, don‟t blame me.
She grabbed me the moment I came in here and wouldn‟t leave me alone. Besides, she‟s easy
prey.”
“Lots of these young fools are, especially on the nights like tonight, our party nights…”
Mistress Ella replied, glancing out the window with a scornful look. “Canny and I opened this
club in order to take in wayward and lost souls, and shape them into something. The idea was
really hers, and it took form only around seven years ago… eight now, I suppose. This night
marks that anniversary, and we always celebrate it by holding a masquerade in honor of the High
Thrones, to thank them as well for all the hard work they put in, day in and day out… not that
any of the young idiots down there realize it.
“I‟ve always had a lot of money. You‟ve probably realized by now my sin is a sin of
Greed.” Mistress Ella glanced over at them with a dry smile. “Not that I had any shortage of lust
in my days either. But I‟m past such things, sadly. Apart from the occasional spanking I give to
the people who get out of line, and the few nights a year I find myself a nice young male to take
to the sack for a little while, of course…” She paused, then reached out and stroked over the
glass slowly, saying quietly: “But I needed to get rid of some of my money before I drowned in
it… and Canny, Canny… had such a heck of an idea.
“So we built us this operation here.” She smiled a bit over at Zerrex, nodding after a
moment. “We figured we‟d take in a Dius or succubus or two, or some other lust demoness,
make money with our bodies. I don‟t argue whether it‟s for empowerment or degrading to
females, all I care about is that I‟m doing something with my money, and that we‟re getting these
chicks off the street and out of the hands of pimps. As our facility expanded, we became this
nightclub, and Canny always insisted that we take things as seriously as possible… but with
rising attendance, sadly, our ideals have begun to slip a little. Sometimes it‟s hard to tell who‟s
real, and who‟s the charlatans… especially at these costume balls.”
“Canny is Daria.” Zerrex said slowly, and Ella looked intrigued, as the Drakkaren shook
his head slowly, saying quietly: “Just made sense. And I could feel your emotions… the same
feelings rose up when you talked about their names.”
She nodded, looking at him for a few moments, then she hammered her cane lightly
against the ground, and the entire apartment shuddered before lowering slowly to the dance floor
below, as Ella said mildly: “I hate walking. But I usually like to watch the shows. Care to join
me?”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, as Candy continued to cling to his arm, giggling
stupidly… and Mistress Ella made her way to the door, throwing it open the second they touched
down and walking through, as Zerrex followed her and closed the door behind him. He tried to

take his coat back from Candy, but she had it all wrapped around her, and the reptile rolled his
eyes with a sigh as they made their way to several private tables in front of the center stage,
cordoned off by both security guards and glowing neon rope.
They sat at the center one, and a lithe male wearing what was undoubtedly a tight bikini
approached and slid a cup of wine to Mistress Ella, before she asked mildly: “Anything to drink,
you two?”
Zerrex shook his head, and Candy immediately held a hand up, saying cheerfully: “A
neon bender cocktail!”
The male smiled courteously, then slid away as a low, rhythmic beat pulsed from the
speakers and the band finished heading off stage. The lights darkened as the waiter came back
and served Candy, who slurped loudly at her glowing drink through a twisty straw, before
spotlights flashed on across the stage as a curtain of fog rolled over it slowly, and five cages
slowly rose up as the music began to beat a bit harder and faster… and Mistress Ella didn‟t even
have to point out who was in the center stage.
She looked older, and more beautiful than ever, with a body that was near perfection:
tone throughout her form, a slender, graceful frame, large, voluptuous breasts and lean black
scales. Small, draconic horns extended from either side of her head, and a double ridge ran down
from these, all the way to the end of her tail, as she posed inside the cage with her eyes closed, in
a half-crouch… and then the cage doors slid open, and she seemed to erupt with energy as she
leapt forwards and immediately went into a dance routine with the other girls as butterflies
fluttered off her body and over the crowd, leaving her with only two black butterfly-shaped
pieces of cloth over either breast and her crotch, as a pole rose out of the ground in front of her
and she easily rose her leg upwards to wrap around it, spinning slowly as she gyrated her hips at
the same time.
Zerrex was enthralled by her, almost gaping as the charcoal scales covering her stomach
flexed just enough to show off the abdominals hidden beneath the smoothness: her breasts, too,
were charcoal, while the rest of her was black… but her eyes were a cold, brilliant mauve now,
as her long tail flicked back and forth, her entire body moving with the beat… and as she danced,
he realized she had roses and vines tattooed in purple down her entire tail, as Candy moaned and
visibly began to touch herself, breathing hard as she whispered: “Ooh, she‟s my favorite by far…
I wanna be just like her, I wanna learn to move just like her…”
“Canny… Daria, as you know her… is one of the stars of the show… but I have a feeling
she‟ll be leaving shortly.” Ella looked evenly at Zerrex, as the Drakkaren looked at her with
surprise, before she said softly: “Take her with you, go ahead. As you notice, she doesn‟t wear a
butterfly collar… in fact, no male has ever collared her. More years have passed than even I dare
to count since I first took her in, a crying demon-child in the gulags of Wrath… and even then,
she was always talking about you. You left an impression on her soul: she‟s lived her entire life
for this moment, Zerrex. She dances on that stage for you.”
And when Zerrex looked up, his eyes met hers… and she began to twist herself around
the pole with more vivacity, showing off a grace and agility that amazed him even as it aroused
him, as she looked at no one else in the room, not even Candy, who was grinding herself against
Zerrex and trying to entice him even as she pleasured herself… but Ella only smiled as Zerrex
stared at Daria, and Daria stared back… before, as the routine ended, and the Dius on stage with
her dropped to final position, the female charged forwards and leapt off the stage, flying neatly
through the air before she landed on the table, and her hands seized Zerrex‟s head and yanked

him up into a hungry, long kiss, as Candy stared before squeaking and grasping her crotch with a
deep flush as Ella sipped at her wine glass.
Then Daria slid off the table to slide gracefully next to Zerrex, and they looked at each
other for a long few moments before Mistress Ella sighed and said mildly: “Just clean up my
room after you‟re done.
Before the two even made it there, they were kissing again, Daria ripping through his
pants as he tore the butterflies away from her body, tossing them over his shoulder as eager fans
grabbed at them, away from the crowd as the door slammed behind them, and the first words he
heard from her was her screaming his name as he savagely took her like an animal on the floor,
shoving her brutally down as she rocked her hips and left scratch marks over his back. Their
bodies worked together furiously for a length of time Zerrex couldn‟t count, until they were both
bloody and bruised and naked on the floor, panting softly in each other‟s arms, and then Daria
whispered as tears leaked down her face: “You remembered me. You remembered me. Oh… oh
Zerrex… I… I love you, I need you, I want you, I lust for you… I want to serve you forever, and
I was so terrified of meeting you that I put it off for ten million years… and then it was too late,
and I was only a stripper who couldn‟t even fight for Hell and the mortal world, and then you
died and I had never done anything and you were gone forever so I trained and trained and
trained when the rumors of your daughter prophesying your return rang through Hell and…”
“It‟s okay, Daria.” Zerrex said quietly, and she smiled at him before they kissed again…
and then she shuddered and moaned softly when he slowly licked up the trail of tears beneath
one of her eyes, and they looked into each other‟s eyes before he hugged her closely, whispering:
“But all I did was murder you…”
“You brought me to life. You brought me to life.” Daria emphasized, and then she smiled
faintly, stroking over the Drakkaren‟s scarred features as she murmured: “Zerrex, I went to Hell
and I was still just a kid. Can you imagine what would have happened if I had lived to be an
adult, the kind of sleaze I would have turned into? Even here, I had Missy Ella‟s guidance to get
me through my rougher patches… and I always had you to look up to. Always.”
She stopped, then sat up slowly and pushed him onto his back, smiling softly down at
him as she took a hand and guided it up to her breast, the reptile squeezing one of the large
swells slowly as his thumb gently circled her hard, black-fleshed nipple. “So I decided… I
wouldn‟t ever lose you again. I would find you, one way or another, or find a way to talk to you.
You were… under such heavy guard all the time, though, information about where you were
always kept hidden away. I guess everyone else feels the same, but it made it really hard to get to
see you.”
He nodded, looking up at her quietly, and then she laid down against him and they slowly
kissed again before she sighed softly, and the reptile reached his other hand up to rub along her
back, tracing quietly over her ridges as he murmured softly: “You‟re not a Dius. Nor are you a
succubus… what are you, Daria? My… memory… isn‟t what it used to be.”
Daria smiled, then she rolled over and carried him on top of her, the Drakkaren grunting
in surprise before he smiled slightly as he let his body pin hers, and she sighed in relaxation
beneath him, grinding every inch of her form upwards before she smiled softly as they pressed
almost nose-to-nose. She was only a foot shorter than him now, but she knew how to make
herself seem tiny beneath him as she murmured softly: “If I‟d lived a few more years, I‟d
probably have become a Lust demoness… but no. Despite my appearance… I‟m Wrath. Missy
Ella taught me to shapeshift, though, so I could become this form… I didn‟t have to always look
like… what I really look like.”

She seemed embarrassed, but when Zerrex looked at her, she nodded and slid carefully
out from beneath him, walking away and rubbing at her arm slowly as Zerrex sat up… then
watched as Daria grunted and leaned forwards a bit, her tail trembling, then became segmented
as a scorpion-like stinger pulsed into life at the end of it, and the scales over her arms and legs
became spiked and armor-like as her horns lengthened and her spine bulged, then grew, ripping
through the scales of her back so white bone plates were clearly exposed. Her legs twisted, then
snapped backwards as her feet became thick, warped talons, and her lithe hands ugly, fat claws.
Then she turned around, her breasts swollen and bruised looking, hanging like heavy fruit over
exposed ribs through which her inner organs were visible, her stomach hanging in open tatters
and filled with pulsating, writhing intestines that looked like they were covered her thorns, much
of her features melted off her bare skull as a long, purple tongue slid out of her too-large lower
jaw, then slowly retreated back inside it as she whispered: “I‟m an Abhorrence… and I grow
even uglier than this if I continue to transform.”
“You‟re still beautiful… show me.” Zerrex said softly, leaning forwards… and Daria
blushed a bit, then nodded, closing her eyes. The rest of her flesh and skin fell away from her
skull, except for her black eyelids, and her body grew, bones creaking as muscle grew on her
arms and legs, thickening them and ripping through her scales, leaving long, pulsing scars as her
ribs solidified into an armor-like breastplate over her body, and blade-like fins ripped out of her
skull between her horns as green saliva dripped from her jaws, smoldering wherever it fell as she
opened her eyes, now at least a meter taller than him as she spread her arms and the intestines
inside her body lifted up, and Zerrex realized they were fleshy tentacles as they slid forwards,
each outfitted at the end with a set of deadly jaws beneath a large, needle-like spike.
The Drakkaren stood up and walked towards her, and as he did so, his body morphed,
until he was the same height as her, his own strange features revealed as horns pushed from his
head, and the armory stuff of Mephistopheles covered his body, his own tentacles snapping
around his waist as he furled his ivory wings behind him. He stood in front of her, legs in
unguligrade stance as flexed his metallic hand and his flesh-and-blood one, scars pulsing lightly
over his form as they looked at each other… and then they slowly wrapped their arms around
each other and kissed slowly, their tongues tangling together as energy buzzed through Daria and
her acidic saliva made his mouth sizzle strangely, before they pulled apart and she rested her
head against the junction of his neck, the Drakkaren holding her close as she clung to him and
whispered quietly: “I knew you were a god. I always knew you were my god.”
“Daria… I… do you want to come with me?” Zerrex asked quietly, as he stroked her face
slowly… and the female nodded and smiled softly up at him, and in strange synchronization,
they both shrank down to their normal, mortal-looking bodies, standing naked with each other
before Daria blushed as the Drakkaren leaned forwards and kissed her forehead, hugging her
tight against his form as he murmured: “Okay then. But… Daria… it‟s going to be dangerous. I
know you‟re a Wrath demon, but still…”
Daria smiled slightly and flexed, a tentacle ending in a long spike pushing its way out of
her arm and curling around it as she said softly: “I trained, Zerrex, in both magic and physical
combat for a decade, on top of what… I did while my Wrath instincts ruled me. I learned to
imitate every trick of your own Wrath side I learned rumors about… and I have my own abilities,
too.” She stopped, then flicked her arm out, the tentacle lashing outwards before quickly
retracting into her arm. “And besides, I know you‟ll keep me safe… and I wouldn‟t mind at all
dying to save your life.”

“Daria…” Zerrex said softly, but she only hugged him tightly, and he hugged her back
after a moment, before they slowly parted, and the Drakkaren smiled a bit at her, reaching down
to tap a few buttons on his armlet. Nanomachines spread across his form as Daria gazed at him
softly, touching his bare chest before it was covered by the nanites, and then she moved her hand
up to stroke over his face, grasping into the back of his head and pulling him down into another
gentle kiss, their tongues dancing slowly together before she pulled away, gazing at him lovingly
as he sighed and shook his head, then smiled as he watched her head over to one of the shelves,
grasping a hidden handle on the side of it and spinning it around to reveal a clothes closet on the
other side. “You and Ella…”
“Missy Ella.” Daria smiled a bit over her shoulder, winking. “Don‟t ever call her by that
name alone. She‟s an old coot, but she‟s a very powerful magician… and I wouldn‟t want my
two favorite people in the world fighting. But we… we‟ve lived together forever. She‟s been like
a mother to me, a mother I could talk to about anything, share dirty stories with, and who
supported me in every decision I ever made. She‟s a good person at heart.” She paused, then said
softly: “She told you this was my farewell show, huh?”
“I won‟t force you to go, Daria. This club, this place… is amazing.” Zerrex said honestly,
and Daria looked absurdly touched, then she blushed a bit as she motioned at the Drakkaren to
come over. He did so curiously, looking over the variety of clothes, and then she blushed deeper
as he tilted his head. “What is it?”
She hesitated, then said quietly: “Dress me up, huh? I want to look perfect for you… I
want to wear the things you want me to wear.”
Zerrex gazed at her softly, and she blushed a bit, rubbing at the back of her head slowly
as she murmured: “Zerrex, my whole life has been chasing after you, idolizing you, and I‟ve
never managed to even come close to it. Now I finally have you here, now I can finally… find
out what you really like, what you really hate, what turns you on, what doesn‟t…” She stopped,
then smiled softly at him, reaching out to stroke over his chest slowly. “I want to look my best
for you. Since you took me, you were my master: all the connections I‟ve made, all the people
I‟ve met, none of it matters compared to you. Clothes are a tiny thing, but… I still want even that
tiny detail to suit you.”
Zerrex looked at her softly, and then he grasped her shoulders gently, smiling a bit at her.
“Come on, Daria. Then you should know I don‟t… well… you know…. I mean…”
“I do, Zerrex. But I guess I‟ve already made part of the choice.” She motioned at the
clothes, which were all dark navies and blacks, as she winked. “You do have a limited selection
to choose from.”
The Drakkaren rolled his eyes, and then he reached out to grab a random shirt… before
frowning a bit as he pushed past it to a black lace corset, similar to the kind Sin wore. He looked
over it slowly, and then Daria blushed as he said slowly: “You put this here for me to find, didn‟t
you, you sneaky little thing?”
Daria blushed and looked away, and Zerrex smiled after a moment as he put it back…
then he looked at her with quiet entertainment, saying softly: “Yeah, I do love corsets on my
girls. It… I don‟t know. It accents them somehow. But you should wear something… extra
special today.” He paused, then knelt and looked at the bottom of the clothes drawer, picking up
a pair of black cloth butterflies as Daria flushed but looked enthralled with the idea. “These were
hot on you. I like these.”
Daria showed him how they worked: they were similar to reusable stickers, resting on
wax paper that they were peeled off, then simply stuck to flesh: it worked better on scale than

fur, which was part of the reason the dance team was all Dius, so the adhesive wouldn‟t wear out
quickly or get caught on fur instead of flesh and peel off or bounce off. They still had standards,
after all, and Zerrex realized a moment later that Daria was joking, which made him laugh once
he got it. Then Daria took his hand, gently turned it over, and laid the butterfly on it, cloth side
down… before she let out a soft breath of pleasure as the Drakkaren gently applied it, cupping
her charcoal-colored breast in one hand and massaging in a slow rolling motion forwards to stick
the butterfly firmly on.
By the time he applied the second one, Daria was deeply flushed, grinning at him
widely… but Zerrex only winked and handed her a tiny black bikini, which she slid into with a
grin and then turned around, wiggling her hips and switching her tattooed tail back and forth to
make Zerrex swallow a bit and tug at his collar as he stared at the way her body moved. Then he
paused, looking at her tail again, and Daria blushed as she murmured: “Just… something I like.
And roses are… something you like, the black ones?”
He nodded, and Daria smiled, then grasped the other shelf, turning it around to reveal a
black, rectangular satchel, a book sticking out of the top… and Zerrex frowned and leaned
forwards a bit as Daria mumbled that it was nothing, trying to cover it up, but the reptile slipped
a hand between her arm and body and grabbed it, pulling it free and then grinning at her as he
read “„A Companion‟s Guide to Untitled Journeys, helpful advice for understanding the poetry
of…‟ hey, what the hell, when the hell did they publish that?”
“A few years ago, after the first volume sold so well.” Daria took the book back as Zerrex
fumed a little: he hadn‟t realized his other scraps of poetry had been published. But mostly it just
embarrassed him, since in ten million years of being High King of Hell he‟d never put out any of
his work to public view, before he glanced down as Daria hugged him tightly and murmured:
“They‟re wonderful poems.”
“Thanks, Daria.” He hugged her back after a moment, and the female tucked the book
back in her bag before closing it and throwing it over her shoulder, gazing at him softly as he
gazed back… and then he said quietly: “Wait. I forgot something.”
She tilted her head… and then Zerrex turned his armlet up to forty, wincing as energy
sizzled over his form and she gasped quietly… before staring as he held out a hand, and a black
collar appeared in it, made of metal plates that each had a large, metallic thorn on them, and
secured tightly by a silver clasp in the shape of a rose. She trembled a little, and Zerrex opened
the clasp, then slipped the collar around her neck before he snapped it shut, and it fit her
perfectly… and then he took her face in his hands, asking softly as their eyes met: “Daria… why
did you change your name to Canny?”
“Short for Cannibal… it‟s my stage name, because I don‟t just dance, I put on gore shows
too… cut people up, glorified in the violence, had raging, vicious sex.” Daria replied breathily,
shaking a little bit. “It helped keep my urges at bay… it made me feel good… and Canny was a
new part of my life. But now I know the last part of my life has begun… the part where I… I am
with you…”
Zerrex smiled a bit, saying softly: “Daria the Cannibal, cute. Then until you become my
Iuratus… I‟ll just call you Daria. Afterwards, maybe… you can earn yourself a suitable name.
For now, though, consider yourself… in training.”
“Yes… yes!” Daria shouted joyfully, then she threw herself against him, and Zerrex held
her close as she whispered: “Will you… will you help me keep my urges in check? I want to hurt
people so much… I want to rip them up and kill them and eat them… I… can‟t control them
sometimes…”

“It‟s okay, Daria.” Zerrex said softly, and when she looked up with a smile, he knew that
somehow, she believed him… and he stroked her face gently, feeling her emotions and the
nearly-bottomless pit of darkness inside her she was struggling to control… and he thought for a
moment of himself, and then of Cherry… and then of the Tower, as he smiled slightly. “I know
the perfect place for you to stay. Let‟s go.”
They left, pushing their way through a yelling and raving crowd as Zerrex looked up at
the stage, then stared at the sight of a Dius with an axe slowly licking blood from the blade,
another female wearing a pleasure-collar moaning softly, suspended from chains by all four
limbs and her insides hanging out before the Dius with the weapon put it between her legs and
began to ride not the hilt, but the blade itself, sawing back and forth as blood and other juices
leaked down it, as she moaned in a terrible ecstasy… and from the scars covering her body and
the lack of a pleasure collar, Zerrex knew she must be a twisted masochist on the level of some
of the females he‟d used to know at the meal club… and then he made a face when Daria
dragged him away, saying teasingly: “Enough of that. I‟ll put on the same show for you in a
private place… hell, you like her so much, I‟ll introduce you to Sweetheart. It‟s funny: she‟s the
gentlest person in the world, but she gets such a massive thrill from pain… she just looks more
the role of dominatrix, which is why we make her do that end of the show, but she‟s actually the
most bottom of bottoms.”
“Now, now, Daria, you‟re giving away all our secrets.” Mistress Ella said mildly,
swirling her wine as they rejoined them at the table. Candy immediately clung to Zerrex‟s other
side, but she was looking a little pale, as the raccoon glanced across at Zerrex. “Too bad you
took so long. You missed our guest performance of the night… a talented young thing we sniffed
out who shoved a sword in one side and out the other, then proceeded to masturbate upside down
until she came… and the juices dribbled out of her mouth. Impressive, really. Nothing a male
could do.”
“Well, gee, thanks.” Zerrex said drolly, as Daria giggled behind a hand, and Candy
looked stupidly back and forth, adjusting her sweater around herself. Then she sighed a bit,
rubbing at her features, which were beginning to melt slightly: a sign that the shapeshifter needed
to revert soon. “Uh… Candy? You‟re… running.”
“Oh, oh! Fuck, shit, dammit!” Candy grumbled, and then a moment later, she rubbed
vigorously at her features… before sighing as she shrank a little bit, the sweater looking even
larger on her now as short white fur bristled over her and her features became rabbit-like, except
she had small, thick and spired horns instead of ears, blinking her eyes owlishly as she asked
Zerrex curiously: “Are we leaving yet? I figure I‟d just go home with you. And stay with you.
Does that sound good?”
“I… don‟t you have a home?” Zerrex asked querulously, trying to get his mind around
how the brain of this shapeshifter apparently worked. Candy pouted, however, looking up at him
with her cute little face, and then she grinned, leaning forwards and winking as she stroked over
his thigh. “That… doesn‟t work on me. I have wives. Disciples. Iuratus.”
Candy then proceeded to hold her breath, and Zerrex slapped his forehead, muttering:
“Demons don‟t need to breathe. Come on, you‟re embarrassing me.” He paused, then winced
when Candy got an evil look in her eyes, and the Drakkaren held up his hands with a groan.
“Fine, you can come home with me. Just… please. Behave?”
She nodded vigorously, then giggled and threw herself against him, before staring as a
stripper on stage began to slowly dance, her own body parts wrapped around her in a show of
exquisite gore, and she groaned and buried her face against him, mumbling: “Can we go now?”

“Mistress Ella… thank you kindly for your fine company, and for being such a gracious
host.” Zerrex said courteously, and Missy Ella smiled at him, looking pleased. “Perhaps next
time we can talk some more and Daria can give a returning performance.”
“As long as my Canny is happy, that‟s what matters. Take care of yourself, little girl…
and be good to your Master.” Missy Ella said softly, and then Zerrex and Daria both nodded
before they turned and left, a queasy-looking Candy following quickly behind them as they
strode through the crowd, people gaping, staring, and occasionally reaching out to touch Daria as
she blushed a bit.
Over the bridge guarding the trench, and then past the crowded tables that had their own
shows of various kinds going on, from slow dancing, to self-mutilation, to full out masturbation
and sex with rough-looking males wearing butterfly collars as well, also obviously employees.
The security guards let them out the private door, and Zerrex was glad for it, whistling for
Sammy as they walked down the street and people yelled things at them, begging for attention.
They went mainly ignored… and then the Drakkaren winced and ground to a halt, Candy looking
stupid and Daria frowning as the lizard looked dumbly across at Camus, who was sitting on a
bench in front of a lingerie store and looking distinctly disgruntled.
“I‟m going to send you girls home.” Zerrex said slowly, as the pseudodragon ran up to
his feet and chirped, and the Drakkaren looked at him flatly, saying irritably: “Great job.”
Sammy looked at him resentfully, but he also seemed embarrassed, as Daria said quietly:
“No, it‟s… okay. I‟ll stay back, and protect Cindy.”
“Candy.” the rabbit corrected, even as she stared at Daria and unlatched herself from
Zerrex go grab her instead, the newt wincing. “You‟re like, my idol! I totally have tried to learn
all your routines and-”
As the two females backed slowly off to give them privacy and keep themselves safe,
Zerrex walked over to sit on the bench beside Camus, as Sammy leapt up on the Drakkaren‟s lap
and growled at him… and the lion sighed, flipping through several pages of his book as he
muttered: “I was recently propositioned by a whore-”
“I think I‟ve heard that joke.” Zerrex said sourly, as he looked mildly at the lion, who
gazed back awkwardly after a moment. “Does it end with her talking about penis enhancement?”
“Zerrex, I… really don‟t understand these places. Depravity, gambling, sex… none of
those things hold much interest for me. In a way, places like this… institutions that you came out
of, shouldn‟t exist.”
Zerrex opened his mouth to argue, and then a prostitute in nothing but a loincloth walked
by, holding up her large breasts as she flicked her long, duster tail, the vixen succubus asking
teasingly: “You guys up for a threesome? Only forty gold…”
“No.” Zerrex and Camus replied in the same flat tone, and the fox looked offended before
she stomped away, and the Drakkaren held up a finger as Camus opened his mouth, mumbling:
“I need to reshape my arguments after that whore popped up. But you know, it was one of the
first occupations.”
Camus rolled his eyes, adding mildly: “So was murderer. And poacher. And, god forbid,
philosopher, and we all know they‟re the ones who were killed first, too fast to think and too
slow to reach for the spear.”
“I can‟t tell if you‟re defending or damaging your own arguments right now.” Zerrex
replied mildly, and then he sighed, reaching up to touch his head. “Okay, what are you here for,
Camus?”

The lion hesitated, and then he said quietly: “Lovecraft has been deployed into the
physical realm. He‟s going to attack Heaven first: but at the same time, I‟ve… noticed something
strange, odd ripples here and there through space near the mortal world. I think Old Gods are in
hiding there. I… I felt compelled to try and keep the battlefield fair, and moreover, to… to let
you know Old Gods are on the move. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, as it stands… and
Zerrex, even as enemies… you are my friend.”
He stopped as Zerrex looked at him strangely, and then he laughed weakly, shaking his
head slowly. “Isn‟t it funny, in a sick, twisted way? Here I am, telling you that the mortal space
stations, or perhaps colonies, may be in danger from some kind of attack… when they would be
exterminated anyway once my plans are ready. But maybe I‟m trying to meet you… part of the
way. Modified my plans so that… yes, these mortals will die. This universe will be exterminated.
But I do not wish for that to happen until the last movements of this operation are in motion. For
whatever alien reason, I cannot tolerate… sitting back and watching as you try to deal with
Lovecraft and the coincidence of Old God attacks.”
“Dude, what do I care if Lovecraft is in Heaven?” Zerrex said mildly, and Camus tilted
his head curiously, and the Drakkaren couldn‟t resist continuing: “By far, Heaven is the best
off… they‟re self-sufficient, and they‟re… trying to maintain this aloofness from us. There‟s
people there that I care about that could be hurt in the attacks, yes… but Heaven has its own head
stuck so far up its ass, that even I warned them of impending attack… they would not just ignore
me, they would take it as a threat. And then they‟d probably blame me for the attack somehow,
and remove all their aid from the mortal world and the space stations, and try to draw into
themselves. Besides, they aren‟t exactly giving us help we can‟t replace… if they‟re giving us
any help at all, I mean.” He stopped, then knitted his hands together, saying quietly: “Maybe I‟m
just bitter. But there are no targets of major interest in Heaven for Lovecraft to go after that I
need. Maybe he‟s after something you‟ve deemed important, maybe he‟s just a jerk, I don‟t
know. Is he a jerk?”
“Jupiter was a jerk. Lovecraft is pompous. And I don‟t know which is worse.” Camus
shook his head in distaste, and the reptile looked at him curiously before the lion nodded to
himself and reached down to pat the page of his tome… and when he rose his hand, a smaller
book appeared inside it, which the lion shook some dust off of before he held it out to Zerrex
with an awkward smile. “Lovecraft wrote this book… and many, many other books… many
years ago, on another world. Maybe it will give you some insight into his mind.”
The Drakkaren nodded and took it, and the lion stood up, half-bowing to him before he
glanced away, saying quietly: “Lovecraft will undoubtedly attack Hell once he‟s finished with
Heaven.”
“Do you want me to kill all your Theo-whatsits?” Zerrex asked quietly, and the lion‟s
shoulders sagged a little as he stood with his back to the Drakkaren, before he simply walked
away. Zerrex watched the lion go, before he simply vanished into dark smoke… and then he
shook his head slowly, standing up as he looked across at Daria and Candy, the latter talking
animatedly and the former gazing worriedly at him, as if she was already connected to him.
Then Sammy squeaked loudly from under the bench, and Zerrex turned around before he
grabbed his head and leapt backwards as he saw a snarling Serenity striding towards him,
accompanied by two giggling Royal Guards he recognized easily: Vampire and Felicity. He
looked stupidly back and forth for a hiding place as she walked towards him, and then he simply
grinned weakly as Serenity pointed at him, shouting: “This is a high risk area, what the hell are
you doing here?”

“We‟re on a date!” Candy chirped, leaping over and grabbing Zerrex‟s arm as she smiled
brightly, and then Candy dragged Daria over to the lizard‟s other side, giggling as the newt
winced and leaned against the Drakkaren. “A double date, except he‟s the one getting doubles!”
“Lucky duck!” Vampire exclaimed, and then he winced and tried to shrink his head into
his armor like a turtle when Serenity gave him a horrendous look over her shoulder, and
Felicity‟s cheeks were puffed out from repressing her laughter, as she clutched both sides of her
muzzle. Then Serenity slowly looked back at her father, a vein pulsing in her temple and looking
like her head was about to explode.
Then Zerrex reached forwards and pinched the end of her muzzle lightly, and Serenity‟s
eyes widened as the others stared, before the reptile said gently: “Now, who‟s my little girl?”
Her rage diffused into a scarlet blush, and then she crossed her arms and glowered at the
ground, muttering: “I‟m not doing it.”
“Who‟s my little girl?” Zerrex pressed, smiling in relief now, and Serenity looked at him,
looked at the others as she grit her teeth, and then she traced a low curtsy in the air before lacing
her fingers together and gazing up at him quietly, looking suddenly shy and pretty as the lizard
smiled softly, reaching out to stroke under her muzzle gently. “I never forget things about you,
Serenity. I don‟t know why.”
“What the hell is going on, I don‟t understand.” Vampire said plainly, and then he
squeaked when Serenity turned around and hauled him into the air, flailing his limbs uselessly.
“Sorry ma‟am, will not happen again ma‟am!”
“Better, you wannabe girl!” Serenity shouted, and then she dropped him heavily on his
ass before looking sulkily at Zerrex, saying plainly as she pointed at him: “Don‟t you ever make
me do that shit again. And you are coming back to the hospital and leaving these hussies at the
curb right fucking now, understood?”
Zerrex glared at her, squeezing Daria close to his side as Candy immediately began
holding her breath sulkily, and Serenity frowned a bit, holding up a hand and saying slowly:
“Did I… miss something? Is that not an exotic dancer? And is that not… I don‟t even know what
that is. Felicity, what is that?”
“Ma‟am, that appears to be a Guile, sir- ma‟am.” Felicity said immediately, saluting
sharply, and Serenity strode slowly over to Candy, who cowered away from her as the female
looked back and forth over her, then grabbed her by the sweater, glaring at her.
“Go away, or I‟m going to tie you up in that sweater and hang you.” Serenity said darkly,
and Candy trembled before bursting into tears and clinging to Zerrex.
“She‟s mean, why is she such a bitch, you‟re mean, punch her in the face!” Candy
bawled, and then she shoved herself against Zerrex, his coat flapping around her as the
Drakkaren slapped his forehead and looked dourly at Serenity. She reached out to seize the
shapeshifter, but Zerrex slapped her hands away before he awkwardly patted Candy on the back,
and she pouted as she looked up at him. “Is she your wife?”
Daria snorted laughter at this, muttering: “She wishes.” A pause, and then she winced,
but stood her ground when Serenity strode in front of her, glaring at her angrily, before she
flicked one of the butterflies covering her breast with a scowl before frowning at the sight of the
collar, reaching up for it… and Daria seized her wrist, saying coldly: “Don‟t you dare. Zerrex‟s
Iuratus or not, don‟t you dare. Because I‟m going to become one too.”
“This? This is going to replace Cypress as an Iuratus?” Serenity said stupidly, looking
shocked… and then she snarled, shaking her head as she said coldly: “No. Fuck. No. You, cunt,
are not worthy to be an Iuratus of Zerrex. You can be his private dancer. You can be his personal

cocksucker. I don‟t care. But you are not worthy to be his Iuratus, and I am the Captain of that
unit and I am the one is charged with ensuring that all Iuratus are capable of performing their
duties not adequately, but admirably, and I will not allow a stupid dick-hungry slut like you to
fuck her way into the honor of being a bodyguard of my father!”
Daria was trembling with fury, and Zerrex dropped his head in his hands as Candy gaped
stupidly, before she exclaimed, only worsening the situation: “But she was the lead dancer and
performer at Toxic Beauty!”
“Candy, if you shut up for the rest of the evening, I swear to the gods that be that I will
give you anything you want, just close your mouth!” Zerrex hissed, and Candy looked hurt, then
thoughtful, then she grinned from ear-to… make that horn-to-horn… and nodded stupidly.
Serenity snorted, then she roughly shoved Daria backwards, except the female tried to
immediately push back forwards with a snarl… and Serenity stomped a foot down as she turned
sideways, crushing the newt‟s bare toeclaws and tripping her over her shin before the Iuratus
drove a knee viciously upwards into Daria‟s stomach, and then grabbed her shoulders… but
when Zerrex glared at her angrily, she simply shoved the female over instead of kneeing her in
the face, saying coldly: “I‟m just saying, Father, my job is to protect you. I‟m illustrating a point:
she cannot serve properly as an Iuratus if she cannot even defend herself.”
“She‟s a Wrath subset, Serenity, and you‟re just taking out your bad mood on her.”
Zerrex said quietly, and Serenity glanced away before the Drakkaren reached down, holding a
hand out… and Daria took it, looking humiliated and furious even as she was helped up, before
he squeezed her hand when she started towards his daughter, saying quietly: “We can settle this
later.”
“We can settle it now, right here. Fight me, Serenity, and after I kick the shit out of you,
then I‟ll think about forgiving you for being such a cunt.” Daria challenged, and Serenity‟s eyes
narrowed as they glowed with psychic resonance, before Daria snarled as she rolled her
shoulders, and her body grew and changed as she took on her demonic form, her scales turning
to armor and her flesh falling away from her stomach as tentacles spilled out of it, and Serenity
narrowed her eyes as Daria‟s bare skull burst into view, scales and blood dripping off it like hot
wax. “Fight me!”
“Father, if you‟ll excuse me for a moment. I need to teach this demon a lesson.” Serenity
said calmly, and she drew her sword off her back before letting go of it so it floated beside her as
Zerrex cursed under his breath, Vampire and Felicity backing away and looking confused as
others in the street looked on in interest, and Candy squealed as she clung to the Drakkaren,
bouncing up and down a bit on the spot. “You won‟t last a minute.”
Daria snarled… and then she leaned forwards and vomited a stream of acidic goo at
Serenity, who simply snorted and glared at it, a wave of psychic force knocking it back as her
body flexed before she launched forwards, her sword beginning to spin violently as she swung
her hand forwards to guide it in a cruel slash through one of Daria‟s breasts, the demoness
hissing before Serenity slammed a thrust kick into her kneecap, knocking her down.
Daria clawed forwards with both hands, but Serenity leaned far backwards even as she
twisted sideways and raised a foot, and she slammed a second kick into the underside of Daria‟s
jaws, knocking her staggering with a groan of pain before Serenity caught her sword and stabbed
forwards in a vicious thrust that clanged off of the bone plating over Daria‟s heart, and the
Iuratus cursed in surprise before one of the hands of the huge demoness swung down and batted
her to the ground. Serenity cursed, beginning to get up, but then she was pinned to the street by
one of Daria‟s knees, before the female grasped the back of the head of the Iuratus, smashing it

down again and again into the pavement, cracking it, then shattering it before Serenity flicked
her wrist backwards and sent her sword flying into one of Daria‟s eyes.
The female screamed in agony, and Serenity charged forwards in rage, blood leaking
from multiple lacerations over her body, her pride wounded and making her all the more angry
as she leapt up and seized the hilt of her sword, then wrapped her legs tightly around Daria‟s
neck as she shoved viciously forwards, and Zerrex shouted a furious denial when Serenity
shoved the sword further into the socket, the blade piercing out of the back of Daria‟s head as the
female howled in agony, the eleven foot Wrath demon staggering back and forth even as she
seized the Iuratus by the sides and threw her hard downwards, and Serenity grunted as she
impacted with the ground hard enough to bounce, before she rolled backwards into a handspring,
her sword still impaled through Daria‟s face… and then everyone stared as the female managed
to seize the hilt of the sword with a trembling hand, before she dragged it slowly, painfully free
of her features and threw it to the ground.
It never struck, hovering silently above the damaged street, and then it flew to the hand of
the Iuratus as Daria clutched her bloody face, Serenity saying calmly despite the wounds on her
own body: “Surrender. There‟s no point whatsoever in continuing this battle. You don‟t have the
experience necessary to beat me.”
Daria answered by charging forwards, snarling… and Serenity snorted sidestepping the
wild attack… but then Daria grinned as her tail snapped around with lightning speed just as
Serenity rose her sword, and she had a moment to look stupid before the end of the tail ripped
into Serenity‟s spine, the Iuratus screaming as the tail throbbed visibly and a terrible, green toxin
exploded from the stinger and the wound in Serenity‟s back, the flesh around it rotting as she
staggered back and forth, and then Daria turned around and seized her as she dropped the sword
and convulsed, slamming her down into the ground before ripping a wound across her stomach
with her claws, Serenity gargling as the demoness lowered her head like an animal, licking at it
and drooling acid over it before she shoved her muzzle forwards… and Serenity‟s front was
ripped open like paper as Daria hungrily slurped and ate at her insides, the Iuratus screaming in
horrendous agony before Zerrex shouted: “Enough!”
Immediately, the bestial demoness snapped her head up, and then she looked down at the
spasming Iuratus as foam and blood spilled out of her mouth, before she staggered backwards
and shrank slowly down to her normal height, trembling a bit and hugging herself as Zerrex
stepped past to kneel beside Serenity… and he gritted his teeth, looking at Daria and asking
sharply: “That poison, what does it do? And… oh my Gods, Daria, your eye…”
Daria covered the bare socket immediately, looking silently away before she whispered:
“Paralysis… it‟s also a neurotoxin, inflicts pain… I… I‟m so sorry… I never… didn‟t mean to
hurt her so badly, but…”
“I know. I know.” Zerrex murmured, and then he shook his head out, clenching his eyes
shut, not knowing who he should care about more before he sighed and looked at Felicity, saying
curtly: “Take Daria to Sin. Gather up her belongings and go immediately. I‟m going to take
Serenity to urgent care. Vampire, take Candy to the Ravenlight Estate.”
Candy stared at the large, masculine wolf… and then she immediately grabbed him and
grinned lecherously, leaning up and stroking over his chest-plate as the wolf swallowed thickly
and winced. Zerrex, meanwhile, carefully lifted Serenity as he created a portal, nervous about the
spinal damage as Sammy chirped worriedly beside him… and the reptile shook his head after a
moment, saying quietly: “I‟ll call for you soon, okay? You can go and play for now if you want,

or… you know. Do your thing. Wait, I know, find Anathema, she knows… basically
everything.”
Sammy nodded, then ran in a circle before he vanished, and Zerrex stepped through the
portal with a wince as he looked silently over at Daria, whom Felicity was carefully talking to
and guiding into another. Then the Drakkaren stepped carefully through the emergency room,
past the waiting chairs as Priestesses looked up from where they were and flooded over to him,
and he explained what had happened, what he knew about the demon and the poison, and then he
finally put Serenity down on a gurney. He was about to pull away… but then she caught his
hand, her eyes bloodshot as they opened and she whispered: “Daddy… you… you forgot my
sword.”
Zerrex looked at her for a few moments, as the Priestesses wheeled her into a small
surgery room before disappearing and drawing a curtain as they left… and then he punched her
hard in the open wound of her stomach, Serenity vomiting blood over her face and gaping in
shock as the lizard snapped: “Why the hell did you do that, Serenity? Why the hell are you being
such a goddamn cunt about this?”
“D-Dad… I… I gotta do my job.” Serenity whispered, and then she looked away
shamefully, murmuring: “I got… cocky. I t-thought… she was just a stripper… thought I could
handle her, Wrath or not… I forgot… who I was dealing with.”
“She‟s way older than you, for one thing, Serenity… and you‟re Pride. Pride is your sin,
and I‟ve warned you again and again how it can be your greatest downfall.” Zerrex felt like
punching her again, but he couldn‟t bring himself to hurt his child, as he looked at her bloody,
mangled body, before he gritted his teeth and said quietly: “Listen to me, okay? Listen to me for
a minute. You stupid, stupid bitch, please just listen to me. I love you. I love you so goddamn
much, and I have always loved you… and I know you enjoy being an Iuratus, and following all
the laws and codes and rules, but… don‟t forget what it means. Don‟t forget why you became an
Iuratus…”
“Because I wanted to become a ballerina…” And Serenity began to cry hard, and the
memories flooded back as Zerrex closed his eyes and leaned over her, before he felt himself
pulled away as the surgeons came in and a Priestess guided him out of the room, explaining the
procedure to Serenity even as she moaned: “D-Daddy… c-c-come back…”
Zerrex remembered: his daughter, only ten years old, practicing with other children in not
a tutu but a one-piece athletic outfit, dancing slowly with them… but never able to completely
coordinate herself, always ending up with a bit of a jitter, even as Zerrex watched her with love
in his eyes, his hands clasped in front of him. Maybe it seemed often like to get his attention, his
daughters had to be physically affectionate with him… but what no one ever seemed to
remember was the fact that even when she was a child, Zerrex had never missed a single recital
or rehearsal of Serenity‟s.
Serenity didn‟t excel as a ballerina… however, she was always a physical child, a tomboy
who played rough sports, learned martial arts and discipline from her father and inferred into this
the ideals of rules and order from Lily‟s side of the family, and who tested positive as a combat
psychic… but who also excelled in the field of gymnastics. At the age of sixteen, Serenity could
do handsprings across a balance beam and flip herself directly to the rings, spinning and moving
her body in almost impossible ways. She had five gold trophies, and two silver: the silvers were
the ones Zerrex kept, since Serenity never settled for less than gold.
Unlike her mother, or most of Zerrex‟s other daughters, Serenity was bred towards
becoming a Royal Guard, and her eyes had been set on eventually being transferred to the

Shadow of Hell unit, Zerrex‟s personal taskforce that was charged with the duty of completing
whatever mission was given to them no matter what the cost or difficulty. And yet, Zerrex
always knew from her room, despite how clean and ordered and open it looked, she still kept her
athletic uniform and the tutu she never got to wear because she was never able to become a
ballerina. She was never able to fulfill her childish dream of being the best dancer in the world,
because the best dancer she could be was less than the best dancers the other children had turned
out to be. She wobbled despite her perfect balance, she could not move in time to music, she had
the wrong body for the lead roles. And most of all, she had become so serious in her training
over the years she had almost forgotten how to express certain emotions, making even her most
graceful movements often come across as robotic.
So Serenity had gone after a different goal: and she had almost made it, spending
centuries, millennia training, until she was given the order to rescue captured Royal Guards from
demons that were attempting a coup of one of Hell‟s furthest sectors. Zerrex, Serenity, Vampire,
and others had all been there that day, with a smattering of soldiers, fighting a hundred militia
and a dozen hardened veteran warriors… and when Gigataurs had portalled in from nowhere,
when Serenity had seen one with a barbed chain lunging at her father‟s back and been given the
choice to save him or save the hostages… Serenity had broken rule one and disobeyed orders.
The scars on her face were from taking the blow from the Gigataur: her body was almost
as scarred as her father‟s from the blows she had taken, not just over the years but from that one
battle. She had been knocked down, and stomped on again and again… and the last thing she had
seen before passing out was a Gigataur cleaving into the hostages and killing the Royal Guards
she had served with. She was angry when she found out that Sin had saved her life… and she
was self-loathing beyond all reason.
Serenity had few boyfriends over the years she had been alive, and the last one dumped
her when she arrived on their date in her usual half-casual suit, smiling awkwardly with a face
that looked as if it had been carved into by an angry butcher. He had said he needed time to
adjust: he had taken that time to move on and away from her, all the way into another province
with another girl. Serenity came back to the Ravenlight Estate, crying about it, not knowing what
to do… and Zerrex had taken her aside and shushed her and comforted her.
A week later they made love for the first time. For one of the very few times, Serenity
beneath him, him above, moving in slow tandem as tears slid down her face and he told her again
and again how beautiful she was. How she was his little girl. How she would always be loved,
always be his little girl in his eyes. He touched the placed others didn‟t, loved the places others
found appalling about her: kissed her scars, rubbed over her flat chest, held her face in his hands
and gazed into those sad, sad eyes of hers.
And she had become his Iuratus a month later, but she had already sacrificed her dream:
that had died when the hostages had died, and the Royal Guard commander had ripped apart her
perfect records with reprimands and punishments. But as an Iuratus, she could follow her
mission, and protect her father at the same time, and she learned every rule and quickly proved
her worth as a combat psychic… as an Iuratus… and in her eyes, as his daughter. But she never
knew how much he cherished her and every other child he had… how much they all meant to
him.
Zerrex sat in the waiting room… and Lily showed up shortly after. She looked at him
silently as she sat down, then took his hand and rested her head against his shoulder. They sat in
the circular room for hours, waiting on her… and eventually, they were joined by Daria. There
was no hate in Zerrex‟s body for her, and none even in Lily‟s: if anything, the Drakkaren felt

guilt, as he looked silently at the eyepatch she wore, held on by three large bands that crossed
over her skull and connected at the back, and Zerrex touched her face… and she rested her hand
against him, closing her eyes. She was wearing a simple black top now, and a pair of jeans… but
the reptile saw a throbbing scar on the bare scales between jeans and shirt, and he wondered if
that would ever heal. Serenity‟s sword was a deadly, almost-alive weapon, after all… and he
sighed quietly as Daria fiddled at her collar, looking down as both females slid closer to him,
both holding one of his hands, forming a strange light-and-dark parallel.
Emotions were rubbing at him… and Sin joined them after a little while, before Mist and
Shine did as well, and Desire, who was visibly shaky and required a hug and gentle reassurances
that Serenity would be okay. Desire looked up to her sister and commanding officer, after all…
and although Serenity was a hard-ass, she wasn‟t entirely unfair, she wasn‟t entirely without
love, she wasn‟t entirely an automaton.
Ten long hours later, Serenity emerged shakily, her upper body wrapped with bandages,
carrying her chest armor loosely in a hand as Zerrex and Lily leapt up to her feet, looking over
her quietly… and Serenity pushed past them both, looking evenly as Daria, who gazed back with
her one eye. Then Serenity sighed, lowering her head and muttering: “I… I‟m sorry. I‟m sorry
for goading you on, and…calling you the names I did. I‟m sorry for underestimating you. And I
want to apologize for the eye, too… but I know that… I know that I can‟t. That my words can‟t
bring your eye back or make up for it. It… is it…”
“It‟s gone.” Daria murmured, touching the eyepatch silently, and then she lowered her
head and glanced away as Serenity looked at her for a few long moments, and then she nodded,
took a deep breath… and Daria and Zerrex both shouted as Serenity reached up and scooped her
own right eye out of the socket, holding it in her hand as she hissed in agony, bloody tears
leaking from the wound… and then she grit her teeth and crushed the eye in her hand, as Daria
whispered: “What the fuck are you doing…”
“An eye for an eye.” Serenity covered her eye silently, as Lily moaned and people looked
between each other, and then she closed it. “Mine, though, will probably grow back. But I swear
I‟ll remove it until it stops doing so: that-”
“An eye for an eye… makes the whole world blind.” Daria looked away silently, and
Serenity looked surprised before the newt swallowed and looked over at Serenity, bowing and
murmuring: “I… appreciate the gesture… but I‟d feel better if you simply… allow me to train
with you. Under you. As Iuratus.”
Lily still had her eyes covered, and Zerrex‟s mind was struggling to process what was
going on… and then Serenity smiled grimly and nodded, before she said tiredly: “Fine, but later.
For now, I need sleep. Desire, Mist, Shine. Let‟s go.”
Desire stood shakily up, and Mist and Shine glanced at Zerrex, who sighed and nodded
numbly, muttering: “Just make sure she doesn‟t do anything else stupid, okay?” He stopped, then
looked over at Daria as Desire caught Serenity under the arm and opened a portal for her, helping
her gently into it. The newt was staring at the ground, as if stupefied, and the reptile reached over
and shook her gently, saying quietly: “And… that was wise of you. Scary wise of you. How…
why…”
“I… this is Hell. I can find a replacement eye.” Daria smiled a bit, glancing away before
she looked up, saying quietly: “And I just… I saw you standing there. How horrified you and the
High Princess looked. I thought of… other people. People I‟ve studied, that I‟m just now really
beginning to understand why Missy Ella made me study them… and…” She stopped, then
hugged herself as she rocked slowly on the spot, whispering: “I need to get these urges under

control. Part of me, yes, would… like her to suffer as much as me. But part of me feels she‟s
suffering even worse, eye or no eye.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he reached out and silently touched the collar, saying
quietly: “Then you‟ve earned this well, Daria… I… come on. Let‟s… let‟s go to my… temple.”
“I want to come too.” Lily said quietly, looking up after a moment, and Zerrex looked at
her with surprise as she gazed at him silently, smiling weakly: “Zerrex, I… I know me and you
just got through… a very rough patch in our relationship. I know… you do things that sometimes
scare me a little. I know that we‟re different… but it‟s time for me to look at this part of your
life, that‟s so important to you, instead of childishly pretending it doesn‟t exist. I realized… I am
being childish. I realized I do have to move forwards, especially once all the talking Sin has been
doing and the yelling Selena‟s been doing sank in.” She looked down, then reached out and took
his hand quietly. “You‟re my husband. You‟ve always been my husband. Loved me, been there
for me, helped me, treated me well, taken interest in everything I do. So let me at least… see…”
She quieted, and then she looked at Daria, touching her face and saying softly: “And you
don‟t have to… you don‟t have to pretend around me you‟re just friends or a stripper. I think I
know who you are…” She smiled a bit, then quietly kissed Daria‟s forehead, making her blush.
“I think I might be a little jealous of you, too.”
“I… thank you, High Princess Lilith.” Daria mumbled, looking both thrilled and
embarrassed, and then she rubbed at the back of her neck slowly, saying quietly: “I really don‟t
see how you could be jealous of a simple exotic dancer like me… you‟ve lived many more years
in Hell and are far more powerful than I could ever be, and you‟re… you‟re married to
Zerrex…”
“Yes, but I‟m also married to my work, I‟ve been told, although I‟ve been trying to break
that habit. And please, call me Lily.” the demoness replied gently, and then she gazed at Zerrex
softly: “Are we going to go, then?”
Zerrex looked from one to the other, and then he nodded after a moment, holding a hand
up to create a portal… and the two females followed him through as Zerrex stepped out in the
small courtyard in front of the cylindrical tower. Lily and Daria both gazed up at it quietly, the
former female squirming a bit and the latter with awe in her eyes, before she asked in a murmur:
“How many times have you seen this legendary place?”
“This is only my second time here. And my first time I never got very far.” Lily said
quietly, and Daria looked at her with surprise as Lily rubbed at her stomach slowly, saying softly
as she glanced down with something like embarrassment: “I guess it was just never much my
kind of thing.”
Daria nodded after a moment, then she touched Lily‟s shoulder reassuringly as they
walked forwards and Zerrex opened the door, bowing them through… and as they descended, as
Zerrex began to ramble slowly, as he often did in this kind of environment… and both females
listened raptly, Lily half out of a need to focus on something other than the screaming, often
ripped-apart prisoners kept here, Daria out of sheer fascination and adoration for this idol she had
discovered and attached herself to.
They eventually found their way down into the elongated hallway leading into the
viewing room… and the Sisters emerged from a side room, all smiling brightly over at him
before they knelt and bowed their heads quickly in a sign of respect, before climbing to their feet
and trading tight embraces with him. Then they clustered around Daria, inspecting her and
gazing over her curiously as she looked back and forth with mild embarrassment, before he said
quietly: “She‟ll be staying down here, but she needs a place to stay… I‟d like to give her the run

of the place, but I‟d also like a… something she can use or hold or that‟ll stay in her room, tell
her when she needs to come up for training.”
“We‟ll ask Lady Sin, she‟s coming to check up here shortly on our progress… but we
can‟t show you yet, Lord Zerrex, that‟ll ruin the surprise.” Fire said with a wink, and Earth
laughed a bit. “But it shouldn‟t be a problem.”
“And what about yourself, Lady Lily?” Water asked curiously, glancing over the
demoness, who was blushing furiously and rubbing slowly at her face. “Do you have any wants
or needs or reasons for being down here?”
“Just… trying to get a little more involved.” Lily said finally, and then she took Zerrex‟s
arm and rested her head against his shoulder, and he gazed down at her softly.
Air nodded, then she glanced at Daria, saying softly: “Daria, correct? Lady Sin dropped
your things off here when she stopped in, I believe… said to make you feel at home, so we put
them in one of the new chambers… come, come.”
They followed the Sisters as they headed down the hall, then pulled one of the armored
doors open to reveal a rounded, ornate room with a gentle dip in the center of the floor. In the
outer, higher circle, there were bookshelves, a mini-bar with a few stools, and a number of
mortal goods like a television that hadn‟t yet been mounted on the wall and a stack of videos…
and inside the inner, lowered circle, there was a large, curved couch, a small table, a low-slung
futon currently bent into the shape of a loveseat, and a large, fluffy armchair, as Earth said softly:
“Sin gave us full access to the evidence and repossession warehouses… many of these things are
from old mortal import rings. She and we both agreed this was a better use for them than simply
being recycled after so long or sold off.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he rubbed the back of his head slowly, murmuring: “This
is beautiful, Sisters… but really, I mean… I don‟t deserve such luxury…”
“Then simply allow Miss Daria to enjoy it, and this can be her room. We can install
anything else you like as well.” Water smiled over at her, and Daria nodded, touching her own
chest with a grateful look. “Lord Zerrex, why don‟t you take Miss Lily for a little walk? We‟ll
take over here.”
“Alright. Then I‟ll let you settle in, Daria.” Zerrex took her face gently between his
hands, and the newt smiled up at him before he kissed her forehead softly, then they embraced
each other tightly as he murmured: “I‟ll be around if you need me.”
“I always do… and you always are.” she said softly, gazing up at him and stroking his
face gently with the back of her hand, and the reptile smiled a bit before Daria kissed his cheek
softly, smiling over her shoulder at him even as she allowed the Sisters to lead her away, leaving
Zerrex and Lily standing for a moment in the quiet of the corridor.
Then they looked at each other, and Zerrex motioned for her to follow as they headed
back to the octagonal room full of meathooks, the reptile walking over to toy with a few of these
quietly as he said softly: “Lily, you don‟t have to pretend you‟re like the others. I mean, some of
this stuff turns even Selena‟s stomach… but that‟s mostly because she acts a lot tougher than she
is, I think.”
“She does have a bad habit of doing that even still.” Lily murmured, and then she shook
her head slowly, saying quietly as she fiddled her hands together. “But… but I know this isn‟t for
me. And yet, I can‟t say I‟ve never been curious… I wonder sometimes what… what it must be
like to be you, Zerrex. To… feel things the way you do, to… be able to take such pleasure in the
pains of others. And yet every time you‟ve spoken to me about this, you never mention… hating

them. You talk about hating yourself, and hating what you do, and what they‟ve done, too… but
you never talk about actually hating them.”
“They aren‟t worthy of hatred, Lily.” Zerrex turned around, walking over to her and
grasping her shoulders gently, and she gazed up at him curiously as he smiled a bit down at her.
“They really aren‟t. They… they don‟t understand what love, or remorse, or often even
happiness is. And once you understand that and what it means… it makes it difficult to hate them
and what they‟ve become. But nonetheless, they cannot be allowed into public… they can‟t be
permitted to frolic around Hell as they please, inflicting agony on others. It‟s better to imprison
them… give them the chance to change themselves… and should they continuously refuse, they
are eventually brought here.”
Lily nodded, taking his face quietly in his hands as she said softly: “Zerrex, you‟re full of
so much love and compassion and kindness. I just don‟t understand how you can… inflict that
pain on others. Not that it makes me ever love you any less… only that… it‟s so strange to see
you working so hard to understand them on one hand, while on the other… cutting into them,
ripping them apart, and the tools you use here and the dungeon you and Sin built together.” She
shivered a bit, and Zerrex glanced away, embarrassed. “But then again, Sin is the kindest,
gentlest soul I‟ve ever met, and she… obviously has just as much enjoyment in these… games as
you do.”
“If not more.” Zerrex said softly, and then he stroked her face quietly, Lily closing her
eyes as she rested her face against his palm. “We can go now, Lily, you don‟t have to see this
part of my life. It‟s hard to understand, harder to explain. It was a very thin line, and I think a lot
of the time it ends up on the wrong side of that line.”
“Zerrex… if I asked… would you cut me?” Lily asked softly, and Zerrex looked startled
before she smiled a bit, saying quietly: “Answer me honestly. I‟ve had rough sex with you
before, yeah. But if I asked, if I told you it was okay… would you degrade me? Beat me? Hurt
me?”
“I…” Zerrex glanced away, and then he took her hands quietly and said slowly: “If… if I
knew it was… okay. If I had your permission and your blessing and… you wanted it, I know
that… I probably would. I would probably even enjoy it, much as that scares me, much as I want
to be romantic and say that I never ever could hurt you…”
She looked at him quietly, their eyes locking as she asked softly: “And if I said that I
wanted you to rape me until this baby growing inside me was dead? If I wanted you to hurt me
and rip me apart until I was dead myself, or worse, just some mindless sex slave?”
“Lily, I… I… even I‟m only so twisted.” Zerrex said finally, laughing weakly… and Lily
smiled faintly before she stepped forwards and hugged him tightly, and he hugged her silently
back, murmuring: “I don‟t ever want to hurt you like that, alright? Besides, you‟re beautiful to
me pregnant. More beautiful like that than covered in blood and chains.”
“We‟ll only know that when we find that out.” Lily looked over at the chains quietly, and
Zerrex felt a strange shiver roll through him before she smiled a bit, thankfully changing the
subject. “Daria is cute. So she was the one you… talked about before. The little girl who felt she
was full of evil.”
“Yeah, but she was only a child then.” Zerrex said after a moment, shaking his head a
bit… and Lily simply smiled faintly at him as she stepped past to quietly brush her hand through
the hanging meathooks, listening to them tinkle and clank against each other. “What?”
Lily glanced over her shoulder, saying softly: “Some people really are just born… full of
wickedness, Zerrex. And while we can control our own fates, control to a point what we become

and make of ourselves… just like some people are born lucky or unlucky, or as pure as
Heaven… others are born with souls stained with sins. Some people think that‟s due to
reincarnation, when a soul either perverse or generous gets into a fetus while it‟s in the womb,
before it‟s really started to shape itself… other people think that the energy souls are broken
down to are forever charged with the sins and virtues of the soul they were once part of, so when
new souls are formed, well… you understand.”
“Are children given souls, or are souls given to children?” Zerrex asked curiously, poking
at Lily‟s belly a bit… and she laughed, a sound that often wasn‟t heard here in the Tower, which
made Zerrex look up and smile. “And can a child be born soulless?”
“A bit of both.” Lily said softly, gazing at him affectionately as she stroked her face
gently. “The soul is formed of energy, and energy makes up all things… and so part of that soul
is pulled from the body of the mother, culled from the energies of the father, and the rest comes
from the air around us, over time. Souls are… impossible to measure in a tangible term, though.
Big or little, the size of an ocean or a puddle… they often seem to be both at the same time.” She
stopped, then shook her head slowly, murmuring softly as she stroked a hand down Zerrex‟s
chest: “And yes. A child can be born soulless. Stillborns are the most common… but a soulless
being is only capable of taking orders, not of thinking for itself in anyway, absorbing information
but not doing anything. Not mentally-deficient, no: a… a soulless being is more like some piece
of mortal technology, like a computer or… a calculator, I believe that‟s the device. It‟s for math,
right?”
“Yeah.” Zerrex said softly, nodding after a moment, and the two looked at each other
before they hugged tightly, and the Drakkaren kissed her forehead as he said quietly: “But come
on then, Lily. I want my child‟s soul to be a good one, so let‟s get you back to a better place than
this.”
“Zerrex, maybe there is no better place than this.” Lily said softly, looking down, and
Zerrex gazed at her with surprise… but she wouldn‟t say anything else on the subject, only
allowing herself to be led out as she looked down in deep, silent thought the entire walk.
The Drakkaren yawned a bit as he sat at his Judge‟s bench, not bothering to cover it up:
he was actually one of the people doing better with the soul-numbing, mind-crushing rambling of
the plaintiff. At first, this had seemed like an open-and-shut case: the defendant had punched the
plaintiff unconscious, and claimed he had done it to save her life from a group of angry Masters
in the Circle of Wrath… and while at first Zerrex thought it was preposterous, the demoness
simply would not shut the hell up, no matter what he said, threatened, or pointed out, and the
defendant‟s earplugs suddenly made sense.
Lone was punching himself in the forehead to try and drown out the talking, and the
people in the benches were either asleep or looked intensely frustrated. Zerrex merely nodded a
few times, and then he tried hammering his gavel again, but the defendant rolled over it, the tall
Pride demoness gesturing to the right and left with her arms, and he no longer even knew what
the hell she was talking about anymore. He wondered just how much more of this he could
take… and then he looked stupidly up as the doors at the back open and Sabnock strode down
the aisles towards him, looking deadly serious before she slid a note across the desk to him.
Zerrex frowned and picked this up, and then he dropped it and stared at her in shock
before she said curtly: “Go.”
The reptile jackknifed the bench, this gaining much more interest now as he tore off his
Judge‟s robes, and Lone winced and chased after him as the defendant whined something about

having a right to talk as the lizard kicked the doors open and gritted his teeth, cursing under his
breath as he shoved his way past people and then out the main doors of the building, Lone
scampering back and forth around them before he yelped when the reptile stopped to open a
portal, leaping through it just after the lizard and landing sprawled on the floor of the main hall
of the Ravenlight Estate, asking stupidly: “Where‟s the fire?”
“On the space colonies… they‟re under attack again by Old Gods.” Zerrex glanced down
at the wolf, making a face before he knelt and said calmly: “I need you to get Selena, Priest, and
Cindy, okay? Serenity is still wounded, Cherry isn‟t in top-shape yet, and Daria‟s been having
trouble adjusting to only having one eye. The five of us should be enough to stop the attack,
there‟s only a pair of Old Gods on the offensive this time.”
“You‟re bringing me?” Lone said stupidly, and then he leapt to his feet and saluted
sharply, shouting cheerfully: “Sir, yes, sir!”
Zerrex nodded, and then he turned and headed up the stairs and towards his room,
adjusting his armlet at the same time and turning it up to sixty with a wince, his steps staggering
as energy burst over his form and he grasped at his head with a hiss of pain through his teeth, but
he managed to keep going, and his pace shortly evened out as he shoved the door to his room
open… then stared at the sight of Cherry laying on his bed and grinning widely at him, before he
cleared his throat and said seriously: “Cherry, I… need you to go to the weapons room and get
me some plastic explosive.”
“Oh, really now? You mean, a pyrokinetic like me and my baby boy and an energycontroller-dude like you aren‟t enough to like, blow shit up?” she asked mildly, and when Zerrex
gave her a horrible look, she only clapped gleefully and sat up, even as she winced. “So who are
we going to go and fight today? Come on, I‟ve been in bed way too long!”
“Cherry…” Zerrex said warningly, but his eyes softened as they dragged over her,
looking at the slowly-fading scars over her abdominals… and the hand-shaped burn-mark over
one entire side of her face that might never entirely fade, as he stepped past her with a sigh to lift
Blackheart from its holders and put it on his back as he murmured: “I don‟t want to see you hurt
again.”
“Hey…” Cherry softened as she stood up, and she walked over to touch his shoulder
gently… and Zerrex turned around, taking her hand quietly as she smiled faintly at him and
pointed at the Great Diviner, already manacled to her arm. She was dressed in her same old
clothes, the usual tight too-small top and heavy dragon-scale jeans, with her boots covering her
feet… but she seemed a little more self-conscious, with the streaks of fading wounds still over
her body. “I‟m okay, Boss. And I gotta get back up on the saddle sooner or later, just like with
this thing here. I didn‟t put it on because I like the fucking thing, after all.”
Zerrex laughed a bit, and then he kissed her cheek silently before they hugged tightly,
Cherry murmuring: “We don‟t have time for this shit anyway. Look, I can do my best to stay
back a little, and my precog is functioning fine today. I‟m sore as shit, sure, and I ain‟t at my Agame yet, but we‟ll build on that. Besides, I ain‟t one to back down from a fight.”
The reptile smiled a bit at her, and then she slapped the whip resting on her other side,
saying firmly: “So come on, let‟s go, since I‟ll undoubtedly have to slap Priest into being all…
cooperative too. He sure worries way too much about his Momma, he does.”
“Yeah, well, I worry about you too.” Zerrex said softly, and Cherry smiled at him before
the two strode out of the room and down the corridor, the Drakkaren asking quietly: “When did
Cindy discharge you from the hospital, anyway?”

“After I annoyed her enough.” Cherry said cheerfully, then she winked. “Hey, besides,
she‟s all fascinated running tests on you and shit. Me? I may be plenty special, and the best babe
she‟ll ever land, but I‟m like every other demigod-demoness with psychic powers around.”
“Modesty, Cherry, modesty.” Zerrex intoned flatly, and Cherry laughed as they pushed
their way out into the main hall… and the Drakkaren looked flatly at the group that had already
gathered, as Lone twiddled his fingers awkwardly, still dressed in his officer‟s armor but now
with a shotgun on his back and a revolver holstered at his side. “Okay, wolf, who did I ask you to
get?”
Vampire waved with a stupid giggle, standing in just a loin-plate and with his long black
spear, Felicity beside him in Royal Guard armor, but the vixen‟s helm discarded, a golden kite
shield on her arm and a short spear resting against her shoulder, a silver sword sheathed at her
side. Beside her was Thor, standing proud once more and patting the head of his hammer against
his hand, armor repaired and cape fluttering around him as he smiled confidently, and Cindy has
her arms crossed, dressed in her old military uniform, spiked bracelets and collar shining on her,
but hands in metallic gloves gripping almost eagerly into her biceps. Priest had an assault rifle
dangling from one hand and his knives holstered above his tail, smiling as he rested his other
hand in the pocket of his leather jacket, and Anathema was leaning on the banister at the foot of
the stairs, looking over her shoulder at him with wry amusement, and Selena was grinning as she
twined her leather whip between her hands, the runes over the weapon glowing as she flexed her
strong arms before Lone said stupidly: “Dude, all of Hell is already swarming with rumors. They
were waiting for me in the armory, which I… may or may not have gone to first. Sorry.”
He grinned awkwardly, and Zerrex slapped his forehead before Cindy said mildly:
“Besides, Daddy, we knew you and Cherry would undoubtedly try and run off there like idiots to
take on the Old Gods yourselves. We‟ll do better in numbers.”
“And mine debt to thee is not yet nearly repaid, Lord Zerrex!” Thor added clearly, raising
his hammer before he swung it down with a laugh, almost hitting Felicity as she flinched away.
“You have shown me much kindness, saved mine life many times after I pledged to battle beside
thee, and have failed terribly with every passing time! This time, as we fight as brothers, I swear
to thee, I shall not fail!”
“Uh. Thanks, Thor. Really, though, it‟s no problem at all…” Zerrex said slowly, and then
he made a face, holding up a hand before anyone else could speak. “But we have to move. The
colonies under attack are the Hathor and the Varuna, and they‟re using both magical artillery as
well as monstrosities. We need to move in and attack before the Old Gods do any more serious
damage and push them back immediately. We‟ll need to concentrate our efforts on the Hathor,
it‟s under much greater threat at the moment: mortal forces are already being supported by
supernatural soldiers in the Varuna.”
The others nodded, and then Zerrex smiled slightly at them as Cherry winced, before they
all simply vanished… then reappeared a moment later inside the Hathor, Thor cursing stupidly as
the others staggered in various degrees of shock and pain, Anathema glaring at him as she
snapped: “Idiot! We could have just taken a vortex!”
“This was faster.” Zerrex said flatly, and, as the others composed themselves, he looked
around and realized they were in the large hall where he had suffered a minor breakdown the last
time they were onboard this colony… and then the lizard made a face, noting the shutters were
all raised and the emergency lights were the only things flashing overhead, as he said clearly:
“We‟re going to break into two teams. Priest, you take Cindy, Vampire, and Lone, make your
way to a shuttle bay and find a way to cross over to the Varuna, clear out anything you find on

the way there, focus on providing mission support. I‟ll take Cherry, Felicity, Anathema, Thor,
and Selena. Do you have a communicator?”
“Always. I‟ll contact you through the armlet if I find anything.” Priest replied, and the
groups quickly broke apart, Zerrex leading his team on instinct as he concentrated before gritting
his teeth as he felt distinct, strange energy signatures constantly forcing others backwards and
wondering if he should have split the teams differently.
“Wait, Zerrex.” Felicity frowned a bit as they emerged into an intersection, and she
glanced back and forth before touching her forehead, saying slowly: “It feels like someone‟s
trying to get into my head… I‟m not telepathic, but I‟ve felt the sensation before…”
Selena and Cherry both looked up sharply after a moment, and then Thor frowned,
rubbing at his helmed skull as he said slowly: “I feel nothing…”
“Yeah, well, you haven‟t spent most of your life around Marina.” Cherry muttered, and
Zerrex felt it as well a moment later, like something was scratching slowly at the door to his
brain, trying to worm its way in. Immediately, he put up a mental wall, blocking it out with
static… and whatever it was recoiled, then quickly retracted.
Zerrex felt the strange energy signatures twitch, and then like they were approaching…
and he looked down the corridor, saying quietly: “Prepare to engage. We‟re about to run into
something nasty, that much I‟m sure of… I just don‟t know what the hell it‟s going to be.”
The others nodded, then they followed Zerrex as he moved forwards, before he frowned a
bit as they reached the end of the corridor and a heavily-armored shutter, and a small, blinking
screen informed him that it had been sealed due to a hull breach. The Drakkaren knocked on the
shutter lightly, and then he turned around with a shrug, saying lamely: “Okay, maybe we can
skip that, and try to find-”
Something smashed into the shutter behind him, and the reptile winced before the shutter
exploded into shrapnel that was blown forwards with enough force to send the Drakkaren
staggering before it was sucked violently backwards, and the reptile was ripped around in a circle
before he swung a hand out, and Cherry caught him as she gritted her teeth and snapped an arm
back to seize Selena and her feet out to press against either side of the door. The lizard winced,
feeling his arm straining and space ripping at his body as he stared in shock at the sight of the
corridor beyond, which had been blown completely into pieces, with only part of the floor left,
twisted into a barely-recognizable screw shape as metallic debris and dead bodies floated slowly
through the fifty feet of wreckage, a massive hole left visible facing out into space and the
rusted, dented warship that floated in distance.
It was shaped like a massive spear, with a long, cylindrical body and a „head‟ with four
immense prongs, likely designed to simply ram and destroy ships, and four cannons were
currently extended from the side facing them. Zerrex cursed under his breath, and then he
concentrated, an artificial bubble of atmosphere forming around him and sealing over the
doorway even as an armored shutter closed at the other end of the corridor, leaving them floating
and weightless as the Drakkaren muttered and concentrated to make the atmosphere expand
further, surrounding each of them as he said sharply: “I don‟t know how long I can keep those
around each of you for, it eats up a lot of my concentration!”
Cherry cursed and hauled him back inside, then she pointed to the opposite end of the
ship, where skeletal monstrosities wreathed in fire were slowly piling out into space, many of
them wearing the remains of ancient armor and carrying old, rusting weapons. “Yeah, well, we
kind of have a lot to deal with at the moment, Boss, so you might want to cut the crap and turn
that armlet all the way up!”

“Oh please.” Anathema said disgustedly, and then she leapt out into space before she
gracefully flipped, her wings extending from her back and flapping hard as she propelled herself
out through the gap and towards the ship, body becoming skeletal to further protect herself from
the coldness of space and the lack of atmosphere as one of the cannons fired at her, but she
dodged, then looked sharply back over her shoulder when the cannonball collided with the upper
hull, not exploding but instead beeping away as it counted down.
Thor, meanwhile, immediately laughed and shouted gleefully: “A warrior maiden of the
likes I have never seen! My blood boils with the need to prove myself to this beautiful lady fair
in battle!” And with that, he leapt out into space as well, kicking off a wall to flip upside down
and launch himself off the ceiling, not seeming to mind the lack of gravity as he flew towards
one of the skeleton and smashed it into pieces with his hammer.
The others looked at each other… then shrugged, Selena looking over at Cherry as she
said mildly: “You gotta hang back, but let‟s make it fun for both of us, bitch. Fireballs only,
whoever takes down the most skeletons, wins.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes as Cherry snorted and snapped some one-liner in return, his wings
tearing out of his back as Felicity propelled herself into the air beside him, and the vixen smiled
as the Drakkaren pulled Blackheart off his back, and as skeletons crawled on all fours like
terrible, hungry quadrupeds over whatever surfaces they could cling to, beginning to howl and
hiss at them as they launched themselves towards the two, she said calmly: “An honor to fight
with you again, Zerrex.”
She swung her spear out and knocked one of the skeletons flying off into space, but it
swung its legs and arms outwards in a butterfly motion, and the flames over its body rippled and
launched it forwards as they burst backwards like a thruster, and Felicity looked at this with
surprise before she simply made a face and tilted her head to the side, and the creature went into
a violent spin as it curved away from them and instead slammed into another skeleton, the two
exploding into bits of bone and ash. Zerrex snorted in amusement, twisting to slap a skeleton
away with one of his wings, and it squealed as it spun through the air, only for Thor to finish it
off with a laugh and a hard swing of his hammer as he crushed the skull of a skeleton in his other
hand, not seeming to mind their unholy fire. “The honor is mine, Felicity. Let‟s just make this
quick.”
Anathema, meanwhile, swerved back and forth as she shot towards the ship, noting the
positions of others like it around the colonies, and that most of mortal resistance was
concentrated around the Varuna: the Hathor itself was in miserable shape, several other large rips
visible through the hull of the space station to the undead Naganatine even with only the quickest
of glances over her shoulder, before she grinned coldly as the ship fired at her again with one of
its cannons, and she flexed her body, her ribs crackling as they opened wide before the
cannonball smashed into her, and she spun violently as she hugged herself and her wings closed
around her body, before arching her back and going into a quick flip as she shot like a rocket
towards the machine, the timed explosive trapped inside her ribcage beeping loudly before she
tore it free as the ship tried to pull away too little, too late, Anathema‟s taloned feet slamming
down across the hull of the ship with a shriek before she swung the cannonball down and
smashed it through the armor of the ship, leaping off at the last moment to propel herself back
towards the others before the explosive went off.
The rear of the gunship went up in an explosion that was powerful for a moment, then
simply seemed to vanish as the rest of the ship imploded, chunks of metal flying through space in
all directions, the mighty ram at the front of the vehicle sailing uselessly towards the dark side of

the mortal planet below. Anathema snorted in distaste, and then she brought both feet up in front
of her as she twisted her body, slamming them into the back of a skeleton that was crawling its
way across the wall towards Selena and Cherry, who were both hurling fireball after fireball into
the creatures and blowing them into pieces as Zerrex, Felicity, and Thor fought amidst the fire
barrage without fear of ever being struck, ripping through the ranks of the undead not taken out
by the two pyrokinetics.
In only moments later, the last of the creatures were destroyed, and Zerrex winced as he
made a violent beckoning motion towards the other end of the once-corridor. The others nodded,
and Anathema shot ahead, propelling herself easily into the wound at the other end of the ship
before she landed in a long hallway, running down it to reach a closed shutter past a large rip
through the ceiling that the undead had presumably come through.
Zerrex and Thor joined her a moment later, and the two grasped the bottom of the
armored shutter, slowly beginning to pull it up before Thor roared and shoved it all the way up
onto his shoulders, gritting his teeth in visible effort even as vacuum began to suck the oxygen
from the room beyond in a rushing whoosh that tried to shove them backwards… and the God
shouted: “Go my friends, fight the accursed winds and get inside! This great door is no match for
the mighty strength of Thor!”
Zerrex snagged the frame of the doorway as Anathema slipped through first, clawing her
way along the floor as the winds dragged through the holes on her body before she threw herself
sideways and dropped against the safety of the wall with a groan. Selena, Felicity, and Cherry
followed, helped along by Zerrex… and they pulled him in last, before Thor threw himself
forwards and landed in an awkward sprawl as the shutter slammed closed, before he looked up
and rubbed slowly at his face, murmuring: “Mortals… foolish to think they can build yon stones
so heavy a god cannot open them, or sky cities impenetrable to the might of elysian beings…”
“Elysian. I guess technically we‟re Elysian.” Zerrex muttered, looking back and forth
over the area they had entered into. It was a large cargo bay of some sort, combat armors laying
in broken piles and immense shelves filled with crates in fair shape, considering the attack they
were under. Several were laying here and there, a few crates of food spilt open near the back and
apples covering much of the cargo floor… and the Drakkaren walked forwards and picked one
up, squeezing it gently in his hand as he glanced over at Cherry, who was already investigating
the stacks. “Spread out, make sure we‟re alone here. Then we‟ll regroup.”
“Oh, naïve Lord Zerrex.” whispered a voice, and the others looked back and forth before
Felicity snarled and pointed at the ceiling, and the Drakkaren looked up in shock to see a
draconic, grinning creature with long, angled ears and red scales covered in blackened burns, one
of his eyes dead white and surrounded by an F-shaped, pulsating white scar and the other a
terrible crimson. He had long horns that pointed almost straight backwards, ending in sharp tips,
and a mane of fuzzy, short brownish hair that stretched from the middle of his skull all the way
down the back of his neck. A golden ring glinted in one nostril, and another two above his
working eye, and he had more adornments over his body as well… except that what caught
Zerrex‟s attention most was the fact he was standing upside down on the ceiling some fifty feet
above, the simple loincloth and long white cape he wore both hanging down as if he was
standing normally on the floor beside them.
His clothing was all edged in gold, and his body was toned and athletic, covered by gold
trinkets here and there as well as more ugly burn marks… and Zerrex didn‟t know if he was
cunning or insane by the way he was looking at them hungrily, before he bowed deeply and
announced: “I am Buluc-Chabtan, but you may refer to me as God F if you so desire.” He

paused, then spread his arms out, and terrible flames appeared in both of his hands, as he let out a
hungry breath and smoke poured from his jaws. “F is for Fire.”
With that, he flung both hands forwards, and even as Zerrex covered his face he realized
the Old God wasn‟t aiming at them, but in front of them. The fireballs struck the ground and sent
up a powerful bang and a cloud of smoke, the lizard cursing before he started forwards… and a
strong hand immediately grabbed him around the neck, lifting him into the air before the reptile
stared and grinned weakly at the twenty-foot, armored goliath currently holding him at head
level, clutching at its hand weakly as he wheezed for air and stared over the creature: a redscaled dragon wearing a golden mask of armor covering its skull and upper face, dressed only in
a loincloth and golden plates over its shoulders and hips, and vambraces on its arms, the one not
clutching the Drakkaren holding a huge, deadly-looking axe. “Hey, uh… can‟t we talk about
this?”
The dragon-warrior roared in his face, sending out a burst of smoke over his features as
its pure-white eyes glowed violently, and Zerrex winced as almost-identical warriors appeared
through the dissipating fog, at least four of the massive creatures forming a line now as BulucChabtan laughed somewhere behind them, and the reptile muttered: “Guess not.”
He slashed suddenly forwards with Blackheart, cutting one of the creature‟s fingers
entirely off, and the severed digit burst immediately into flames as the creature screamed and
threw him to the ground, raising its axe above its head. Zerrex winced as he landed in a flexed
crouch, and then he ran forwards, sidestepping the huge axe as it swung down before he ducked
under a swing from a massive mace, then leapt through the legs of another dragon even as it tried
to stomp on him, rolling and leaping past tails laced with serrated blades that swung cruelly at
him as he passed, bringing up his right arm and feeling the blades tear through his scales to the
metal below, flexing his fingers on instinct as he staggered before seizing Blackheart in both
hands and sprinting towards the Old God, who cursed under his breath as he backpedaled
towards the rear of the cargo room.
Zerrex leapt forwards to close the gap, and the dragon leaned towards him and roared,
unleashing a terrible torrent of flames from his jaws at the same time as Zerrex winced and
brought Blackheart up like a shield, agony ripping through him as he was blown backwards by
the force of the fire and landing on his back, immediately rolling back and forth to put the flames
out before Buluc-Chabtan threw a fireball: not at him, but at the shelving unit he was next to,
blowing out one of the supports and causing it to topple over on him and crush him under a
mound of crates, food, and supplies, the Drakkaren groaning in pain before he began to crawl
free, snarling as he saw the dragon wave and grin before turning and sprinting for the open doors
at the other end of the cargo room.
Meanwhile, the others were dealing with the dragon warriors as best they could manage,
but they were not only enormous, but exceptionally fast, even with the heavy weapons they
seemed to favor. Cherry cursed as she threw the Great Diviner at the face of one, only for it to
snarl and turn its head, actually seizing the blade between teeth that looked like steel… and when
Cherry yanked back as hard as she could, she winced as she saw sparks fly and realized they
really were made of some kind of metal, before Selena snapped her whip up and lashed tightly
around its muzzle, yanking hard down to jerk its head to the side and make the blade twist,
before Cherry stepped backwards and roared as she pulled hard, tearing out several of the
metallic teeth and ripping apart its gums as the dragon howled in agony, but took out its pain and
rage by trying to smash its enormous maul down on top of the demoness nearest to it.

Selena leapt backwards, then rolled to the side as another dragon came after her,
slamming its fist into the ground where she had been a moment before, but as it looked up with a
snarl, Anathema leapt onto its back and shoved her hands down into his spine, the creature
screaming as it swung its mace over its head towards her, but Anathema easily ducked this
before she tore savagely downwards, her hands alight with terrible purple flames as scale and
flesh rotted away under her touch to reveal bare bone, before the creature stood quickly and
knocked her off with a curse, the Naganatine wincing as it turned around and rose its mace
high… but then Thor smashed another of the dragon giants into it, knocking them both flat
before the caracal landed on the chest of the dragon he had just slammed with his hammer,
shouting angrily: “Keep your filthy claws to yourself, foul beast!”
He slammed his hammer down, but the dragon blocked it as the huge warrior beneath it
shook its head out with a grunt, starting to climb to its feet… and then the Great Diviner tore
through one of its eyes, and the dragon howled in agony before it simply burst into flames, flesh,
scales and everything else burning away to leave nothing but a metallic-looking skeleton behind.
None of the other warriors reacted to the loss of their comrade, however: even the dragon that
was laying on top of it, resisting Thor‟s attacks, seemed to neither notice or care that it had lost a
comrade, before it finally punched the feline off of its chest and sent him flying across the room
to crash into a shelf, Thor grasping the top of this before he could fall and shaking his head out
briskly even as he grinned.
An axe swung down towards Felicity, but she roared as she swung her shield hard
upwards, deflecting the weapon even as it left a deep scar across the shield, before she stepped
forwards and threw the spear like a javelin, piercing through its thigh and making it stagger
backwards as it hissed, then half-turned to lash its bladed tail towards her. Felicity only glared at
this, however, knocking the appendage away with a psychic burst before she grasped her shield
by the top and threw it hard as the dragon rose its axe above its head, and the creature was struck
directly in the muzzle, staggering backwards with a hiss and falling to a kneel on its bad leg, axe
dropping to bite only into the ground as Felicity charged towards it, drawing her sword… and
then she was slapped away by one of the dragon‟s hands before it forced itself up to its feet with
a snarling hiss.
Anathema dodged around the dragon she had already wounded, ducking under a swing of
its mace before she leapt forwards and seized the back of one of its ankles, twisting it violently
before she simply tore her hand forwards and ripped through flesh and tore into tendons, then she
spun and sent bone, blood, and fleshy matter flying as the dragon half-stumbled, then collapsed
forwards to its knees, blood blasting from the wound before Anathema leapt up onto its back and
slammed her hand into its spine, seizing on the cables of nerves inside and making it scream as
its eyes bulged, head twisting back and forth before it exploded into flames, and the undead
Naganatine propelled herself backwards with a grimace and a snort as she landed on her feet,
skidding across the ground as she looked up to watch as Cherry caught the ankle of another
dragon with the Great Diviner, yanking on it hard as Selena snapped her whip across its other
shin to knock it down, and Thor finished it off by swinging in with his hammer, smashing it
across the muzzle and sending it down in an unconscious heap.
The last dragon swung downwards at Felicity with its axe, and she dodged out of the way
before preparing to charge… and then a hail of long, deadly bones slammed down around the
dragon, making it hiss in surprise before larger bones spun violently around it, then it howled in
agony as it was slammed backwards by two ivory spears that tore through its wrists, pinning it
against one of the shelving units before a cage made of its former comrades‟ remains slammed

into being around it, and Felicity snarled at Anathema before the undead Naganatine rolled her
head on her shoulders, flesh and blood and scale filling in over her body as she said quietly:
“You‟ll excuse me, but I‟m curious if these creatures are mindless drones or have real
personalities hidden somewhere… and we should acquire samples of the gods‟ toys like these
warriors here. It‟s sick and twisted, I know… but I am the living dead.”
“We got bigger problems, anyway.” Cherry muttered, looking at the now-closed security
doors at the other end of the cargo bay. “We gotta find Zerrex.”
Anathema nodded, then she flicked her wrist at the other dragon, and the remaining bones
laying on the floor snapped upwards before flying downwards and ripping through its wrists and
shins, pinning it to the ground as it shrieked in pain and arched its back before falling back
unconscious, and she said mildly: “These things are going nowhere. Let‟s find Zerrex before he
does something stupid.”
The Drakkaren-in-question, meanwhile, was chasing down the draconic god through a
catacomb of destruction, Blackheart resting on his shoulder and his metallic arm revealed and in
its armored shape, his gauntlet-hand clenching the handle of the sword so hard he was afraid he
would leave imprints. But he was growing frustrated chasing after the creature, before he grinned
as they emerged into a dead-end: a wide, mostly-empty area with a large, semicircular window at
the top of the dome-shaped room, the reptile realizing it was a major office of some sort before a
security door slammed shut behind him… and he snorted as Buluc-Chabtan leaned on the desk
behind a leather office chair, the dragon leaning forwards and panting for breath as the reptile
intoned ironically: “It‟s all that smoking. It‟ll kill you, you know.”
The dragon snorted, then stood up and rubbed his hands together slowly as he spat to the
side and rolled his shoulders slowly, saying coldly: “Now tell me, Lord Zerrex. They tell grand
legends of your fighting prowess… are they true? Or are you just another fool who‟s inherited
myths far grander than reality?”
“Probably a bit of both.” Zerrex smiled a bit, raising Blackheart in front of his body as
Buluc-Chabtan snorted and did the same, the two looking evenly across at each other before the
dragon rose his fists in a battle stance the Drakkaren faintly recognized, watching the way his
movements became more graceful as he closed the gap between them slightly as they continued
to circle. Then the dragon snarled and lunged forwards, and Zerrex gracefully twisted his sword
around to strike him across the face with the flat of the blade, knocking him staggering before the
Drakkaren slammed a foot into his stomach in an easy thrust-kick, the dragon flying backwards
to crash into the wall, then fall to a crouch as the Drakkaren said dryly: “Or perhaps not
exaggerated at all, at least in comparison to you.”
Buluc-Chabtan snarled as he began to crawl up to his feet, staggering back and forth
before he steadied himself and instead created a fireball in either hand, hissing: “So you think
you‟re so goddamn smart… we‟ll see how long it takes for you to go from talking to screaming!”
The lizard leapt out of the way as the dragon flung one of the fireballs, then he ducked
and swung hard, lashing Blackheart into another to knock it flying back at the dragon, but the
Old God easily caught it with a snort of disgust, the fireball floating eerily in the grip of a hand
that wasn‟t entirely holding it before it glowed brightly and he growled: “This isn‟t a game!”
He threw the sphere of flames hard again at Zerrex as it pulsed a bright yellow, and this
time the reptile dodged past it before he winced when it struck the wall and exploded with
enough force to rattle the windows, the lizard stumbling a bit from the hot wave of force that
hammered against his back as Buluc-Chabtan charged towards him with a snarl… and the
Drakkaren gritted his teeth before he threw himself forwards in a hard butt with his shoulder as

the dragon began to raise his hands, hitting him squarely in the chest and knocking him down on
his ass before the lizard snap-kicked him across the face.
The Old God collapsed to the ground as he skidded across the tile floor, talons clawing
into it before he threw himself sideways and neatly landed back on his feet, shaking his head out
briskly before he wiped blood from his muzzle with a snort of disgust, his eyes blazing before he
visibly steadied himself, raising his hands and growling: “I‟m going to rip you into pieces…”
Zerrex rolled his eyes as he shouldered Blackheart, saying distastefully: “Do you know
how often I get told that? I mean, I hoped you‟d come up with something more…” He stopped,
then frowned, eyes flicking back and forth as he focused his mind, Buluc-Chabtan panting
roughly as he dropped himself to a ready position again… and then the lizard asked slowly: “I
thought there were two Old Gods attacking these colonies…”
“I am more than enough for you alone!” Buluc-Chabtan glared at him furiously, then he
leaned forwards and vomited out a stream of black, acrid smoke, the reptile wincing as he felt it
roll over him like an ocean of sick, living filth as a shiver ran through his body at the feeling of
it. The dark smog felt depraved, alive, evil, as if it was somehow charged with the energies of the
Old God… and Zerrex couldn‟t sense the draconic creature at all through the smokescreen, his
eyes flicking back and forth as he cursed under his breath before he winced as a fireball shot
dangerously close past the lizard‟s face, but even the sound of the explosion was muffled by the
dark smog before the reptile‟s eyes flicked up as his instincts more than his senses detected
movement coming towards him.
Buluc-Chabtan tore out of the smoke and howled as he dove at him, and Zerrex ducked
and then swung Blackheart upwards, catching him on an upwards arcing swing of the huge blade
before he turned and slammed the sword hard downwards, carrying the squealing dragon-god
over his head in an arc before he smashed him hard down into the ground, and Buluc-Chabtan
was crushed into the tile, laying in a broken crater in the floor with his arms and legs sticking out
and a massive gash left down the front of his body, the draconic creature looking stupidly up at
him before Zerrex pointed his sword at the throat of the Old God, saying calmly: “You might
want to try that again.”
The dragon looked up at him dumbly, and then he squawked and grabbed the edge of the
blade with a wince as the Drakkaren shoved it against his neck, wheezing: “Wait, wait, wait!
Please, wait, just… okay, come on! Spare my life, won‟t you?”
Zerrex tilted his head towards him as the smog began to clear around him, and then the
reptile tilted his head slightly even as he pressed the sword down lightly against his throat to
keep him pinned as his hands squeezed against Blackheart, asking him mildly: “And now why
exactly would I do that, huh? It seems you Old Gods cause me nothing but trouble…”
The Old God winced, and then he hissed against the blade before pushing at it carefully,
mumbling: “Now come on, a warrior like yourself um… you… you really wouldn‟t kill me in
pure cold blood, would you? Here I am, trapped at your mercy, at your whims… I mean… you
really wouldn‟t kill me before at least hearing me out, right?”
The reptile shrugged, keeping the sword close to his throat as he tilted his hand back and
forth in front of the Old God‟s face. The dragon grinned weakly at this, swallowing thickly…
and then he suddenly snarled and shoved both hands hard against the blade, slicing his palms
open before he unleashed a terrible blast of fire towards the lizard from both hands, knocking
him staggering backwards with a curse as the flames tore across his body and he half-shielded
himself automatically with the sword, and the draconic god lunged savagely forwards, shoving

his hands forwards against the flat of the blade and superheating it as the Drakkaren hissed in
pain, steam rising up as the other side of the weapon ground against his scales.
The lizard felt himself pushed hard against the wall, and then he swung a leg out in a low
arc, but the Old God rose his foot and blocked the attack, but then the lizard grinned as he
twisted his leg around and slammed his heel down against the ankle of the Old God, crushing it
into the ground and making the dragon stumble forwards before Zerrex roared and stepped
forwards, swinging out as hard as he could to knock him flying backwards, skidding across the
floor on his back and into a wall with a grunt, Buluc-Chabtan hissing under his breath before he
scrambled to his feet as Zerrex shook his sword firmly out, making a disgusted face. “Oh great.
You‟re an asshole too, huh?”
“Pardon me, but self-preservation should always come first.” the Old God snarled, and
then he rolled his shoulders before he created a fireball in either hand, then he pushed them
together and formed a larger sphere of terrible crimson flames, and then he held it up above his
muzzle, the glow of the flames reflected in his eyes as he tensed up before lunging forwards and
throwing the sphere hard at the Drakkaren.
Zerrex reached up and caught it with surprising ease, clenching his hand shut around it to
extinguish the flames as crimson flickered to blue for a moment before dissipating, the reptile
feeling a rush of energy as Buluc-Chabtan backed slowly towards the office desk with a wince,
and the lizard said mildly: “This is your last chance to convince me not to slice-and-dice you. My
advice is to make your pitch a good one.”
Buluc-Chabtan looked torn between survival and bloodlust, but he finally gritted his teeth
and created a fireball in one hand as he turned towards the computer, saying coldly: “Then I‟ll
die before I let you have-”
Zerrex leapt forwards and swung his sword hard outwards, tearing through the dragon‟s
arm and knocking it backwards as he howled in agony, and then the Drakkaren slammed his
knee into the male‟s stomach, making him double over and giving Zerrex the chance to grab his
head and slam his knee into this, too, sending the god senselessly crashing to the floor on his
back. He groaned in pain, twitching a few times, and the lizard shook his head in distaste before
he glanced at the computer system: a hard drive, a damaged monitor, and a broken keyboard…
and whatever’s on this must be valuable as hell. “Synchronize.”
A small, hidden door clicked open on the side of his nanotech armlet, and the Drakkaren
reached down to pull out two long data cables, plugging these into the USB drives on the hard
drive and then watching the screen on his armlet tick up the percentages, as the stunned dragon
crawled slowly backwards, then forced himself groggily to his feet, as he muttered: “Oh, you
think you‟re so smart… but we‟re so much smarter, Zerrex… far more intelligent than you can
comprehend…”
“I comprehend that your face is broken.” Zerrex muttered, resting Blackheart across his
shoulder… and then he made a face as the blade sparked energy, looking at it for a moment with
a frown before blue energy jolted over the blade again, the reptile hissing in pain as he swung the
sword away from his face, holding it out in his right, metallic hand stupidly before BulucChabtan began to laugh. The Drakkaren looked blankly up at him, and then he heard another
laugh: a high-pitched, psychotic laugh, and this one was coming from his armlet as he looked
down at it in horror before ripping his arm away from the computer console, tearing the cables
free as they automatically wound themselves back into the device… but he already knew it was
far too late. “That‟s… I… no! No!”

“You‟re too late, Fallen Prince… and now you‟ve given me the perfect way to take over
your accursed body!” Ultima cackled, and Zerrex howled in agony, dropping his sword and
clutching his skull as energy crackled over his form and his very blood felt like it was boiling,
the terrible, evil thing that had taken his armlet over crowing in victory as the Drakkaren
punched the ground with his metallic fist.
“Get out of my body!” Zerrex yelled furiously, then he clawed at the armlet… but his
own energies shocked at him, the reptile wincing before Buluc-Chabtan seized his right wrist…
and as the reptile stared up at him in horror, the dragon punched him hard across the face once,
twice, thrice… then laughed when Zerrex was unable to bring up his left arm to return the blow
at all, or pull away with his right, blood dripping from his mouth before his back arched as he
clenched his eyes shut with a moan of agony as he realized the nanomachines weren‟t simply
crawling over his body now… they were inside him, controlled by the twisted intelligence of
Ultima, inserting themselves in his nerves, flowing through his bloodstream, crawling into his
very brain.
Zerrex twitched back and forth, gagging and then howling in agony, ripping his right arm
free before he felt himself forced to his feet, and he staggered back and forth before his hands
clutched at his throat as Ultima said through his muzzle: “It‟s been a long time since I had a
body… let‟s see what does what, shall we?”
The Drakkaren screamed again… but this time it was only in his own mind, his eyes
rolling in his head as he felt things tickling over them and forming a faint, filmy layer, and
Ultima laughed through his jaws before saying contritely: “Excellent, now I can see… and this
armlet, what a thing of exceptional beauty and usefulness… it‟s a good thing your minions
discovered it. I‟m sure your Master will be pleased as well.”
Then Ultima cursed as Zerrex‟s rocky right hand clawed at the armlet, but again, his own
energies repelled him, shielding the device… and the reptile snarled as he realized that Ultima
must be preventing him from exerting his powers by keeping the device running at a low
percentage… but instead of dissolving most of the energies, they were being diverted into
shielding the machine to an extent even Priest hadn‟t envisioned. “Goddammit, I can‟t knock
him out… his brain is still alive and awake and we can‟t risk destroying it. Still, he shouldn‟t
prove a great difficulty…”
Buluc-Chabtan snorted, and then he turned around, attempting to pick up Blackheart…
and he hissed when blue energy shot over the sword, instead kicking the flat of the blade and
knocking it flying into a wall as he growled: “Damnable thing! Come, we must meet up with my
master and leave this sky city… then we‟ll send both of them crashing down into the mortal
world!”
“I have a better idea, Buluc-Chabtan… one that will satisfy both your thirst for blood as
well as your master‟s…” Ultima replied with a cold grin, and as Zerrex fought inside his own
head against what felt like walls that were growing slowly smaller around him, the creature made
Zerrex‟s body stagger over to a control panel on the wall before he punched his right fist through
it, the metal tips of his fingers sinking into the microchips and wiring beyond as nanomachines
filled with toxic intelligence poured out into the systems. “I‟ll take over this colony, and we‟ll
use it as our forwards attack base against the other infidels… we‟ll destroy them, colony-bycolony, until-”
Before he could finish, the Great Diviner flew by, nicking the end of his muzzle and
making him stagger backwards with a hiss of pain before Ultima turned with a snarl towards

Cherry, who was standing with her arm extended and a snarl on her features, Thor and Anathema
beside her, as she said furiously: “Get the fuck out of Zerrex, whatever the fuck you are!”
Ultima began to laugh… and then he screamed and grasped at his forehead as BulucChabtan looked at him with shock, before the Drakkaren clutched at his chest and looked up,
rasping: “Ultima… inside armlet… in… brain… kill me, s-stop me…”
Then he screamed and hammered both fists down into the ground, and when the
Drakkaren looked up again, his eyes had a faint crimson tinge to them, his grin that of a lunatic
as a voice that was clearly Ultima‟s said: “Looks like you‟ve been disconnected, boys and girls.”
Cherry tore the Great Diviner to the side, and Ultima simply rose his left forearm, the
sword bouncing off the energy-coated armlet with a resounding crackle before the being hissed
as the line moved forwards into the room, Thor and Felicity both pushing to the front as BulucChabtan snorted in disgust, saying darkly: “We‟re outnumbered. We must push towards AhPuch!”
With that, the draconic god created a fireball… then he half-spun and threw it hard at the
cracked section of wall, exploding with a resounding bang that was suddenly swallowed up as
chunks of rock and smoke were sucked out into space, both the draconic god and the Drakkaren
throwing themselves into the air to be pulled out into the vacuum as the others cursed, Cherry
shouting over the howl of the vacuum: “We have to chase them, force them back inside!”
Anathema was already in the air, allowing herself to be pulled out into space before her
wings tore into being, and Selena followed next, her scales almost glowing as they sizzled with
heat before she made a disgusted face as her wings pushed out of her back, large and leathery,
flapping with enough power to let her quickly catch up to Anathema before Cherry caught
Felicity before she could follow, Thor bounding out next as the female shouted in the growing
vacuum: “I think I know where they‟re going, come on!”
Buluc-Chabtan and Ultima were both running up the hull, the machine-possessed
Drakkaren laughing gleefully as he clapped his hands together with a crazed grin: “Producing
atmospheres and gravity with such ease… this body truly will give us an edge over anything we
run into…”
Then a meteorite slammed into his back, and Ultima gagged and staggered forwards as
Zerrex winced inside his own head but grinned anyway, Buluc-Chabtan looking over his
shoulder in shock as Selena snagged another large chunk of space debris and threw it hard. The
moment it passed into the artificial atmosphere, it burst into flames before slamming into
Ultima‟s face this time, knocking the Drakkaren on his back before he snarled and scrambled to
his feet, and the Old God stepped past him to throw a fireball hard at the quickly-approaching
pair.
The moment it passed outside the atmosphere, however, it dwindled down into ashes…
and the Old God looked stupid before Ultima screamed: “Idiot! Fire can‟t exist outside of an
atmosphere!”
“Then make the atmosphere larger!” the dragon shouted in return, before they both
looked up as Selena and Anathema swung at them, Anathema tackling Buluc-Chabtan to the
ground and Selena smashing a foot across not-Zerrex‟s face, making him stumble with a howl
before she kicked a foot into the back of his leg, knocking him down to a kneel, and then she
slammed both of her fists hard down into his skull, crumpling him against the metal hull of the
ship.
Buluc-Chabtan, meanwhile, snarled as Anathema leapt off him, before he began to swing
a fist up… and then the undead Naganatine seized him by the skull with a hand glowing with

purple flames, and his eyes bulged before his back arched and he screamed in agony, clawing
mindlessly at her hand before she let go and kicked him hard backwards out of the bubble of
atmosphere, and the Old God gagged and clawed at his throat as blood rolled out of the wounds
on his scales. Then he wheezed and managed to half-turn, propelling himself with a gout of
flame towards the bubble… but Anathema reached up a hand and seized him by the throat,
holding him just outside of it as she looked up at him coldly, and he shook his head weakly,
grabbing at her with failing strength… before snarling and shoving both hands down, and a blast
of flames ripped over her body, the undead Naganatine hissing in pain as she dropped him, and
he immediately staggered into the bubble and kicked her as hard as he could, knocking her flying
out of the pocket of atmosphere and into space.
Selena looked over at him in shock, and then Ultima leapt to his feet and slammed his
right fist into her stomach, making her gag before he snagged her by the muzzle, grinning down
into her eyes as he whispered: “Silly little girl.”
A blade shot out of his wrist and tore into her, and her eyes bulged before she went slack
against him, and Ultima laughed as he shoved her hard backwards, the female staggering before
clutching at her stomach as the blood was sucked out of the wound as she floated backwards into
space. Then the creature retracted the blade, looking over at the haggard dragon-god. “I‟m
getting the hang of this now… come, though, hurry onwards!”
As they turned and continued to run along the hull, Thor leapt out from hiding, no longer
frowning about the fact they had forced him to stay back and watch as he snagged the
unconscious Selena, and a burnt, pissed-off Anathema settled slowly down to the hull, tearing off
one of her rib bones before it expanded into a rough, band-like patch she snapped over the
thankfully-shallow wound in the Dius‟s stomach. Then she backhanded Selena, and the female
woke up with a grunt, then gagged on vacuum before Anathema covered her mouth and nose,
motioning for her to follow, and she nodded weakly, the three moving quickly up the hull in
pursuit of the Drakkaren and the Old God.
Buluc-Chabtan smashed in one of the windows of one of the large, dome-shaped viewing
areas the moment they reached it, looking thankful to be out of the vacuum even as alarms began
to blare and shutters to slowly close over each section of window from the opposite side of the
dome. Then Ultima screamed and grabbed at his skull, and Zerrex reached out and grabbed the
Old God by the throat, lifting him above his head with his left arm as his right hand transformed
into a monstrous axe-blade, hissing: “I‟m going to start by chopping each of your limbs off
section-by-section, moving from the fingers and toes inwards, and then I‟m going to slice you
into small enough pieces to eat on goddamn crackers!”
“Ultima, Ultima, get control back! Ultima!” Buluc-Chabtan howled, kicking his feet
weakly into the lizard‟s chest, and then he sighed in relief when the Drakkaren staggered
backwards with a hiss, grasping at his skull as the Old God wheezed: “Please, we don‟t have
much time…”
Then his eyes widened as Thor, Selena, and Anathema smashed in through another
window a moment before the shutters sealed over it… and as he turned around to head for one of
the elevators at the opposite end of the viewing area, one set of doors dinged open, Cherry and
Felicity stepping out. It left one option, the double doors that were semi-blockaded by tables and
chairs… and as the dragon ran towards these and Ultima staggered back and forth, screaming
again, Cherry tilted her head and said coldly: “Now.”
Just as the Old God reached the barricade, the doors exploded, the blast powerful enough
to almost disintegrate them and sending chunks of steel and wood blasting across Buluc-

Chabtan, the Old God howling in agony as he staggered backwards before collapsing… and
Vampire, Priest, Lone, and Cindy stood in the doorway, the last slowly cracking her knuckles as
Priest and Lone both knelt with assault rifles readied on their shoulders, and Vampire strode
forwards with his spear, using the tip of it to nudge up the chin of the Old God before he pushed
it against his throat for a moment, even as Buluc-Chabtan fell into a dead faint.
“You‟re surrounded, Ultima.” Priest said coldly, pulling down his communicator, and the
not-Zerrex snarled back and forth, his eyes glowing, arm still an axe-blade as Priest extended a
hand, saying calmly: “Let‟s make this nice and easy on everyone. Just take off that armlet, and
put it down on the ground. Don‟t draw this out.”
“I don‟t think so.” Ultima‟s eyes glowed, and then he created a sphere of energy in his
left arm, throwing it hard at Cherry and Felicity, and the two winced and leapt out of the way
before it collided with the elevator, blowing it into pieces as Anathema charged forwards and
dived, knocking Ultima to the ground with a howl of pain before she pinned him and rose a hand
as it glowed with purple energy… but then she hesitated, suddenly frozen as she stared down at
the features and body and energies of Zerrex… and then Ultima swung his hand up, seizing her
by the throat before he turned and threw her hard into Selena, knocking the weakened female
over.
Thor snarled and leapt forwards, and Ultima snorted before blocking a hard swing of the
caracal‟s hammer with the huge axe blade of his right arm, before he slashed this viciously at the
god. The feline was nimble, however, dodging backwards before he swung hard down into his
elbow, and Ultima screamed in pain as he was knocked flat, right arm now looking broken and
disjointed as agony flared in Zerrex‟s head as well, but he continued to do his best to disrupt
Ultima‟s concentration , kicking at his own mind as Thor swung his hammer upwards and
smashed him under the muzzle with it.
As the lizard‟s body flew bonelessly backwards, Felicity held a hand up, purple bands of
psychic force snapping around his form and binding his arms to his side before Vampire ran
forwards and leapt high into the air, grunting an apology before he spun his spear around and
grasped it by the neck to slam the pole of the weapon down into the Drakkaren‟s body, knocking
him flat to the ground. He wheezed in pain as he was pinned, and then the Great Diviner flew
past his muzzle to spear into the floor, a drop of blood falling from the sword as it ground against
the lizard‟s throat, and Priest moved quickly forwards with a grunt, assault rifle still trained on
him as Cherry wrapped the chains of the Great Diviner around her hand. Vampire kept the body
of his spear pressed down against the lizard‟s form as Felicity‟s eyes continued to glow with the
same psychic force entrapping the Drakkaren‟s limbs, and Thor stood ready at the lizard‟s feet.
Ultima gargled and hissed, twitching and rolling his head back and forth, and then he
giggled when Priest laid his assault rifle down and tried to touch the armlet, before he cursed as
blue energy shocked at him, muttering: “The protocols have been overwritten, it‟s not just
creating an interrupt, but a physical barrier… listen to me, Ultima, you nasty little son of a bitch,
if you don‟t get out of my Dad right now, I‟m going to bring Marina up here, and nanomachines
or not, she‟ll rip a hole straight through you into the next galaxy…”
Meanwhile, Cindy walked over to Selena and Anathema, inspecting them both: Selena
was unconscious again, bleeding slowly from the wound in her stomach, her pulse a bit erratic…
while Anathema was simply holding her knees to her chest, staring blankly at the floor and
looking shellshocked. Cindy snapped her fingers quietly in front of her eyes, and Lone –
trembling a little, trying his hardest not to cry as he looked at Zerrex, then at the two wounded –
whispered: “What‟s wrong with her?”

“She‟s just…” Cindy looked at Lone for a moment, then she said quietly: “Look, that‟s
not important. I need you to be strong for me, okay? Just be strong for now. We‟ll figure this out
soon enough.”
Priest cursed again as he tried to get a reading, but the energy charge around the armlet
became sporadic, interfering with his PDA as he made a disgusted face… and inside his head,
Zerrex felt something, before he frowned and turned inwards… and stared in shock as he saw
Ultima, a creature in the shape of a Dragokkaren, made entirely of metal plates, tinkering with a
massive stack of supercomputers: what he guessed the creature visualized as his mind. The
Drakkaren started forwards with a snarl, but then the computers beside him exploded, thick,
terrible cables snapping out of them and wrapping around him as Ultima giggled and whispered:
“Nice try, Zerrex… but I‟m inside you now. Oh sure, kill me, go ahead… it won‟t do any good.
The harder you struggle, the deeper I‟ll ingrain myself in your brain…”
He cackled, then turned around, his eyes glass, terrible red orbs, his features made of
steel and yet strangely alive as he clicked his teeth together, no tongue in his muzzle but a
speaker at the back of his throat that sounded perfectly alive, almost sensuous as he whispered:
“You see, the biological body is not so different from a machine… just different mechanical
principles. A touch here, a trim there, and suddenly… I‟ve got your synapses firing at four times
a faster rate… with a press… of a button…”
And then Ultima slammed his fist down onto a button behind him with a loud laugh, and
Zerrex snapped back to reality as everything seemed to slow… and the Drakkaren‟s body swung
into action with terrible speed and ferocity, swinging an arm out to smash the armlet into Priest
and unleash a wave of energy through his body as he shattered the psychic chains at the same
time, the Dragokkaren‟s eyes bulging in agony as Ultima swung a foot out in synchronization
with his other movements, knocking Thor‟s legs out from under him; the creature carried the
swing of his leg upwards, turning it into a knee as he half-rolled and smashing into Vampire‟s
kidney, the black wolf cursing and flinching as Ultima seized his spear in both hands, the halfroll also allowing him to get his head out of the way as Cherry tore the Great Diviner upwards,
only managing to slice through part of his shoulder instead of his neck… and then Ultima yanked
the pole backwards, before he shoved the weapon forwards and through Vampire‟s own body,
then he rolled to a crouch as he created a sphere of energy, flinging it hard at Felicity as she
began to recover from the psychic backlash of having her chains destroyed.
The sphere struck her and exploded, and Zerrex watched in horror as the vixen toppled
backwards in slow motion before reality snapped back to normal as a hard blow struck into his
lower spine, feeling agony flare up as Ultima screamed in pain and Cindy murmured an apology,
then she slammed her elbow into another point on his spine, the vertebrae snapping as Ultima
toppled forwards… before he grinned and swung himself upwards, smashing both his legs back
into Cindy‟s stomach and knocking her flying into a wall opposite, the female crashing off it and
falling to the ground in a stunned heap as the Drakkaren leapt to his feet with a laugh, his broken
spine loudly resetting itself as he grinned viciously and said coldly, flexing a fist: “These nanites
throughout my body do all the communicating for me now… go ahead, do all the damage you
want!”
He threw his head back, laughing… and then it turned to screams as he grabbed at his
skull as his right arm transformed back into a warped claw, before Thor charged in with a snarl
and swung his hammer around in a mighty underhand swing, releasing a blast of electricity at the
same time as the strike landed against the Drakkaren, knocking him all the way to crash against
the ceiling above before he fell bonelessly, and electricity sizzled across his body, the reptile

hissing in pain as his body jittered weakly, and Priest‟s eyes widened before he leapt to his feet,
shouting: “Lone, Thor, with me! Everyone else, I need you to hold him off as best you can!”
Thor looked confused, but he didn‟t question Priest as Lone immediately caught up to
him… before he shrieked as the draconic Old God clawed at the Dragokkaren‟s ankle and
dragged him flat as they ran past his prone form, asking viciously: “Where do you think you‟re
going?”
Priest winced and half-rolled over, slamming a foot into the dragon‟s face and making
him curse, before the Old God screamed and rolled away when Lone unloaded almost the entire
clip of his assault rifle into his body, leaving a peppering of bruises and bloody wounds over his
scales before Priest scrambled to his feet, motioning at the two and shouting: “Leave him, come
on, let‟s move!”
“I‟ll rip all three of you to shreds!” Buluc-Chabtan screamed, ignoring Ultima‟s yells,
and the Old God staggered down the hallway after them, snarling in rage before his pace began
to even out as his body slowly healed itself, jogging after them as they sprinted down the long
corridor. “Come back here, come back!”
Ultima gave a disgusted look after the dragon, then he grinned coldly as he slammed his
fists together as Cindy, Vampire, Felicity, and Cherry all surrounded him, Anathema still pressed
back against the wall in a shivering heap. He created a sphere of energy in his hand, but Cindy
rose her own and clenched her fist shut, and the sphere was snuffed out… and Ultima gave her a
contemptible glare, whispering: “The troublesome daughter… not like the whore we broke
before the week was out…”
“Shut up!” Cherry shouted hatefully, and then she threw the Great Diviner hard, but
Ultima easily twisted out of the way of it before he seized the chain of the weapon and sent a
rush of energy down it, the female‟s eyes bulging in agony as azure energy tore over her body
before Vampire slapped Ultima across the face with the body of his spear, knocking him
staggering and making him drop the chain before Felicity ran forwards with a roar, bringing up
her shield and ramming into the lizard with it, Ultima shrieking as he was bull-rushed backwards
and crushed into a wall, before he snarled and shoved her hard backwards, stomping forwards
angrily… and then he staggered, arms flailing outwards, as a whip snapped cruelly across his
back, leaving a long, burnt welt, before he snarled furiously over his shoulder at Selena, who was
breathing raggedly but standing gamely even as she clutched her wounded stomach.
Ultima held his right arm out, licking his lips slowly as it transformed into an axe blade…
and then he screamed and clutched at his skull, and Zerrex shouted angrily: “Stop fooling around
and k-kill me!”
“Shut up!” Zerrex‟s head jerked the other way, Ultima‟s voice screaming at him in reply.
“They‟re no match for you, they‟re too blinded by emotions, with every passing moment I gain
further control over your abilities and the nanites enhance my power!”
Then he flicked his left arm up in front of himself even as Cherry threw the Great Diviner
forwards again as Vampire stabbed his spear outwards, and a spherical shield of energy
surrounded him, the surface rippling like water as both attacks were repelled, Vampire‟s spear
almost jarring out of his hands, yelping as the Great Diviner bounced and pierced into his body,
and Cherry winced before she tore it backwards, the black wolf tumbling over as the sword was
pulled out of him as she called an awkward apology, before Ultima threw his head back and
cackled… and Felicity and Cindy rose their hands at the same time, the energy almost
crystallizing around the Drakkaren before he howled as he was lifted into the air, psychic force

bursting like static around the shield, before it was slammed hard down into the ground,
exploding like a ball of glass thrown from the top of a tower.
Ultima was knocked senseless, and Selena snapped her whip outwards, seizing him
around the ankle before she snarled as she dragged the Drakkaren sideways over the ground, and
Cindy leapt forwards, shoving her palm down into the lizard‟s back, and he screamed as cracks
tore through his scales before he leapt upwards, and Cindy looked shocked before she gagged as
Ultima seized her around the throat, before she screamed in agony, limbs going weak, as blue
energy blazed over her body like fire, the not-Zerrex shouting furiously: “How do you like your
own energy being used against you, you pathetic-”
Then the Great Diviner snapped between their bodies, and Ultima looked down in
surprise before Selena yanked his feet out from under him again, the lizard dropping Cindy and
falling on top of the chain as Cherry twisted the weapon hard, making it flip backwards and the
sword slam into the Drakkaren‟s kidney, Ultima screaming in pain as Zerrex both grinned and
hissed in agony inside his mind, and the two pulled hard, straining to pin the Drakkaren as he
managed to get one hand against the ground, his other arm trapped against his side before
Felicity held her hand up, and the lizard‟s arm was yanked out, leaving him immobile as two of
his limbs stretched outwards with loud creaks, Ultima arching his back with a hiss of pain before
he grinned savagely as Vampire began to move in with his spear, glaring at him… and the wolf
burst into dark flames, staggering backwards with a howl of misery before he toppled over, and
then the Drakkaren‟s wings tore from his back, and the others had a moment to gape in shock
even as Cindy leapt forwards, seizing the edges of them… but before she could pin them or tear
them off, Ultima flapped them and shot into the air, yanking Selena off her feet and sending her
whip flying across the room as she landed on her stomach and vomited blood, Cherry cursing as
she tried to yank him down with the Great Diviner… but then her eyes widened in horror as
Felicity stared for a moment, and then the chain smashed into her neck as Ultima shot past her,
reaching her hands up too lateThe vixen‟s body fell slowly to her knees, and her head, still with an expression of shock,
landed behind her, rolling a few times… and Ultima laughed before it turned to Zerrex‟s howls
of agony, and his flight twisted wildly through the air as Cherry simply let the chain feed out,
trembling and staring in horror before Zerrex slammed into a wall and fell senselessly to the
floor, Cindy rolling off his back as Felicity‟s body felt mindlessly around for its head for a
minute, before it fell still… and then the lizard slowly rose up as Cindy got to her own feet,
whispering as she held a hand out: “Daddy…”
The Drakkaren looked up at her… and then a blade shot out of his right arm and he
slammed this home through her throat, Cindy‟s eyes bulging in shock as Cherry screamed, and
Ultima grinned widely before he kicked her in the stomach, knocking her to the ground as he
laughed insanely, grinning cruelly down at her as she gargled and choked on her own blood,
before he slammed a kick into her kidney… and Cherry yanked hard back on the chain, dragging
the lizard away from her before the Great Diviner tore free from the Drakkaren‟s side as Ultima
turned his glowing eyes on her… and then he howled in pain and grabbed at his head, before it
turned to a snarl as Zerrex shouted angrily: “I said kill me! Fucking kill me, Cherry!”
“Boss…” Cherry whispered… and then she steadied herself with a snarl as Vampire
touched her shoulder, the black wolf grasping his spear and Cherry retracting the sword to her
hand, holding it tightly as she pulled her whip out in her other hand and snapped the cruel chain
weapon once, saying coldly: “I‟m sorry, Captain.”

The reptile‟s eyes glowed as he fought for control against Ultima, and then he rose his
right arm, still half-axe, half-sword, before he yelled incoherently as he swung it down and cut
more than halfway through his own leg, and Ultima screamed in his mind as Zerrex yelled in
agony, blood spilling out of the wound before he chopped viciously downwards again, almost
cutting his leg entirely off as he collapsed forwards onto his stomach, and Ultima yelled in a
deranged voice: “Pain receptors, where are the pain receptors?”
He howled… then began to laugh as he regained control, snarling and forcing himself
slowly up to his feet as his right arm flexed, bulged, and then transformed back into a warped
claw, dragging his leg behind him as pain became a muted thing, Zerrex feeling shock roll
through his system as a sick, vicious pleasure rolled through his body, Ultima purring in his
mind: We can work out an arrangement between us, perhaps… I’ll feed you bliss for all the
people you kill… you’ll never feel pain again…
Pain… is part of life… isn’t something I’d give up… I will not forsake my friends, my
family, for pleasure! Zerrex roared, and Ultima staggered a bit before he snarled as Cherry and
Vampire shot forwards, before the black wolf leapt in front of the female as he cocked his spear
back like a baseball bat and swept hard forwards, Ultima unable to move out of the way in time
before the blow slammed across his bad leg, and he screamed as it was knocked out from
beneath him with enough force to lift his body into the air… and Cherry‟s whip snapped
immediately around his neck, cutting his howl of outrage off into a gargle before she spun him in
a wide arc with a roar, slamming him down into the ground as he clawed at the chain even as it
began to glow white-hot… before Ultima snarled, his eyes glowing with fury even as smoke rose
up from his flesh-and-blood hand before he grasped it with both and yanked the chain whip out
of Cherry‟s hands, and she staggered forwards, ducking under a headbutt and slamming two hard
punches into the Drakkaren‟s stomach… and then she hissed in pain when an elbow caught her
in the temple, and Ultima snapped her own whip backwards, the handle smashing her across the
face and knocking her back to him before he seized one of her fins, her eyes bulging before
Ultima slammed his rocky hand through her upper back, the metallic hand ripping out through
one of her breasts as Vampire fell to his knees with a howl of denial, and Cherry gargled in pain,
her eyes bulging before Ultima slowly forced forwards, coating his entire arm in her blood as
Zerrex screamed denials and for mercy and threats of revenge, until he reached up to stroke
almost gently along her muzzle as his front pressed against her back, crotch to her ass, as the
twisted machine whispered: “There. Nice and easy.”
Then he tore his arm backwards with a laugh, and Cherry went down in a vast spray of
blood, her eyes glazed as she laid in a puddle of her spreading crimson fluids, twitching a few
times as Vampire babbled denials and leaned on his spear, and Ultima looked down at him
coldly before simply slapping him across the face. Vampire went down with a grunt on his back,
and then the twisted, possessed lizard created a terrible axe blade with his right hand, raising it
high before he said almost tenderly: “Goodnight.”
He slashed down, decapitating Vampire, and the wolf‟s head rolled slowly backwards as
his body twitched weakly, before Ultima grinned insanely and tuned, stepping on Cherry‟s body
as he walked over her and into the long corridor, began to slowly giggle… then laugh… then
cackle insanely as he dragged his bad leg behind himself, features contorted with hate and rage
and bliss.
Priest, Lone and Thor were pursued by Buluc-Chabtan, who threw fireballs at them
occasionally but was too far back still to be any more than a nuisance. The Dragokkaren cursed

under his breath as they reached another locked shutter, tearing off the access panel beside it and
hotwiring it quickly as the dragon gained a little more ground on them, then ducked behind a
storage panel when Lone yelled incoherently and fired a wild burst of rounds at him, Thor saying
for the hundredth time: “But yon vile traitor-god is weak! Let my hammer crush him!”
“No, Thor, there‟s no time!” Priest snapped, and then he cursed as the door sparked but
refused to open, fiddling with the wires some more as he added darkly: “They can‟t fight Dad
forever… like it or not, I… I know that none of them will kill Zerrex, but Ultima won‟t hesitate
in killing them! We have to try and stop that from happening.”
“I… understand not your reasoning in why we flee the battle, then.” Thor said slowly,
and then Priest shouted in victory as the armored door cracked open, and he shoved them
roughly apart, grinning as they entered into a large machine room, generators rumbling away at
the back and complex mechanical equipment buzzing. “What is this den of inequity? A place of
alchemical strangeness?”
“Lone, start turning on the machines. Thor, get on the other side of the door, time to fuck
over that asshole chasing us.” Priest said grimly, and he tossed his assault rifle away, instead
drawing both of his knives as Thor nodded immediately, the caracal pressing himself flat as
Priest added coldly: “No electrical attacks. Physical only. Wait for me to strike first, then crack
his skull open, we‟ll do this nice and clean.”
Thor nodded again, and the two waited, before wincing as a fireball flew past and
smashed into the ceiling, making Lone whimper as he crawled around, charging the batteries on
machinery… and then, as the dragon began to pass through the doorway, panting smoke, Priest
lunged out and slammed both of his knives down in a hard, vicious double-stab, the long blades
ripping between his ribs and into his lungs as he screamed and leaned forwards, clutching at
Priest‟s hands with a snarl of fury… and then Thor stepped forwards and smashed his hammer
hard down into his skull, Buluc-Chabtan vomiting blood before the two were knocked backwards
as the dragon transformed himself into a long snake of glowing crimson flames, twisting
backwards and fleeing into the corridor, crashing against the walls and leaving char-marks over
the floor before he smashed upwards through a vent with a scream of agony.
Thor winced, but Priest simply hammered the button to close the armored shutters,
muttering: “We‟ll finish him later, don‟t worry. For now, I need to work hard, and work fast.
Help Lone charge the rest of the machines, okay?”
Priest pulled out his PDA, using it to do some rough calculations before he looked grimly
over the machinery in front of him, and then he tapped on his communicator, saying calmly:
“Mom, I need you to lure Ultima down the corridor. It‟s a long path, but you should be able to
make it, there‟s cover here and there. Understood?”
Silence… and Priest frowned, tapping at the communicator before he cursed under his
breath, a tremble rolling through his body as he feared the worst. Buluc-Chabtan had slowed
them down with his attacks, making them pause for cover now and then… and he gritted his
teeth before he produced an adhesive strip, applying it to his handheld computer before tearing
off the other side of the tape and sticking it to the wall, tapping a short command in before the
machine beeped and hissed… and then he cursed at the decreasing numbers, muttering: “Fucking
hell, no, no, no… he‟s already coming this way, even if he‟s probably moving with a limp…
okay, we need to get this ready and running guys! Lone, sit back and monitor these numbers,
recharge for now, I‟ll need you later. Thor, can your hammer hold a charge other than your
own?”

“Mine hammer obeys mine will. Shall I will it to, it shall.” Thor answered, nodding, and
Priest grunted before he pulled the glass covering off what looked like a trough, hammering in
some quick commands on it.
“Good. Put your hammer in here, let it build a positive charge. Then you‟re going to have
to increase that charge… but it needs to be positive ions, understood?” Priest looked at him
squarely as Thor dropped the hammer in, and then he closed the covering, wincing at the sounds
the machine made as it began to fizzle, knowing it might well give out: this was for charging the
particles of bits of metal, not godly materials like Thor‟s hammer.
Thor, meanwhile, was looking stupid… and then, as Priest sighed and ran over to a
computer centrifuge and turned it on, he suddenly nodded and brightened. “As when I and mine
brother battled the great storm giants, and summoned their own lightning against them!”
“Yes, yes, that‟s right!” Priest nodded immediately, letting out a sigh of relief as the
centrifuge cracked with energy, before he cursed under his breath as a safety lock activated,
before his eyes settled on a large, spare centrifuge arm, shaped almost like a hammer itself… and
he glanced over at Lone as he jumped to pick this up, opening the charge table on the opposite
side of the centrifuge as he shouted: “Lone, overcharge that centrifuge, do it now! Pump
electricity into it until gauge on the side goes into the danger zone!”
Lone winced, but he scrambled to obey the order as Priest hammered the control panel,
muttering: “And let this work, it‟s a one-in-a-million shot but please let this work…”
As the wolf shoved electrical power into the centrifuge, Ultima staggered around a bend
in the corridor and grinned widely as he saw the armored shutters in the distance, before howling
in agony and grabbing his head, and Zerrex rasped: “You took everything away from me…”
“Not yet.” Ultima snarled, the Drakkaren‟s head twisting the other way as he dragged
himself forwards, as if moving through jelly. “But I‟m about to!”
Then he screamed, head twisting back to the other side as Zerrex grinned weakly: “I‟ve
only ever been afraid of one kind of wound, you know… let me show you, since you‟ve already
stolen everything else away!”
A blade shot out of the right arm of the Drakkaren, and before Ultima could react, Zerrex
roared as he stabbed it upwards through the side of his face, ripping through one of his sockets
before he tore hard forwards, and Ultima and Zerrex both screamed as his eyes were torn
completely out of his sockets, leaving a gooey, gaping wound in the front of his face as he
collapsed to his knees and clawed at the injury, screaming and moaning as he fell on his side, not
knowing which of them was currently in control as the blade clanked and scraped against the
ground and his legs kicked weakly. The world was made up completely of darkness now, devoid
of anything, as colors and stars and shapes flashed through his mind, feeling blood streaming
down his face before Ultima screamed: “You fucking insane piece of shit failure prince! No, no,
no…”
He twitched violently, then howled before slowly beginning to laugh… and then Zerrex‟s
sockets widened in horror as red-tinted vision slowly began to fill in, the machine snarling:
“These nanomachines can compensate for anything you do to yourself, Fallen Prince! I‟m going
to make you watch now as I make the rest of your sick and perverted family suffer, suffer,
suffer!”
Zerrex snarled in desperation, but Ultima only laughed maniacally as he continued to
stagger forwards, swaying a bit from side to side and cursing as his vision adjusted bit-by-bit, the
sockets of the Drakkaren glowing with feverish, terrible red light as mechanical identifications
began to scrawl across his eyes as if he was staring into some kind of screen, and the lizard

howled in his mind, struggling to try and free himself, to take control again, before Ultima
approached the doors and slammed his right hand into the open control panel, electricity
sparking over his arm before the nanomachines did their work, and the armored doors slid
smoothly open… and he stared at Priest, holding a large, metal object, and Thor, who had his
own hammer raised, both on the other side of a glowing metallic panel as a centrifuge spun
behind them… before Thor swung upwards with a roar and Priest downwards with a snarl,
smashing into either side of the panel and creating a massive electrical shockwave, the shock
ripping over the Drakkaren‟s body as Ultima screamed in agony, electricity bursting over all
present as nanomachines began to fail and the energy shielding around the armlet shattered,
before the pulse of charged particles slammed into the centrifuge, and it glowed brilliantly and
spun faster for a moment before simply exploding, and a white shockwave washed over the area,
Ultima screaming as his vision flashed in and out, his nanomachines malfunctioned, and the
armlet exploded into shrapnel before Zerrex‟s body glowed, and then exploded in a burst of blue
light, chunks of corrupt arm and a few pieces of metal shrapnel falling to the ground.
The Drakkaren floated in disassociated energy, feeling blank and weak, surrounded by
white before he looked up as an alien, monstrous thing the size of a space colony floated by him,
covered in shifting plates and like some kind of mechanical, monstrous bacteria… but even as
electricity arced over it here and there, Zerrex could tell it was dead… and he realized a moment
later it was a nanomachine, somehow carried with him into the disassociated energy… or maybe
so tiny that it was able to appear visible here, even in the invisible spectrum, beneath molecules
and atoms: where energy existed, in the place between places.
Then Anathema appeared beside him, tugging quietly at his wrist like a child, tears
running down her cheeks as Zerrex looked blankly at her… and she whispered: “Zerrex, there‟s
still time to save them…”
The Drakkaren‟s eyes widened… and then he seized Anathema‟s wrist and she pulled
him upwards, flying through the whiteness before they shattered back into reality, both rolling
bonelessly for a few moments as they fell into the physical world amidst the rubble of the central
room… and Vampire wheezed from where he sat beside Cindy, applying a bandage tightly over
her throat as she looked pale, covered in her own blood… but he could feel her energy, living
energy, as Vampire grinned weakly, his neck knit back together by ugly, pulsating red tendons as
he rasped: “Cherry…”
“You get Cherry, I‟ll get Felicity. Selena and Cindy we can take care of later.” Anathema
ordered, and Zerrex nodded before he approached Cherry quickly, picking up her body in his
hands… and he shook his head in slow denial. She was warm… but dead. She was dead in his
arms, a hole torn through her chest by his own hand, and he breathed hard in and out before he
clenched his eyes shut, then he picked her up and threw his head back as he charged her body
with energy, remembered how her soul had been sworn to him, and then he let her float outwards
in front of him, levitating free from his arms, before he held a hand over either side of the
wound… and Cherry‟s eyes bulged open as she screamed, the wound filling with energy that
transformed into green, pulsating ivy, before it became raw flesh… and Cherry bucked, then
screamed again, her body flexing and her head twisting back and forth before she fell to the
ground with a rasp, in her mortal body… and Zerrex knelt beside her, then he twisted his head to
the side as he vomited blood, his body trembling as he leaned down and she slowly stroked over
his face.
“I knew you‟d save me…” she whispered… and then her eyes slid closed before Zerrex
looked weakly over at Anathema, who was silently guiding Felicity‟s dead body to its feet,

before she held her head out to her, and her body took it almost curiously, Felicity staring at
herself… and the sight was too much for Zerrex‟s overstrained mind to bear, and he fell in a
dead faint on top of Cherry, twitching weakly a few times as blood leaked slowly from the
terrible wounds dotting his body and eyes that were little more than glowing green points in his
sockets.
Zerrex awoke some five days later in the hospital room he‟d occupied for so long now,
Cindy standing over him, Cherry sitting nearby… and the first thing he did was vomit black bile
over himself before starting to cry, feeling as weak and broken as a savagely-beaten child as the
memories of what had happened tormented his mind, and Cindy quietly shushed him as she
wiped up the dark ichors before letting Cherry explain what had happened.
Felicity had died, and there had been no saving her in simple terms… but Anathema had
worked her abilities over her nonetheless, bringing her back as a member of the undead: a
Dullahan, a headless knight. She had shown a strange compassion, asking Felicity if she
preferred death or this… and Felicity had been silent for a long time before saying she wanted to
wait and see if Zerrex was okay, and then she would decide. She held no grudge against either
him or Cherry for what had happened: battles had casualties, that was that. The very fact they
could bring her back from death, for however long or short, was a blessing they had to be
thankful for: the fact Cherry had been revived was simply a miracle.
Vampire was already back and fully-functional, leaving everyone to envy his terrifying
regenerative abilities… and Cindy smiled a bit, saying she was okay too, as she rubbed slowly at
her throat. There would be a scar there… but she could talk, and breathe, and the wound had
healed, and that was good enough for her. The same went for Selena: her stomach had an ugly
cut across it, but she was in a constant state of worry for Zerrex more than herself, despite the
pains she was still having and was trying her best to hide.
Priest and Thor had suffered minor burns and some shrapnel, but they and Lone by far
got off the best, although Lone had transformed back into Mahihko, who kept having horrible
nightmares and night terrors, and needed to be comforted often. Priest and Sin were taking turns
looking after him, and he was anxious to see the reptile he called father and confirm for himself
Zerrex was okay and Ultima was cleansed from his system completely.
Anathema herself was fine, but refused to leave Sin‟s Tower, locked away in
contemplation… and Cherry had fidgeted through the medical check when they‟d gotten her
back to Hell, then clawed her way to Zerrex. She grinned and showed off, flexing her body and
saying with a strange happiness that when Zerrex had healed her, he had somehow changed her,
transformed her… and she was far more demigoddess than demon now, instead of the other way
around. It meant that her old mortal body was now her permanent form… and it made her happy
in ways she couldn‟t describe.
As for Ultima, he was gone: there was no trace of him on the Hathor or the Varuna, but
then again, the combination of electromagnetic pulse and tachyon blast created by Priest had
been powerful enough to wipe out the power systems across the Hathor and half the Varuna. And
just to ensure Ultima was gone, Cindy had run dialysis on Zerrex for the last four days, cleansing
his blood of all the nanomachines that had wormed their way through his system. She had also
flushed his blood with other chemicals… and although Zerrex remained miserable, it admittedly
made him feel the smallest bit better after everything that had happened, although he refused to
move a lot as he dropped his head back on the pillows and stared up at the ceiling, and not just
because of the pain through his body.

Buluc-Chabtan and the other Old God had fled the scene, but they likely hadn‟t gone far:
it would only be a matter of time before they were caught up with. The dragon warriors
Anathema had captured were also being treated carefully, and had become amazingly docile
once off the space station. While Thor kept a curious eye on them in the same place they had
dragged the strange snake-creature after capturing him what felt like eons ago, Gilgamesh was
tracking down the Old Gods, swearing to inform them when the time came to capture and crush
them.
An attack had also been made on one of Heaven‟s libraries, however: a strange, psychic
being they had identified as Lovecraft had burnt it completely to the ground, destroying
everything with unnatural black flames. Upon closer inspection, however, there had been not a
page, not a book cover found, and the strange conclusion they had come to was the Lovecraft
had burnt the building down, but somehow stolen every single book in the library at the same
time, pulling off the greatest robbery in Heaven‟s history.
Zerrex didn‟t much care about this, admittedly: the fact he had butchered some of the
people closest to him in his family hurt, and strangely, the fact they hadn‟t killed him hurt more.
Finally, Cherry motioned for Cindy to go away, and she frowned a bit, but did so, leaving the
two alone before Cherry quietly sat on the bed and reached out to touch his face, murmuring:
“Okay Boss. Go ahead and say it.”
“I… why? Why didn‟t you kill me? If Ultima had managed to gain control of all my
abilities, he would have threatened the entire colony…” Zerrex clenched his eyes shut,
murmuring: “I gave you an order…”
“And I disobeyed. I deserve to be punished for that, too… as a disciple, as your soldier,
as your… everything else, but Boss…” Cherry looked at him silently, reaching down to stroke
his face slowly again, even as the Drakkaren yanked his head away. “Come on. I couldn‟t kill
you any more than you could kill me, you ought to know that at least.”
Now the Drakkaren felt ashamed as he flushed, looking away as a tear rolled down his
cheek, and he whispered: “I thought I was stronger than him but I wasn‟t… I was weak… I‟ve
always been weak, Cherry, unable to resist power or pleasure…”
Cherry smacked his cheek gently, muttering: “Now come on, don‟t start that shit. Yeah,
Felicity… Felicity died. Hell, I died. But we‟re only two people. No matter how much you love
us, no matter how important we are or strong we are, we‟re still only two people, and don‟t you
start that shit about how we could have saved thousands. Because fuck, you alive, Boss, can save
millions compared to us. Will save millions, if you can get back to work on those colonies down
on the mortal planet… and besides, it‟s in our job descriptions. Dying and all and shit. Even
Anathema couldn‟t bring herself to kill you, Zerrex, to even hurt you, even when she knew
Ultima was at the controls and had at least a little bit of an idea of how sadistic that son of a bitch
was, so seriously, that at least should mean something.”
Zerrex looked down silently, and Cherry shook her head after a moment, then she patted
him on the shoulder, asking quietly: “Would it help if like… you know… you got to talk to
Felicity? She‟s waiting right outside there, I‟m sure she‟d like to see you. Fuck knows if I could
drag Anathema here I would, but she‟s locked up tighter than a reverend‟s daughter‟s cunt.”
The reptile sighed a bit at the metaphor, but then he nodded a little, and Cherry patted
him gently on the chest, then suddenly leaned down and gave him a hug as she blushed,
muttering: “Pull yourself the fuck together now, come on, Zerrex. Don‟t want to make the pretty
lady feel bad.”

Zerrex smiled weakly as Cherry pulled away and touched his cheek for a moment, and
then she walked around the bed and headed to the door, pulling it open a crack and murmuring
something. Then she pulled it wide, stepping sideways, and Felicity strode in, smiling
awkwardly: made all the more awkward by the fact her head was cradled in one arm, as she
strode slowly forwards and sat down, shield across her back and sword sheathed at her side, clad
no longer in golden Royal Guard armor, but silvery full plate mail embossed over the front with
the symbol of the Compass Thrones of Hell.
She sat down as Cherry closed the door and leaned against it, and Zerrex looked at
Felicity as Felicity gazed back, the stump of her neck invisible under a steel kind of bottom, the
same kind of covering resting between her shoulders. Then she cleared her throat –a very
awkward sound – before she said softly: “Hey, Boss.”
“Hi, Felicity.” Zerrex looked over her quietly, at the way her eyes had a bit of a shimmer
to them now, how her metallic hands played silently over scars where her horns had fallen off
her head, likely when she‟d been converted from the ranks of demons to the ranks of the living
dead. “Are you… okay?”
“It takes… adjustments.” Felicity quietly lifted her head up, then attached the bottom
covering to the top and twisted, and there was a buzz as her head snapped into place, the female
smiling faintly: now it only looked as if she had a slightly-stretched neck covered by a strange,
thick collar, as she said quietly: “Priest hooked it up for me. There‟s some kind of magnet system
in it. It‟s… it‟s strange. I feel a little numb these days now… and I miss… the simple things.”
She lowered her head, and Zerrex worried for a moment it would fall off before she
gazed up at him, awkwardly rubbing at her shoulders as she said softly: “I don‟t blame you at all
for this, and… now that I‟m here, I figure I might as well adjust.” She smiled after a moment,
saying quietly: “Anathema says she can sew my head back onto my shoulders, but it might just
be painful for me, especially if I… choose to not move on and stay here. That a Dullahan is a
creature of either great longing or great duty: I think I‟m a little of both.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, and then she reached out and touched his shoulder, saying
softly: “The way I look at it is that I fulfilled my duties and performed my services as a Royal
Guard to the last. I protected you as best I could, even though it meant protecting you from the
thing controlling you. Zerrex, I will never blame you. Ever since I found out you were here, I‟ve
been… ecstatic, even if part of me was sad that you ended up in Hell. I… I deserved Hell. I
mistreated the people around me, mistreated my power, sought revenge and steeped myself in
hate for who knows how many years.” She quieted, then looked at him silently. “Don‟t think I
ever forgot what you did for me as a mortal. Not just how you put me to rest the way I wanted to
die, but when I started forgetting things, how you would take my hand, always so gently, and
lead me silently around. It hurt you, and I think it even scared you… but you were always there
for me. Protecting me. Caring for me. And Zerrex…” She smiled faintly, reaching up to wipe a
tear from her eye. “That was also when I realized what a damn good father you would be.”
“Felicity…” Zerrex looked at her quietly, and she gazed back, then she reached up and
twisted gently before pulling her head back off and handing it over to him. He took it in his
hands after a moment, feeling a tremble, feeling something like revulsion as well as fear that he
would hurt her… but she only smiled at him as her body sat back, and he quietly cradled her
head against his chest as she closed her eyes, and he suddenly felt okay with her… and he rocked
her silently in his arms as he kissed forehead, snuggling it close as her body relaxed slowly
against the chair and she gave a quiet sigh.

Finally, he held her head back out as she reached up an arm… and she took it, cradling it
under one limb as she said softly: “See? Anything can be adjusted to. I know for now it‟ll be
creepy, but… I don‟t think I‟m done quite yet. Someone‟s gotta be there to keep an eye on you,
after all.” Felicity paused and smiled a bit, saluting with an arm across her body as she tucked
her head up a little, saying softly: “I‟ll see you around, Lord Zerrex. Expect me to be protecting
you night and day.”
“Thank you, Felicity.” Zerrex said softly, watching as she turned and left… and Cherry
smiled a bit as she closed the door after the female, walking over to sit in the chair beside the
Drakkaren as they looked at each other, and then he sighed and curled up on his side,
murmuring: “I feel like I‟m a curse, ruining the lives of friends who are so damn good to me…”
“You‟re just an ass who can‟t accept he makes the lives of other people maybe just a little
more bearable.” Cherry replied with a faint smile, and then she reached out and patted him on the
arm as he closed his eyes, before she shoved him over and made him groan in pain. He opened
his eyes, then watched as she stripped her clothes off, blushing a bit as she half-covered a breast
covered in a spiderweb of scar tissue now, before she crawled into bed and hesitantly let her back
show to him… revealing a large white spot in the center of her upper back, a scrawl of long scarlines extending from this and almost touching the „II‟ tattooed over her collarbone as she
murmured: “It… isn‟t so bad. Not once I got used to it, anyway.”
Zerrex reached up and touched it quietly, and Cherry lowered her head a bit before she
rolled over, letting the reptile trail his fingers quietly over the scar tissue that went over her
breast, spreading in a V past her nipple and almost to the bottom of the slope of the enormous
swell… and then he wrapped his arms around her as she settled her head against his chest,
trembling a little bit as her fins brushed the side of her muzzle, and he embraced her tightly as
she whispered: “I really feel like a girl right now, but… can… am I ugly?”
“You‟ll never be ugly to me, Cherry. You‟ll always only grow more beautiful.” Zerrex
murmured, kissing her forehead silently before he squeezed her close, whispering: “I‟m so
sorry…”
She nodded mutely against him, then closed her eyes again as she ground her face into
his body, before she laughed faintly: “Fucking hell… we‟ve taken more scars lately than we did
during the rest of our fucked-up lives… these… these things, they ain‟t as bad as Athéos was,
but they sure as hell are out of our league, you know? Sly as shit Old Gods and Broken that are
nearly invulnerable, and Camus or Magnus or whatever he wants to call himself… he may really
be even scarier than Athéos…”
“I hope not.” Zerrex murmured, and Cherry nodded against him before they both fell
silent as they curled up tightly with each other, their eyes closed, bodies pressed tight together
for comfort, and both fell into a quiet, fitful sleep after a few moments, their hands crawling
across their bodies to link silently together, to comfort each other even in the dreams that came.
They woke up a few hours later to Sin and Cindy fussing over them both, and Cherry
grumbled as she was half-forced out of the bed, putting on her bra and pants, then mumbling and
pulling on the stretchy elastic of her panties to shoot them across the room and hit Sin in the face,
who blinked at the panties hanging off the end of her muzzle before she frowned and folded
them, putting them aside as Cherry mumbled that she was no fun. Then she resumed sitting and
watching as Zerrex was poked and prodded, but the Drakkaren was feeling a little better:
miserable still mentally, but a little better physically. Sin said that his depression wasn‟t helping
matters aside to Cindy, and Zerrex soured as he overheard this, taking it the wrong way… but

Cherry quickly patted him on the face and said loudly that they didn‟t know everything, which
made the two flinch and take their discussion outside.
After another ten hours, most of which Zerrex spent moody and embarrassed – he‟d had a
sudden crying fit when everyone left the room and then embarrassedly covered his face when
Cherry had reentered the room with coffee – Cindy finally came in with a pair of pants and
boxers. Zerrex stared at these, and Cindy told him quietly they were going for a walk.
At first the Drakkaren had protested, but Cindy and Cherry heckled him quickly into his
pants before giving him an old wooden cane, and they had helped him outside, then portalled
him to Sin, who was waiting in front of the Ravenlight Estate. Sin had then created a vortex to
the mortal plane, leaving Zerrex confused over what was going on… and they had stepped out
into Hez‟Ranna, where Lily and Selena were both waiting for him, along with Huck, Daria, an
awkward Loki, and Thor, who walked over and immediately seized Zerrex in a tight embrace,
murmuring apologies to him over and over. Felicity came a few moments later, dragging
Anathema with her as Raze followed last, and he walked over and also gave the Drakkaren a
hug, putting him on the point of breaking down again before he managed to gather himself.
They had a quiet gathering, not really talking about anything, only comforting each other,
going off to explore the reconstructed buildings now and then: Huck had done a wonderful job so
far with the efforts, and he had so much help they had already planted air purifiers all over
Hez‟Ranna and throughout Uroboros, rendering the atmosphere around what had once been a
burning wasteland surprisingly breathable. They had also cleaned out much of the city, getting
rid of the ash, the debris, and the dead bodies that dotted the places here and there.
Marina had joined them after a little while: no one was exactly sure where she had come
from, but she had walked up to her father, hugged him tightly, and soothed his mind somewhat…
and they had sat together, with no real rhyme or reason to what they were doing, and yet the
ordered chaos of the gathering had helped Zerrex in ways he couldn‟t describe, as people talked
and told stories and he simply took in the mortal atmosphere.
A few hours later, everyone left, the gathering short but sweet… and Zerrex smiled a bit
as he was led back through a vortex with Sin, Cherry, Daria, and the still-silent Anathema, and
they emerged in front of Sin‟s Tower, before Daria looked awkwardly between them and
suggested quietly: “Why don‟t we go wait in the meeting room?”
“Yeah. Good call. We‟ll wait there.” Cherry said finally, and she glanced at Sin, who
nodded quietly after a moment. The three headed inside the tower as Anathema rubbed slowly at
her arm, and Zerrex looked skywards… and then they looked quietly at each other, and a
moment later, the undead Naganatine lowered her head in shame.
The Drakkaren started forwards, and Anathema stepped away, whispering: “No. No,
don‟t. I‟m not… I‟m not worth it. I screwed up, I failed you… after all my hard talk, I couldn‟t
bring myself to…”
She broke off… and Zerrex dropped the cane as he stepped forwards towards her again,
and when she gritted her teeth and tried to shrug him away, he seized her wrist. She snarled and
yanked hard, but he pulled back, jerking her against his chest before he seized her in a tight
hug… and she dug her claws into his chest before dropping her head forwards against him,
trembling hard as she whispered: “You just can‟t stop, can you?”
“I‟m not as strong as people think I am, Anathema… I couldn‟t stop myself from doing
the things I did. I don‟t hate you… I‟ve always admired you. Everything about you…” Zerrex
looked down at her quietly, and she looked back up at him as they both breathed quietly… and
then the Drakkaren leaned down and kissed her softly, and she kissed him back after a moment,

sliding her hands up to play in his hair as they lowered to the ground, Anathema resting back
against the ugly, broken brick wall next to the gate in the too long grasses, and she looked up at
him as they parted, before she reached down and slowly undid the fly of his pants as he grasped
his shoulders, leaning over her before kissing her slowly again as she pulled his pants gently,
carefully down.
His long, thick shaft flopped out, twitching a bit before she took it in her hands, growling
softly into his jaws as she stroked up and down it gently, her heart thudding loudly inside of her
ribcage as the Drakkaren let his hands slide over her ribs, one moving out to rub along her side as
the other slid into her body and teased over her organs, making her gasp a bit before he cradled
her hot, throbbing heart in one hand, squeezing it gently as she moaned into his jaws, her hips
thrusting weakly as she flushed deep red… and then Zerrex smiled before he stroked his other
hand upwards and pulled off her mask, making her blush deeper as she dropped his shaft to feel
around in the tall weeds for it, but he murmured: “No, Annie. You don‟t need it. You‟re beautiful
with or without it…”
She flushed deeper, gazing up at him quietly before their jaws slowly met, their mouths
working together as she reached her hands up into his hair, claws drawing gently along his scalp
as his half-hard cock gently brushed against her ribcage, rubbing along the bones of it as his hand
gripped into the crumbling brick wall behind her as his other squeezed tenderly against her heart,
making her moan again in soft pleasure before he withdrew his grip to stroke over a bone-plated
arm, gazing down at her softly, taking in the shape of her strange but wonderful body before he
reached down and grasped the base of his member, stroking it a few times as his penis finally
grew to its full, enormous thirty-two inches, and Anathema leaned back as she spread her legs for
him, her pink sex almost fully blossomed in anticipation of him, her fluids leaking down her legs
as she whispered: “It‟s my first time… in a very, very long time… actually doing this for reasons
other than twisted ones. Don‟t hold back on me, Zerrex… let me feel all of you inside of me…”
Zerrex nodded, and then he carefully guided the head of his shaft to the lips of her sex,
and she tickled down her ribs with a soft growl of pleasure, her eyes half-lidded before she
moaned softly and rocked her hips as he pushed slowly forwards without hesitation, grinding
into her passage as she gritted her teeth and panted softly, inch after inch after delicious inch
sinking into her as the reptile watched the passage of her sex visibly expand, shape itself around
his cock as he stretched her slowly wider, wider, and she moaned in delight, reaching up to grasp
into her shoulders as the Drakkaren‟s hand gripped into her, and her organs pulsed and twitched
and flexed, his muscles bulging as they gazed at each other before he rocked his hips forwards
and she groaned in pleasure, as he felt the head of his cock grind against something else inside of
her… and she whispered: “Penetrate it. Rip into me.”
He licked his lips slowly… then tore forwards, and she howled in pleasure as the head of
his cock tore through her passage into some other organ inside of her, demolishing the barrier
between it and what it was connected to, the head of his member visibly pressing into this organ,
stretching it, making veins stand out as it outlined his shaft… and slowly, he inched forwards,
enraptured with watching how it stretched around him as a bit of blood leaked out of his cock,
Anathema grinning widely, flushed deep with pleasure as she reached up her hands to play
through his hair slowly, moaning softly between quiet pants until he was finally hilted into her,
every inch of his enormous length buried inside her body as she let her head rock back and forth
before she murmured: “You love that sight, don‟t you? Then just wait until you start thrusting…”
He grinned a bit, taking this as an invitation as he drew his hips slowly backwards,
feeling her passage clenching against his enormous cock, before he slammed forwards… and she

moaned loudly as the head of his shaft pummeled into the stretched other organ, her eyes bulging
widely before she howled in pleasure, and he drew his hips back before slamming forwards
again, making her gasp in bliss again as he watched veins spread out, a bruise grow at the site
where his cockhead had mashed into her, and he panted hungrily as he reached his hands down
to grip into her hips… before he seized his wrist with one hand, guiding it under her ribs and
pushing it against her heart, which was pounding like a jackhammer as she said hungrily: “My
life in your hand… my life always in your hand…”
The Drakkaren squeezed against her heart, and she moaned loudly, her body thrumming
as she bucked her hips hard before the Drakkaren‟s other hand grasped her hip tightly… and then
he groaned as she reached down to grasp her own passage, a deep blush in her cheeks as she
began to stroke up and down her own passage, rocking her hips at the same time as she squeezed
along the length of cock buried deep into her, blood and other juices leaking steadily down the
length as her other hand reached up to grasp into his shoulder tightly. Their eyes locked together,
burning with pleasure, with passion, as he began to pump harder in and out of her, thrusting deep
into the undead Naganatine as she worked her hips hungrily and hard back against him, moaning
in delight the entire time as her hand steadily milked the thick length already stretching her
insides wide.
He thrusted powerfully, rocking her entire body as he cupped her heart tightly, letting his
hands squeeze into the oversized organ now and then, feeling wetness leaking down his wrist
from the slick organ as Anathema groaned in ecstasy, bucking her hips hard with every rough
movement of the Drakkaren, his shaft grinding with unbelievable delight against the walls of her
sex as she stroked rapidly up and down her own passage as hard as she could at the same time.
The claws of her other hand sank through his scales, a bit of blood dribbling down them as
Zerrex leaned down, kissing up her neck, tasting her scales and her sweat as she moaned, before
crying out, eyes rolling back in ecstasy when he bit into her throat teasingly, just hard enough to
draw a bit of blood as she thrusted her chest up towards him, and the Drakkaren slammed
himself to the hilt and gyrated his hips, grinding against the walls of her sex almost hard enough
to tear them as she howled his name to the skies before shoving herself roughly back against
him, twisting her own hips almost savagely in return as her hand jerked roughly along his length
and squeezed almost painfully into the rock-hard flesh.
Zerrex groaned in pleasure, then he slammed his hips forwards, almost bending her in
half as he leaned over her, before he thrusted forwards with enough force to crack the crumbling
brick wall behind them, and he grinned as he slid his hand up from her waist to seize her ribs and
shove her backwards, clutching her hard firm at the same time, and she spasmed and then
screamed again in bliss as she was smashed through the wall, landing on her back with her legs
raised high, her tail spasming beneath them as Zerrex leaned forwards on the wall, keeping his
weight pressed forwards so she couldn‟t draw her legs up past the U-shaped hole in the wall or
past his thick body, and she grinned widely up at him in a strange kind of approval, her eyes
glowing before she seized by the side of the head and jerked him down into a hungry, hard kiss,
their tongues twisting together as the Drakkaren‟s hand crushed down against the brick wall as
his hips rocked hard, slamming his length again and again to the hilt in her as her hand raced up
and down her passage, before her eyes bulged and she let the kiss break, throwing her head back
with another series of delighted shrieks as her hips rocked hard and her legs curled around him,
and he looked down with a groan of delight to watch her organs twitch and tremble, to watch her
passage constrict against him before it released a thick gush of fluids, her juices exploding out
down the length of his cock, washing over his groin and heavy testicles as they slapped hard

against her rear with every pass, making a wet, slick sound with each smack against her rear now
as her juices and not a little bit of blood splashed out of her, but her cries were ones of pure
ecstasy, as her body shivered and rocked back and forth… and then he squeezed hard on her
heart, and she screamed again, arching her back and kicking her legs out as she thrusted her
ribcage skywards, her hips bucking as another fierce gush of her mixed fluids and blood
exploded out of her, the Drakkaren grunting at the force her passage clenched him with as she
rasped: “You fucking bastard, oh, oh fucking hell it‟s so good… so… so good…”
Zerrex growled in pleasure, leaning over her as he grabbed her by the throat and pinned
her aggressively, but she only moaned, becoming like putty in his grip as she milked him all the
eagerly with her hand while her hips bucked and her passage clenched against him, and he let his
claws scrape along the walls of her heart, making her squeal as if he had just tickled her g-spot,
her hips bucking again before he began to lean hard into his thrusts, growling as he felt her
passage tear and looked down to see blood and other juices spurt out of a thin rip in her
overstretched sex, but she only hissed in pleasure and not pain, her vagina by now bruised from
the vicious penetrations of the enormous, steel-hard cock slamming into her to the hilt again and
again and again, the head of his shaft ramming against the walls of the organ beyond her passage
over and over, almost with enough force to penetrate through that as well as he ravaged her sex.
Finally, he roared as he could hold back no longer, his back arching as his thrusts
slammed deep into her over and over, his shaft becoming harder than metal as he grit his teeth
and let his fingers dig into her throat, choking her as she rasped his name and her eyes rolled
back in her head in ecstasy, her hips bucking hard once over and over as she wrapped her legs
around him, cradling his thick, solid waist as he pistoned in and out of her, releasing his first
massive volley of seed into her with enough force to make it look like it was pellets and not
semen smashing against the inside of the organ he had torn into, and she screamed at this,
bucking against him again and again and her tongue lolling out in bliss as he slammed to the hilt
over and over, releasing blast after blast of seed into her as his semen began to mix with the
juices and blood spurting out of her passage around the massive, thrusting member, as he
growled hungrily and panted roughly at the sight of his seed making the organ he was slamming
into literally begin to expand, to balloon up, as she milked all she could out of him.
Countless minutes later, and he began to slow, giving her heart one last gentle squeeze as
she moaned quietly… but then, as the Drakkaren slowly sat up, she swung herself upwards and
caught his shoulders, trembling as she straddled his waist and moved herself slowly up and down
the thick, obsidian length of his cock, her arms wrapped tightly around his shoulders as she
nestled her face against him, her neck and body and sex bruised, the last bleeding sluggishly as
she breathed against him and whispered softly: “Zerrex, thank you…”
“I‟m sorry if I was too rough on you, Anathema… I… you have a way of getting me…
overexcited. You turn me into an animal…” Zerrex stroked a finger under her chin, and she
blushed quietly, making him smile a bit before he groaned softly as she twisted her hips gently,
then rode his steely length slowly down to the hilt, murmuring: “Time to get off now, I think.”
“A little longer. And it was… it was animal, and brutal, and hard. The way I like it…”
She stopped, then said softly, kissing his neck quietly: “I love you, Zerrex. Tell me… would you
ever let me… bear a child for you?”
“I love you too… and… can you do that?” Zerrex asked curiously, tilting his head… and
Anathema smiled slightly, then slowly stood up and pulled away from him with a soft groan, the
reptile arching his back with a grunt of pleasure as his member slid free from her, swinging back
to smack his chest and leaving a trail of blood and pre along his body, as her passage leaked a

long waterfall of his seed and her juices for a moment, splattering over the ground as her legs
trembled… and as he stood, she leaned forwards and touched his waist, licking slowly up the
length of his cock with her long, thick tongue, and the lizard grunted as he felt it slide sinuously
around his member before he looked down and stared in shock at the fact she had just licked him
almost entirely clean, a bit of seed bubbling from his hard shaft before he watched as Anathema
grinned slyly, then stepped backwards as she closed her eyes and spread her arms.
Her ribs snapped open as the organ he had pierced, as her womb, trembled slowly,
already inflated against her other organs… and a spray of juices and blood leaked from her legs
as she bucked them with a groan before the womb overinflated, grew too big, pushed out of her
body as she leaned her head forwards, and then she sliced it open and shoved her hand into it as
blood and clear, strange fluids exploded out of it, the womb quickly deflating around a shape
inside of it before she pulled out a newborn child from her insides, and as her womb shrank back
into her, the undead Naganatine rasping softly for breath as her ribs closed, she curled the baby
quietly up in her arms before looking at Zerrex, who was gaping openly as she smiled contritely
and said softly: “I control the Cycle, Zerrex… and when I was… a breeder for Mephistopheles,
unlike Sin, I was programmed to skip that nine month gestation period. I can instantly produce a
child by mixing our genetics with my powers, flesh, and blood… now, do we keep it?”
“Isn‟t that cheating? And is everything you do so creepy?” Zerrex asked dumbly, and as
Anathema glowered at him, he added: “You‟re much prettier when angry with your mask off.”
That made Anathema blush a bit, and then she cleared her throat, saying quietly: “If you
don‟t want the child, though, Zerrex, I‟ll simply kill it… I never exactly had much time to
practice becoming attached to such things, anyway…”
“Then maybe it‟s time you started.” Zerrex winced and staggered up to his feet,
awkwardly waving his hands as he glanced down at himself, then back up at her, saying quietly:
“I‟m just… surprised, that‟s all. Can you blame me for that at all? I mean… I‟ve kind of had a lot
to take in over the last while. But a life is a life… and we should give… is it a him or a her? And
wait, what about taking care of it, feeding it?”
“I could make him into a her if you wanted.” Anathema said helpfully, and Zerrex sighed
as he walked over, grumbling a bit as he gently lifted the child out of her arms and away from
her, gazing down at the surprisingly normal-looking baby: two arms, two legs, a tail, a body, a
head, and vaguely-Naganatine shaped features, as the undead female leaned in close and said
softly: “In the first half-hour or so, my essence runs thick enough through the child‟s veins I can
speed up growth or change its characteristics… Mephistopheles always wanted me to modify
this or that, grow him a better weapon, a better child, but I was never like Sin… and Sin, or
someone else, can take care of the child for us. That‟s the way it‟s always been.”
“I‟m taking you to some parenting classes or something.” Zerrex said drolly, and when
Anathema snorted, he put his hands on his hips. “Seriously, I totally am. I‟m going to teach you
how to properly care for a child if it‟s the last thing I do.”
Anathema looked offended at this, but also like she couldn‟t come up with an argument,
as she muttered under her breath before asking irritably: “So are we naming this thing or what?”
Zerrex looked down at the little newborn in his arms softly, holding him quietly against
his chest before he murmured finally: “We should name him after someone. That‟s the best way
to go… why not after Naganis? He certainly sounds like he‟s done enough to warrant someone
naming something after him.”
The undead Naganatine looked up in surprise at this, and then she smiled a bit, saying
quietly: “Even I wouldn‟t tempt fate in naming him directly after the same god whom I loved

and who had to throw me out of Eternity… so why don‟t we name him Naganen, then?” She
paused, then looked down meditatively as she walked over, stroking a finger over his chest as
she murmured: “Naganen. Huh. I like the little kid better already.”
“Good.” Zerrex smiled slightly at her, then he handed the child gently back to her.
Anathema looked at it curiously as it moved a bit, and then the lizard picked up his pants and slid
himself carefully into them, before he lifted Anathema‟s mask back to her features and slipped it
quietly on. She gazed at him softly as it seemed to meld against her skull again, and then she
smiled hesitantly before he leaned down and kissed her quietly, and she kissed him in return with
a surprising gentility before they parted suddenly as the Drakkaren looked at his forearms with
surprise.
Anathema only gazed at him softly, however, and Zerrex slowly looked over his own
hands before he shuddered a little, not knowing what he was more afraid of now: wearing the
armlet… or not wearing the armlet. Something disastrous could have happened if he‟d gotten too
excited, let his instincts take over entirely… but before he could speak, Anathema glanced at him
and murmured softly: “I can still feel your energy pulsing through me, you know… seed, literal
and metaphorical.” She paused, then grinned a bit and motioned with her free arm towards the
ground, and Zerrex looked down before he blushed a bit and touched the end of his muzzle as he
saw the fresh ferns and ivy growing out of the ground where they had just finished having sex
and his fluids had undoubtedly dripped over, as she said mildly: “It‟s one of the perks of being
what you are.”
“Oh, so I should just masturbate on everything?” Zerrex asked drolly, and Anathema
snorted in amusement before she turned and headed for the Tower, the reptile wincing as he
rubbed at his head slowly. “Also, I don‟t think that‟s a child-friendly environment!”
“It is if he‟s my child.” Anathema snapped, and then she cradled Naganen a bit closer to
her body, muttering: “Anyway, he‟ll spend most of the first day asleep. We need to set him up
with a demoness who‟s lactating, first of all. That‟s one of the few things I can‟t do… even if I
had breasts, I couldn‟t produce milk.”
Zerrex tilted his head curiously, but Anathema only smiled over her shoulder at him as he
caught up, the two walking side-by-side as they descended into the Tower… and as they walked
down the long, spiraling ramp lined with cages, Anathema finally spoke again, saying softly:
“Thank you though, Zerrex… for giving this to me. For making me stop when I wanted to just
speed things up. For not letting me… treat this like the monsters I produced for Mephistopheles.
I‟m not like Sin… I‟ve never been a real mother, and it‟s hard for me to become… attached to
things. You… you were special.” She stopped, looked at him for a few moments as he turned
towards her, and then she leaned up and kissed his cheek quietly. “You are special. And I‟ll
gladly do anything at all I can for you.”
The Drakkaren smiled a bit at her, and he reached up to stroke her face quietly, before he
lowered his head a bit and murmured in embarrassment: “Can we… keep moving? These… the
screams, the emotions grinding into me, the…”
“Excitement of it all? What, need to let off some more steam, Zerrex? I‟d be glad to
oblige.” Anathema half-lidded her eyes at him, and while the Drakkaren was tempted to agree,
he only grunted and continued to walk onwards, as Anathema trailed behind him, adding mildly:
“I can turn out other things from inside me, you know. One little fuck later and you could have a
brand new whore you can do anything you like to.”

Zerrex rolled his eyes, hating how that sounded like something worth looking into
nonetheless as he muttered: “Isn‟t that the same as those genetic capsules, though? What‟s the
difference between synthetic and real life when you do the same thing to them either way?”
The undead Naganatine snorted in amusement, snuggling her baby up against her body as
she murmured: “Because… well… there…” She stopped, looking at the child in her arms, and
then she said softly: “I never really thought about it like that before, I suppose… I just… have
these powers, and more often than not, I‟m tempted to… use them in one way or another that
suits me more than it does anything else. But all lives aren‟t equal, are they? These lives, the
lives of these inmates had meaning once… but they lost theirs, correct? Isn‟t it possible a life
starts out worthless?”
“Most lives start off worthless, Anathema, from a pragmatic point of viewing. But we
give our lives worth and meaning over time, as we grow and evolve.” Zerrex replied with a bit of
a smile, and the undead Naganatine looked a bit perplexed by this idea, so the Drakkaren said
softly: “A baby can‟t accomplish anything, can‟t do anything, can only suck up a surprising
amount of money… but one day that baby could cure disease, or become a god, or just have a
family of his own. Why do you think so many parents choose to abort babies that are born with
physiological defects? It would probably be a little harder to take care of than a normal baby,
true, a little more expensive… but what‟s the real reason? Because no one wants to admit how
often, in this society, if you can‟t hold down a job or prove your worth in some other manner…
society deems you, your parents, and anything that associates with you worthless.”
“Bitter much?” Anathema gave him a soft look as she fell in step beside him, and Zerrex
mumbled to himself before she handed the baby over to him, and Zerrex felt comforted as he
held Naganen in his arms, feeling his emotions instantly soothed by the little, naked baby tight in
his strong limbs and feeling almost instant affection and protectiveness over him, as Anathema
slid an arm around his waist and murmured: “Then say this child has a defect of some kind. Do
we kill it?”
“No.” Zerrex said softly, stroking quietly over the baby‟s face, and he smiled softly as he
said quietly: “I love my children and my family and my friends not based upon their titles or
their shells… but because of what‟s inside them. Otherwise I wouldn‟t love you half as much,
emotionally-stunted as you are.”
Anathema rolled her eyes and grumbled under her breath, but she rested her head against
his shoulder as they continued downwards, walking the rest of the journey in quiet… before they
both stared as they emerged into the long, sterile corridor, and Sin almost flew out of one of the
rooms down the hall, gasping and then bolting towards them, stumbling over her dress before she
slid to a halt and gazed wonderingly back and forth over Naganen, and Daria, Cherry, and the
Sisters poked their heads out dumbly as she whispered: “Oh, sister, oh, Zerrex… can… can I
hold him? Will I be taking care of him? No, no, High King Firenze won‟t allow myself and Lily
to be off at once… perhaps the Sisters, or Lily herself or… oh, what‟s his name?”
The others crowded forwards, and Zerrex blushed a bit as he mumbled explanations, but
the emotions swirling around him were happy ones, that helped keep him calm amidst the
storm… and he had to admit, he felt… strangely proud of himself, as Anathema kept against his
side as if suddenly shy, burying her head against his shoulder. Strangely, however, it was Sin
who looked happiest of them all, and the reptile sensed not even a string of jealousy from her, as
the burning blue flames in the socket of her eye glowed with her joys, continuously taking the
baby from whoever was holding it to cradle it against her body and forming an instant

attachment to it as she and Anathema stood side-by-side, the rivalry between them long
forgotten.
Then Cherry and Daria finally dragged Zerrex off as the others continued to fuss over the
baby, bringing him to Daria‟s room: a pole for dancing around had been added in now, and Daria
had a small wardrobe that was currently open at one side of the room, revealing hanging lingerie
and outfits… and Cherry sat down on a bed covered in fluffy pillows and blankets as she said
mildly: “Kid‟s got good taste, gotta give her that. Could probably give me a run for my money
pole-dancing, too.”
“Cherry, you don‟t know how to pole-dance. I think I‟ve been over this with you a few
times now.” Zerrex said flatly, and Cherry looked offended as Daria looked at the female with
surprise, before the reptile smiled slightly over at her. “Lap-dance or striptease, sure. But poledancing? Cherry‟s okay with pretending she can for a little while, until she actually has to swing
around the pole. Then people start getting hurt.”
“That happened once!” the female squawked, and then she huffed and crossed her arms,
glowering at him as she sat back and mumbled: “So maybe I kicked a little high and a little hard
and a little far and hit you in the face, so what? Your head is hard.”
Daria giggled a bit, then she gazed shyly over at Zerrex, asking quietly: “Are you okay
though, Boss? I heard things got really rough for you… if you don‟t want to talk about it, I‟ll
understand, though.” She stopped, and when Zerrex just nodded, she blushed a bit before saying
quietly: “Serenity started training me, though… how does this look on me?”
She leaned back in her chair, letting her legs spread with the loincloth safely covering
them as she gestured at the cloth wrap around her breasts, and Zerrex smiled after a moment,
responding softly: “Beautiful. You wear it well… and the black cloth looks good on you, it really
does.” He paused, then looked over at the TV mounted on the wall as he let himself sink a bit
deeper into the armchair, Cherry fidgeting on the couch beside the newt before he asked
curiously: “Does that work down here?”
“Not yet, but the Sisters are going to put together a generator of some kind using the heat
from the magma flows… they want to put in some kind of thing for you, but I‟m not supposed to
talk about it.” She smiled after a moment, then leaned forwards and touched his hand gently,
adding quietly: “Congratulations on that little boy, too… he‟s a real handsome little fellow.”
“Thanks, Daria.” Zerrex looked at her for a few long moments, and then he motioned at
her, and she happily jumped up and sat herself down in his lap, curling against him as he
wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her quietly close, making Cherry huff… then grin
when he rolled his eyes and motioned for her, too, and the newt wiggled to the side a bit so that
Cherry could cuddle against the other side of his body, the Drakkaren laying back as he felt their
emotions running through his body before he released a soft sigh of pleasure.
They both gazed down at him, then Cherry stroked through his hair, saying softly: “Boss,
you know… we are all here to serve you. You got lots of disciples now, but with the things
we‟ve been encountering… lots may not be enough. Hell, the whole world may not be enough,
so I was thinking that… when you‟re ready, we should assemble everyone up and train them for
the rough times ahead. And also get you back on a steady training schedule, even though this
whole pattern of us narrowly winning fights against some kind of horrible monster, then being
hospitalized, is basically the same as it‟s always been.”
“Thanks Cherry.” Zerrex said ironically, and then he softened, glancing over at Daria as
she hugged him quietly and curled against him, a tremor of nervousness tickling through her
body. “What is it?”

“I‟m just worried for you.” Daria said softly, leaning back and smiling a bit as she
touched his face quietly, then she looked at Cherry for a moment before returning her eyes to the
male, murmuring: “She‟s right, you know. You have fought some very dangerous things over the
years, everyone knows the stories… but the stakes have never been this high. And part of the
reason I started to seek you out was… because I want to help and protect you. Not just be your
whore… but also your soldier. I admire you… I admire Cherry, I admire Serenity, I know so
much about all of you… and I‟m here to serve, Zerrex. Anything, everything, for you: besides,
that‟s the code of the Iuratus, right?”
She smiled after a moment, and Zerrex looked up at her for a few moments before he
nodded, squeezing them both close as he murmured: “Yeah… I… I know. But I‟m more than a
little afraid of these powers… and I also know I can‟t go forever without an armlet…”
“Well, then, make one, and we‟ll have Priest pop in an antivirus or something later, you
big dick.” Cherry said flatly, and then she giggled stupidly and covered her muzzle. “It‟s funny,
because you totally do have a big dick.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes and shoved her out of his lap, and Daria smiled softly at him,
rubbing their muzzles side-by-side together before she kissed the side of his neck and murmured
quietly: “I think you‟re strong enough to overcome what has to be overcome, Zerrex… that no
matter what happens, you‟ll adjust to it. I mean… so far, you seem to be okay, right?”
“Yeah, I… just… I don‟t think I can retain control over all my abilities forever. I‟m
getting better at them, especially as more of my memories return, but…” Zerrex stopped, then he
sighed a bit as he held his hands out, recreating his nanotech armlet between them before he took
it quietly and looked at it, as Daria let out a sharp, surprised breath. “Do you see how easy that
was for me? Likewise… if I have one bad thought about a person or… or someone shoves me,
and I lash back on instinct… with that same ease, I could hurt them.”
Cherry stood up and slapped the back of his head, and the Drakkaren glared at her as she
winced and ducked behind the armchair, looking moodily for a few moments at the female
before she stuck her head up and rose a finger, saying cheerfully: “See? Nothing bad!”
“Sister, please don‟t frustrate Zerrex…” Earth said hesitantly as she approached, and
Cherry gave her a horrible look that told the Drakkaren she still hadn‟t gotten over the Light
fiasco. Earth winced back, holding her hands up, and Cherry inspected her for a moment before
her eyes settled on the rose wreath, and she grunted, looking a little more neutral now as she
recognized which of the quadruplets it was. “We know you mean well… but imagine how you
would feel if someone started making jokes about Light.”
“I would rip their spleen out and suck the juices from it.” Cherry said pettishly, and then
she paused, leaning over and asking grumpily, as Anathema and Sin still retained most of the
attention out in the corridor: “Or is that one of her things to do? Is that where her baby came
from, did you let her suck out your spleen juice?”
“Cherry, I hope something large and heavy falls on you.” Zerrex said irritably, and then
he sighed before slowly slipping the armlet on, wincing a little before it snapped shut against his
forearm and powered up… but when Daria smiled supportively at him and slid out of his lap, he
sighed and adjusted the power level to eighty, deciding not to press his luck as energy raced over
his body and he gritted his teeth, then continued to take short jumps downwards until the dial
was set to twenty, the reptile feeling a little tired and a lot moody, but none the worse for wear
otherwise as nanomachines formed a shirt over his form. “I feel dirty.”

Cherry muttered something, and then Sin joined them, sitting on the couch beside Earth
as she smiled softly over at the Drakkaren, saying quietly: “If it‟s okay with you, Lord Zerrex…
Anathema would like to put the baby in the care of Lily, since she‟s already lactating.”
“I can explain for myself, Sin.” Anathema said irritably, walking up to the side of the
armchair and kicking Cherry over, making her grumble, but even the brash female not daring to
attack the undead Naganatine while she was carrying the newborn. Then Anathema handed the
baby – now wrapped in a black blanket – over to Zerrex, and he took it, softening considerably
before wincing when Cherry tackled Anathema to the ground, making her hiss before they began
to roll back and forth, attempting to pin each other.
Sin sighed and touched her forehead, and the Sisters winced, but Zerrex was off in his
own little world for the moment as he gently touched his baby‟s muzzle, gazing at him with soft
affection before he murmured quietly: “Yeah, that sounds great. Lily will… she‟s a good mother.
Why don‟t I take him to see her? Is she already off?”
“You know how unpredictable demonic pregnancies are… High King Firenze thought it
only proper that she be given time off, especially with the unrest in Hell over the appearance of
these Broken. Many demons, especially new demons, fail to understand why we haven‟t done
anything about the appearance of Lovecraft in Heaven… they don‟t understand that while
Heaven prides itself on interfering in the affairs of all of Hell, they also pride themselves on
refusing aid and advice.” Sin paused meditatively, and then she glanced at Daria, saying softly:
“Why don‟t you come with myself and Lord Zerrex? Your Iuratus training begins shortly
anyway, we can meet Desire at Lily‟s castle.”
“Thank you, Lady Sin.” Daria murmured, bowing her head with a blush, and Sin smiled a
bit, blushing slightly herself as she waved at her quietly. Then Daria glanced at Zerrex, asking
softly: “Of course, if that‟s okay with you, too…”
“Sounds great. Anathema, Cherry, either of you coming?” The reptile glanced down at
the two, and then he rolled his eyes when Anathema slithered her way around the female as if her
bones had become jelly, only for Cherry to elbow her in the stomach, the undead Naganatine
wheezing before she was tackled from behind as the female yelled and began to beat her head
against the floor with a loud tap at every connection of her bone mask against the ground. “I
guess not. It never fails to make me moody when I remember how this is basically the way my
family shows they accept you.”
He turned away as Anathema kicked Cherry in the crotch, the female wheezing in pain
before the undead Naganatine snarled and dived on top of her, and Zerrex followed Sin outside,
Daria walking beside him as he cradled Naganen against his chest, and Sin smiled after a
moment, saying quietly: “It‟s interesting how Cherry‟s always able to bring that out in a person,
no matter how timid or furious, how quiet or loud. I‟m not sure if it‟s a talent or not.”
“It‟s just her nature. It‟s… interesting, though.” Daria said softly, rubbing at her arm as
she gazed at Zerrex quietly, then smiled at him when he glanced at her curiously. “Well… you
can‟t stay mad at her. No matter how rude or callous she can be at times, you know she means
well… and it makes it hard to stay angry with her, especially when you see how much she cares
about you and everyone else in the family.”
Sin created a portal as they reached the end of the hall, and the three stepped through it as
Zerrex nodded, then asked: “So is the Tower okay, Daria? The… screams aren‟t keeping you up
at night?”

“You can hardly hear them most of the time.” Daria blushed a bit, adding after a moment
with an embarrassed look away: “Sometimes they… they help me to sleep, anyway. They make
me think of you… and I really do mean that in the best of ways.”
“Coming from you, I… I think I understand.” Zerrex traded smiles with Sin as the
Naganatine covered her muzzle quietly with a hand to try and hide a blush, before he looked
back at Daria, gazing over her quietly and murmuring: “You really are beautiful.”
This made the female smile warmly up at him as they strode down a corridor and through
an open set of double doors, into a dining hall… and Lily glanced up from where she was sitting
with Desire, a pair of Amazon guards behind her saluting crisply as both mother and daughter
stood and smiled, welcoming the others as they joined them at the table. “Zerrex, Sin, and
Daria… and… well, who‟s this? Sin, you can‟t have had a child before me…”
She smiled softly, leaning forwards as her eyes filled with delight, Desire tilting her head
curiously before Zerrex gently walked over to lower the baby in her arms, before he realized how
awkward this would be, rubbing the back of his head slowly as he muttered: “It‟s… it‟s mine and
Anathema‟s. And if you… were willing to… I mean, Anathema can‟t… or… I…”
But Lily was already lost in the child‟s features, stroking over them gently as she
murmured softly: “Oh, aren‟t you so handsome… just like your father… oh yes, yes… what‟s
his name, Zerrex?”
“Naganen.” the reptile replied softly, sitting down beside Lily as she rocked the child
gently against her bosom, and he smiled softly, reaching up to touch her shoulder gently… and
Lily gazed at him for a moment, then smiled happily in return before she looked down at the
newborn, whatever was left of the fight between them vanishing as they both gazed lovingly
down at the child, as it shifted silently, eyes still closed even as its body instinctively curled
forwards against Lily‟s comforting form.
Lily agreed with little fuss to take care of the baby, strangely-happy for the opportunity
and murmuring how it would be a treat to raise her child with this one, how her baby would
come into the world with a sibling right there… but the one condition she had was that
Anathema would have to learn to take care of the baby as well, and Zerrex didn‟t know if it was
out of necessity or a simple mischievous-bordering-on-mean streak in his spirit that made him
agree to drag the undead Naganatine to these baby boot-camp sessions.
The first mistake Anathema made was thinking that these „classes‟ with Lily would be
easy: the second was not taking them seriously right away, even when Zerrex cautioned her to.
After all, the Lily that the undead Naganatine knew was a bit of a princess, a little shy, a lot
gentle: she didn‟t know or understand that a motherly Lily was a far different figure than the
usual Lily everyone knew and loved.
Cherry often sat in on these little classes just for the giggle-value of watching Lily pacing
predatorily back in front of Anathema, who, after her first few mouth-offs, was now wincing
every time the demoness shot a glance her way, expecting to be shouted at for this or that. Zerrex
was having a hard time restraining his own amusement at the way Lily kept glaring the undead
Naganatine into the ground as she taught her about diapers, formula, and things that Anathema
would bitch about for hours on end afterwards, but was steadily starting to learn the importance
of and how they would be applied to the baby.
These sessions were once, sometimes twice a day, usually for an hour or two: oftentimes,
directly after these, Zerrex would then go to train with his Iuratus, Cherry, and Cindy. He‟d work
on his physical skills for a few hours, and then trade off to work with Sin, Selena, the Sisters, or

Ixin on magic. Bit-by-bit, the reptile felt himself building his old abilities steadily back… but he
was growing worried that he wouldn‟t be able to learn enough to prepare in time to deal with
Lovecraft. Within the ten days that had passed since the birth of Naganen, the Broken had
already hit two more targets in Heaven: a high-security depository, where he‟d left almost
everything in ashes but the scrolls and books had again vanished entirely, and a museum: this, at
least, he‟d only burnt down a certain section while stealing the books, maps, and scrolls from it.
It at least gave them a clue: whatever Lovecraft was after, the text had been written between the
years 1000-1100, and likely had been created on the mortal realm.
Sabnock and others were researching this period for him in Hell‟s libraries: the reptile
had a feeling that if it was important enough to not only be recorded in Heaven but also for
Lovecraft to be after it, it would probably have been recorded in Hell, too. Zerrex sighed as he
sat in the Ravenlight Estate library, wracking his brain for an answer as he sorted through the list
of information they‟d already accumulated on that period, when magic had been briefly revived
before being snuffed out almost completely… and then he looked up stupidly as Cindy tossed a
book at him and sat down across the table.
He picked it up and realized it was Lovecraft‟s book, „Prophets of the Black World,‟ and
he frowned a bit as Cindy said quietly: “The book is absolute bullshit. Raving lunacies, stories
about creatures that don‟t exist, fables without morals. But the thing is, he talks a lot about the
Unworld… he never mentions it by name, refers to it as the „Black World,‟ but it‟s very clearly
the Unworld we know he‟s talking about… he goes into great detail on the geography, the
landmarks, the burning cruxes, everything.”
Zerrex looked quietly at the book for a few moments, touching the cover of it and feeling
a strange chill run down his spine, and then Cindy continued softly: “And he also mentions
something you‟ll find interesting. Something about a prophet who was born in the year 990, after
we began to record history, and who on the tenth minute of the tenth hour of the tenth day of the
tenth year after the millennium, prophesized when the Black World would spill into the universe
and „burn a hole through reality that could never be healed,‟ in his exact words. Now a lot of
Lovecraft‟s stuff is really dramatic, so I think he might be lying about all the tens, but it does
narrow the year down.”
“Alright… better tell Sabnock, then, and spread the news up to Little Arcy in Heaven.”
Zerrex murmured, shaking his head slowly before he said distastefully: “Did you hear that the
Grand Council in Heaven isn‟t even buffing up security on any of the libraries up there? They
think he‟s a thief still, won‟t even entertain the idea he‟s a Broken.”
“Well, Firenze had to tell the Metatron that came down about fifty times Lovecraft was
not from Eslovius, and that we had no jurisdiction over them anyway.” Cindy added dryly, and
then she sighed and rubbed at her face slowly, mumbling: “I don‟t get it, I really don‟t. Hell is
three different worlds… but Heaven is still just… Heaven. One big, ugly city, still governed by
the same old council, layered in a few areas but still… essentially Heaven. Where are the other
Heavens?”
“Maybe there weren‟t any.” Zerrex said moodily, and Cindy shook her head slowly
before the Drakkaren sighed and sat back, rubbing at his face a bit before he glanced over at her,
asking softly: “You doing okay?”
“I could ask you the same question.” Cindy smiled a bit at him, the two looking at each
other before she flexed her hands slowly and nodded quietly. “I‟m… okay, though, I am. I just
feel guilty still, over what happened… Felicity‟s still having some trouble adjusting to her new

body and her new way of life, and I can‟t even help Mahihko with his night terrors, or Cherry
with those scars…”
She looked down silently, but before Zerrex could open his mouth to comfort her, Cherry
kicked the door open and said clearly: “Boss, Cindy, you‟re needed in the Throne Room, pronto.
Come on, people!”
Cherry created a portal, and Cindy looked up dumbly for a moment even as Zerrex stood
and swept around the table, pulling the female up to her feet before she started to move of her
own accord, and the three passed through the portal to emerge on a balcony, two Amazons
immediately shoving open the door to the Throne Room. They passed inside, walking quickly
over to the council table, sitting down even as they realized Gilgamesh was kneeling on the other
side of it. Immediately, Zerrex‟s eyes narrowed, and Firenze said calmly, as the others murmured
between themselves: “Will you please tell the others what you have just told the High Thrones?”
“Of course.” Gilgamesh nodded, saying quietly: “The Old Gods have revealed their
location: a small armada of drones, led by a damaged battleship, is readying to attack a small
space station I did not recognize. It only had light protection, in the form of orbiting weapons
systems that the drones will tear through easily… I attempted to make contact with the satellite,
but they attacked me upon sight and announced it was a restricted area. It is the only thing in the
area the Old Gods could have been heading towards however, and as we speak, they will be
gaining ground quickly on it.”
Zerrex nodded, and from the other end of the table, General Griswold snorted before he
said distastefully: “It must be the headquarters of the mortals, their space command or whatever
the hell they call it. This is going to be a bitch… they‟ll never clear us for landing there, but if we
go in, they‟ll attack whatever forces you send automatically. I wouldn‟t be surprised if they‟d
butcher their own troops for going outside their patrol zones.”
“We can‟t leave them to be destroyed, Griswold… and we do have a few salvaged
warships of our own.” Zerrex paused, glancing over at Gilgamesh as he asked curtly: “What‟s
the distance?”
“A vast distance beneath the mortal planet, paralleling its orbit… we‟d never reach it in
time.” Gilgamesh shook his head slowly, before he saluted and said quietly: “I do not wish to
speak out of turn, but I believe our only option is to portal onto the station and prepare for the
inevitable confrontation with both sides. We can likely minimize casualties on the mortal side:
even if we kill the soldiers that come at us, we‟ll still protect everyone else from the wrath of
Buluc-Chabtan and his partner.”
“Not good enough.” Firenze said quietly, taking over for the moment as he tapped his
fingers slowly against the desk, and then he glanced at Zerrex before looking over at Priest,
saying calmly: “Take Dad to the space hangar bay, have him send a message to Albatross and
Churchill, they‟re both Admirals. Cherry, you go too… if I remember correctly, you know one of
the Captains of the space colony who can further vouch for us. We need to convince them not to
fire on us: short of that, we‟ll need to figure out a way to board the space station without injuring
anyone, and then drive back the Old Gods.”
The others nodded, and Zerrex and Cherry both stood up as Priest shoved away from the
table with a grunt: in half-an-hour‟s time, Firenze swiftly organized the group and assembled an
assault taskforce with little assistance, falling easily into his role as a leader as the others
reported back to him as they could. Priest, meanwhile, kept communications open… but
problems arose when Albatross reported irritably that the World Council refused to lower their

defenses, and instead were demanding answers on how they knew an invasion fleet was coming
and who the supernatural being that had appeared out of thin air was.
It meant they were going to have to do things the hard way… and Zerrex strode slowly
back and forth in front of the team Firenze had assembled: it would be composed of Zerrex,
Cherry, Anathema, Cindy, Marina, Gilgamesh, Daria, Serenity, Priest, Thor, and Desire. A plan
began to form in the reptile‟s head at this, as Selena rubbed at her stomach and grimaced over the
group, but at the same time looked envious as Cherry stuck her tongue out at her… and since
they hadn‟t heard any alerts yet, he outfitted almost all of them with thermal suits – apart from
Thor, since the caracal refused to wear „mortal trivialities‟ and preferred his „suit of honor‟ – and
gave Cherry, Cindy, and Priest immense anti-material rifles that fired plasma rounds. He himself
had Blackheart, and Marina smiled a bit as she posed coyly in her loincloth and plain wrap,
before her eyes glowed as chains extended from the tight, wide bracelets around her wrists,
snapping back and forth before they slid around her body. Gilgamesh as always was covered in
weapons, and Daria and Desire were both armed with large cleaver-swords, Serenity with her
silvery sword holstered on her back as she stayed in rigid salute.
Zerrex turned the dial on his armlet all the way to eighty, before gritting his teeth as
energy blasted over his body before he rolled his shoulders slowly, looking back to ensure that
everyone in a thermal suit also had goggles, even though Cherry kept poking at hers irritably: but
they would protect their eyes further from the vacuum they were about to go into. Albatross had
reported that transmissions from the space station had been interrupted by something, and he had
briefed them on the defense protocols… and Zerrex was confident this was the one method that
would let them defend the station without having to kill anyone unnecessarily.
Cherry gritted her teeth and clenched her eyes shut as Anathema became skeletal and the
others all readied themselves, standing in the space port with Firenze looking at them quietly…
and then he gave them the signal, and Zerrex grinned before vanishing with the others. A
moment later, they reappeared on the hull of the space station, all of them floating and flinching
as the cold and vacuum of space struck them before Zerrex threw his arms out, and gravity
pulled them down against the metallic surface of the station as an atmosphere extended around it,
the reptile gritting his teeth as he looked backwards over himself and took in the construction of
what they were standing on.
They were standing on one of two immense rings that encircled the orb-shaped nucleus,
which had to be roughly the size of an apartment complex: it was almost completely solid except
for a few visible shutters, but armored doors were closing tightly over the tops of these, giving
them an extra layer of defense. It looked like they depended on the outer satellite systems for
defense, which circled the ship slowly, aiming outwards at the approaching drones: ugly,
rectangular things with electrical thrusters and large solar panels, outfitted with rocket launchers
and gatling guns rigged up to huge ammo drums and oxygen tanks.
“Gunners, forwards!” Zerrex ordered, and Cherry, Cindy, and Priest immediately all fell
to crouches, the huge sniper rifles resting against their shoulders as the reptile pointed at a drone
ship steadily approaching, ignoring the other spear-shaped ships as the reptile did a quick count
and came up with at least a dozen of them, several of them covered in skeletons covered in
unnatural fire that didn‟t go out even in the vacuum of space… and then he shouted: “Fire!”
Three shots rang out, and the rounds tore through the spearhead-shaped ram of the ship
approaching before the engine exploded, and chunks of metal flew in all directions. Zerrex
glanced at Marina, and she nodded with a grin, her eyes glowing as she rose a hand before
slashing it savagely downwards, and the ram glowed before it slammed itself through another

drone, tearing it in half and sending the skeletons flying in all directions before the reptile said
mildly: “Select your own targets. Daria, Desire, patrol around the ship and check for flanking
opponents, keep in mind we‟re in space and they could approach from literally anywhere.” He
paused, tapping his feet against the hull as he muttered: “There‟s a slight conductivity running
through the outer rings. Don‟t move too fast, keep your bodies low, and avoid heading into the
vacuum if you can, the entire station should be insulated with atmosphere.”
Then the reptile winced as a satellite exploded, and he said curtly: “Go.” A pause to
watch as they jogged in opposite directions, staying low to avoid accidentally flinging
themselves into space with the low gravity, and the reptile turned around before he created a
sphere of energy, cursing and flinging this into a drone ship that was slowly approaching from
above to blow it to pieces, before he winced at the sight of a massive, ark-shaped ship slowly
rolling towards them, two enormous hangers opening in the side of it to release another pair of
drones like torpedoes. “Please tell me that‟s not going to be as hard to kill as it looks.”
Gilgamesh snorted behind the cloth that covered most of his features, dark eyes
narrowing as he knelt beside the Drakkaren and pointed at it. “I believe Ah-Puch is working with
Buluc-Chabtan: that ship is of his own design, and there‟s no one else God F has been known to
follow around so contritely. That ship is the Muan, and it was powerful enough that Athéos was
able to send it on missions of its own.”
“Great.” Zerrex muttered, and then he frowned as he examined the huge ark, noting that
almost the entire bottom of the ship was lined with deadly blades, while the sides had spiked
trapdoors that opened to let out the drones. It was like one massive weapon: even the figurehead
on the front, a massive owl with wings outspread and talons poisoned forwards, as if in mid-dive
and beak in mid-scream, was designed with wicked angles on it that formed deadly, elongated
blades. The only vulnerable-looking portion was the deck of the ship… but to combat this, it had
a massive, ornate roof, walls extending up from the rear and sides to form the shape of the upper
half of a dragon‟s head, with its jaws open wide and teeth forming a barrier around the main
deck. Two huge horns extended from the rear of the head, and every scale looked like it twisted
upwards into an almost invisible razor, and cannons extended from the eyes, unleashing terrible
fireballs as the reptile said disgustedly: “The thing‟s one big goddamn cactus.”
“I do not know what that is, but I agree nonetheless.” Gilgamesh paused, then he glanced
at Thor, saying slowly: “May I suggest, however, that we make use of the fact it uses so much
metal in its design?”
Thor looked curiously at them as Zerrex grinned slowly, and then he looked over at the
ship before brightening, smacking his hammer firmly against his palm. “Shall I bludgeon yon
monstrosity back into the terrible grossness from whence it came?”
“Yes, Thor, but first we‟re going to wait for the others to clear the way.” Zerrex paused,
glancing over at Serenity before he made a disgusted face as another of the satellites was
destroyed, the wave of drones pushing forwards even as they were blasted into ruin by the rifles
and torn to pieces by Marina‟s psychic wrath. The skeletons, however, were now pouring out of
a hidden hold door in the bottom of the ship, swimming eagerly though space towards them, as
others began to claw their way towards the atmospheric bubble, terrible, eager looks on their
features. “We‟re going to be boarded shortly, so I suggest you prepare for combat.”
Serenity snorted, drawing her sword off her back and releasing it to let it spin violently at
her side, her eyes glowing as the new scars around the eye she had once torn out of her face
seemed to pulse in anticipation. “Not a problem, father… what about yourself?”

“Thor, Gilgamesh?” The reptile glanced at the two Gods, and Thor rose his hammer with
a grin as lightning sparked through space around them, frying a drone and sending it hurtling
backwards into another of the ships, before Gilgamesh slammed the butt of his spear against the
ground… and then the reptile glanced over at Anathema, who was waiting eagerly as he said
gently: “Go ahead.”
“Excellent.” Anathema rubbed her hands together slowly as her eyes glowed, and then
she made a hard beckoning gesture as Desire and Daria both made their way back, Daria looking
eager as Desire gritted her teeth. Then both Iuratus stared in shock as the broken chunks of
skeleton shot above Anathema‟s head, and she leapt back onto the ring closer to the station,
flicking her wrists back and forth as bones began to snap apart and lock together in new shapes,
saying coldly: “Break their bodies apart, the fire surrounding them gives them unnatural life,
stops me from using my abilities on them.”
“That can be easily done.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he drew Blackheart off his back
as the Muan continued to roll slowly closer, the drone ships crashing through the last of the
satellites before all turned their attention towards the space station, shooting down towards them
before the reptile shouted: “Engage!”
Skeletons leapt down through the artificial atmosphere, and more flooded towards them
as several drone ships smashed into the hull, Cindy tossing her belt of plasma shells to Cherry
and her rifle to Priest as he ran out of ammunition, and the two grunted their thanks as she stood
and punched the head off a skeleton as the others ran to engage their own targets. The moment
the skeleton‟s skull was destroyed and the flames around it whiffed out, its body was sucked up
into the orb of bone matter Anathema was creating above her head, before she winced as a drone
ship turned sideways and fired two cannonballs at the gathering orb of bone, shouting: “Get rid
of those!”
Cindy flicked her wrist upwards, and a pair of blue, circular shields appeared, reflecting
the cannonballs before the female looked dumbly at her own hand, and the timed explosives
bounced off the hull of the ship that had launched them before exploding, and the ship flew apart
in pieces before Marina caught the ram and roared as she snapped her arm sideways, vibrations
seeming to tear forcibly through the vacuum of space before it slammed into another drone ship,
both crashing against the side of the Muan. The warship vibrated, beginning to pull in a slow
circle as Zerrex gritted his teeth, realizing the ship was going to simply attempt to orbit around
them as he cleaved through a skeleton, and then he smashed another‟s head in with the pommel
of Blackheart as he shouted: “Marina, rotate the rings!”
Marina nodded firmly, and then she stepped backwards, spreading her arms as she
levitated slightly… and Cherry and Priest both braced themselves as Zerrex winced, the outer
ring slowly rotating so they remained between the warship and the body of the space station,
Thor laughing as he leapt forwards and crushed a skeleton into pieces with a swing of his
hammer before smashing through another one, moving nimbly along the ring even as it vibrated
violently, while Gilgamesh remained in a low crouch and simply stabbed his long spear into any
of the skeletons that skittered close on all fours.
Cindy dropped to a crouch and smashed her fist through another, and then her eyes
widened in shock as she glanced over her shoulder to see a drone shooting towards her, the ram
glinting in the light of the stars before she snarled and spun to face it, opening her arms as if to
catch a child falling towards her in an embrace before she caught it with a grunt, the sharp blades
of the ram slicing open her arms and hands, and blood flowed along her scales before they
sparked as they became steel, the female‟s muscles bulging with exertion as she skidded slowly

backwards along the hull of the ship before she flexed, leaning against it and stomping firmly
forwards as she halted the advanced of the drone. She grinned as she savored her victory for a
moment, but then her eyes bulged as the warship fired one of its cannons, and the massive
fireball struck the back of the ship and it exploded in a terrible firestorm.
Chunks of steel and metal bounced off the hull of the ship as Zerrex stared in shock, and
then in awe as he saw Cindy still standing, shrapnel bouncing uselessly off her metallic scales,
her thermal suit torn and her body bloodied, but still firm, still holding the twisted metal of the
spear-shaped ram and the remaining quarter or so of the ship before she spun around and flung it
hard back at the Muan, and it smashed through the eye of the draconic roof over the ark and into
the cannon, the warship rocking as a massive explosion went up and chunks of metal and wood
flew in all directions, twisting off course for a moment before it rocked again as another loud
boom went up from somewhere inside of it, several of the large teeth that served as the deck‟s
side protection falling off the ship before floating slowly away into space.
The Drakkaren grinned, then winced as a skeleton tackled him, knocking him back a step
before he seized it and crushed it down against the hull of the ship, shouting to Anathema:
“There‟s a rip in the hull, target it!”
“I‟m not an idiot!” Anathema growled at the order, but she nodded and concentrated,
clamping her hands together as the grown-immense sphere of bone above her head shivered
before spinning in on itself, forming into a massive, almost-solid pillar of skeletal parts, and with
a flick of her wrist, Anathema shot this into the hole in the side of the Muan, the battering ram
smashing through the deck before it rippled and chunks of bone shot backwards, forming a
bridge to the ship as Marina levitated and flung her arms outwards, her chains slicing apart the
skeletons that attempted to charge towards her as the owl figurehead literally melted with the
power of her psychic force, the female snarling as a massive psychic hand wrapped around the
front of the ship and clutched into it, holding it in place and making Zerrex wonder how much
power she truly had… and how much she was holding back.
“Gilgamesh, Thor, Cherry!” Zerrex shouted, glancing across the space station as more
drones began to crash along the hull; the three nodded, however, as Zerrex ran across the bridge,
adding sharply: “The rest of you, good luck!”
The atmosphere started to dissipate as the others backed towards Marina, but the psychic
only smiled, her eyes glowing brighter as one of her chains snapped out and batted a skeleton
away before it stroked almost seductively under Daria‟s chin, murmuring softly: “Daddy‟s new
special girl… come to me, I‟ll keep you very safe indeed…”
Meanwhile, Cherry had the Great Diviner at the ready as she charged in the front,
Anathema following doggedly even as Zerrex glared at her, but she only glowered steadfastly
back, making him mutter as they ran across the narrow bridge of bone, then Cherry shouted in a
strangled voice: “Hostiles, hostiles, hostiles!”
Zerrex winced and leaned past the oversized, tattered cloak of Gilgamesh to see a pair of
massive dragon warriors, both wearing loincloths and golden masks over their crimson scaled
features, covered in immense musculature and carrying humongous executioner axes that they
were currently cutting away at the bone pillar at… and Anathema snorted before she flicked a
wrist, and spears of bone jutted violently up from the pillar to rip through their chests, one of the
dragons giving a scratchy groan before they both collapsed… and then Anathema grinned darkly
as she snapped her fingers, and golden flames burst into life in their eyes as they rotted out of
their sockets, ripping themselves free from the conical, long spines of bone that had torn through
their bodies as they turned and strode onto deck, Cherry leaping forwards and sliding across the

wooden structure on her knees with a grin as Thor and Gilgamesh took up ready positions at
either side of her, Anathema and Zerrex following last as the female spread her arms and said
cheerfully: “Well, lookie here! For once we outnumber the bad guys!”
Zerrex rested Blackheart on his shoulder as he gazed across at Buluc-Chabtan, who was
staring in horror, half-crouched in a stairwell leading down to a lower deck as another pair of
immense dragon guards stood at the ready, these wearing shoulder armors and carrying the same
humongous axes as their now-undead brethren. And, standing on a slightly-raised section of the
deck, surrounded by railing and leaning on a wheel made of skulls and femurs, was a creature so
hideous Zerrex wondered if it was an Old God or a simple mistake of nature.
Its body was mostly rotten, its gut bulging and putrid, covered in green moss as well as
grey, stretched flesh, bones showing through the black-and-grey rot covering its arms and long
fingers. It wore only the ragged tatters of golden robes around its body, and its waist was
wrapped in a red, flowing ceremonial kilt, a loincloth dangling in front of this but mostly eaten
away with age… but its features were what made it truly grotesque. It had an owl-like head, but
hair instead of feathers, wrinkled and long, spiders crawling over the immense yellow eyes in its
sockets that seemed to take in everything around it as they bulged from its too-small skull, the
small beak clicking together. A mop of long black hair hung from its skull, and both rattling bells
and eyes that were still somehow alive, still staring helplessly back and forth on their optic
strands tied so neatly into its slimy locks gazed back and forth, rolling constantly as it finally
whispered: “Interesting… the living and the dead…”
“Ah-Puch… they are dangerous and merciless…” Buluc-Chabtan cautioned, and when
the owl-creature glanced at him, he winced and held up his hands, murmuring: “But I will follow
your orders, lord of Mintal, God of the Underworld…”
“And here I thought my kid ruled Hell. But I guess you must come from a different place,
huh?” Zerrex stepped forwards, saying quietly: “Surrendering is the wisest choice. You will face
trial and imprisonment, but it might just beat dying.”
Ah-Puch laughed quietly, shaking his head slowly before he motioned around at the ship:
under the shell of the dragon-jaws overhead, the humongous dragon warriors barely had enough
room to stand, the ceiling ornate gold, the floors made of solid, polished wood, the deck some
fifty feet wide and perhaps seventy long. “Do you see this? Board-by-board, I watched as this
was made, every board bathed in blood from the slaves and oil from the priests. I will not give up
my Muan to even the being that slew Athéos… and we shall see at the end of the day who dies.”
He snapped his fingers, and claws ripped through the boards, four drooling, undead
monsters with cataract-white eyes tearing their way up onto the deck, their long arms ending in
deadly, snapping pincers, their spines ridged with spikes and their mouths clacking mandibles.
Blue skin was tight over these monstrosities, and Anathema hissed before sending her undead
warriors forwards… but with a flick of his wrist, they staggered and fell to their knees, corpses
turning to dust as the blue-skinned beasts staggered towards them and hissed slowly, the holes in
the deck filling with bubbling blood before they solidified into boards. “Feed, my children…
Buluc-Chabtan, prove your worth to me, or you‟ll be the next to feed my ever-hungry Eels.”
The dragon gritted his teeth, and then he shouted something to the two waiting axewarriors, and they both charged forwards and past the slow-moving, blue-skinned monstrosities.
Thor grinned, immediately stepping forwards and swinging his hammer out to smash the
creatures backwards, and then he glanced at his hammer, shouting: “Mine weapon, the mighty
blow of it lacked the thunder of the gods!”

“The creatures must drain energy from the atmosphere.” Anathema snarled and lunged
past, leaping towards one… but Buluc-Chabtan tackled her in midair, slamming her to the
ground before he grinned as he created a fireball in one hand, then simply arched his back and
screamed when Anathema shoved her fingers forwards in a stabbing movement directly into one
of his eyes. The moment he moved back, she tore her other claw across his stomach, making him
moan and grasp his bleeding, nearly-disemboweled gut, and then she slammed her elbow across
his face, knocking him down before she was seized from behind by the pincer-claws of one of
the creatures, the monstrosity dragging her off him with a hiss before it lunged its jaws down to
try and bite into the back of her skull.
A blade shot through the air and smashed directly into its mouth, and the Eel screamed,
bleeding blue blood over Anathema as she shook herself free and staggered to her feet, turning
around as her hands glowed purple before Cherry yanked the Great Diviner back and to the side,
snapping it around the throat of another creature before the sword blade sank into its chest. As
Cherry grinned, the undead Naganatine tore both of her glowing hands into the wound, ripping it
wider as its cold blood fell in a flood, before she simply tore its head completely off and halfspun, lobbing it into the way when Ah-Puch fired a bolt of dark energy at her, and the head
exploded as the mangled body of the Eel collapsed and twitched violently a few times… but then
slowly, it began to crawl back to its feet as a new head began to form in its place, and Anathema
cursed under her breath, shouting: “Cherry, fire!”
“Got it!” Cherry yanked hard to the side, slamming the Eel into another creature before
she ducked under a draconic warrior that swung its axe at her head, sliding smoothly forwards as
she twisted the chain around at the same time in a jump-rope motion that lashed the links tight
around both the Eel‟s pincers, holding them together in place, and then flames exploded down
the length of the chain. The Eel screamed in agony as fire exploded over its body, as the draconic
warrior began to turn back towards her… but before it could, Gilgamesh slapped its feet easily
out from under it with the pole of his spear, then he slammed it through the back of the immense
reptile‟s skull, killing it instantly.
Zerrex leapt back to avoid a hard downwards cut from the other dragon, before it drew its
axe back… and the reptile focused, feeling instinct take over as he readied himself, then leapt
forwards when it slashed at him, easily slicing through the neck of the axe with Blackheart and
sending the huge, crescent-shaped blade falling to stick out of the deck, the dragon stumbling as
it swung the pole too hard now without the weight at the end of it, and the Drakkaren slammed
the pommel of his sword into the giant‟s spine. It fell to its knees, and Zerrex leapt onto its back,
swinging the huge sword around before smashing the back of its skull with the flat of the heavy
blade, and it collapsed senselessly to the ground before the Drakkaren winced as Ah-Puch shot a
blast of dark energy at him, blocking it with his sword but feeling dark lightning writhe along the
weapon and zap against his scales before he concentrated, swinging the blade in a wide arc and
snapping it hard as if to flick blood off the gleaming metal, and the dark energy shot from the
blade and into one of the Eels, making it scream and stagger backwards before it collapsed to a
kneel.
Thor immediately leapt forwards and smashed it gleefully across the face, and it was
knocked through the teeth of the artificial maw surrounding them, flying off into space as its
squeals turned into silence, before it simply imploded on itself… and Thor‟s eyes widened
before the caracal seized another Eel and threw it hard, sending it crashing through another huge,
metallic tooth-barrier and into space before it too simply collapsed, shouting: “Knock them into
space!”

Zerrex grinned, then he cursed as he saw Ah-Puch raise his hand, pointing at Gilgamesh‟s
back… and the reptile dropped Blackheart to leap forwards to roll over and seize the fallen axe
blade, moving up to a crouch as he threw it like a Frisbee at the same time as Cherry snapped the
Great Diviner free of the Eel she had scorched almost into ashes, booting it hard to the ground as
she spun the sword on the chain hard at her side before lashing it towards Ah-Puch… and the
axe-blade struck the Old God first in the chest, biting deep, making him gasp and stagger away
from the wheel before the Great Diviner tore through one of his eyes, snuffing out the light in it
as he screamed and twisted back and forth, several eyestalks coming loose from his hair as the
bells jangled and the Eels twitched violently.
Eyes landed on the ground, rolling violently before the light in them faded as spirits rose
up from them… and these effervescent blue shapes rose up in a swirl, bodies half-forming out of
glowing smoke before they seized Ah-Puch, reaching up to rip more of the eyes out of his hair as
he shook his head in denial, screaming in agony as they yanked hard back and forth on him
before one of his limbs was torn off, more and more of the ghosts grabbing at him, tearing at
him, seizing him as they moaned in chorus and the remaining Eels turned to stagger towards
their master, clawing uselessly at the smoke before they, too, were engulfed… and a moment
later, they vanished, leaving only a few rags and several ruined chunks of flesh behind, and
Buluc-Chabtan crawled slowly over to the remains of his former master, trembling as he stared at
them before scrambling violently backwards as they began to hiss and steam, then vanished
completely from sight.
He looked over his shoulder at the group as in the distance, the flaming skeletons simply
fell apart and the drones ceased their attacks, floating mindlessly through space as the dragon
climbed weakly to his feet… and then he lowered his head, whispering: “Athéos promised us
everything… all the death and destruction we could glut ourselves on, that no world was beyond
our control, beyond our taking… and then you came and ruined all the chaos, all the discord, all
the destruction…”
He silently held out his arms, and Zerrex glanced at Anathema, who tore off one of her
ribs before she slammed it down against the dragon‟s wrists, forming a tight pair of manacles
that tore into his scales, blood dripping down as he hissed in pain before looking accusingly at
the Drakkaren, saying coldly: “This will never be over. The universe is chaos, is disorder, is built
on hatred… my kind will always exist…”
Zerrex snorted in disgust, and then he seized the dragon by the throat and lifted him
above his head, and immediately Buluc-Chabtan curled his legs up to his chest as he whimpered
loudly, the arrogance in his eyes replaced by absolute terror as the Drakkaren said quietly: “And
my kind will always exist, too… people strong enough to stand up to tyrants like you, people
who aren‟t scared of doing the right thing, no matter what it calls for. Your master clothed
himself in the souls of others, and look where it got him… but I think after we lock you away in
the Abyss, you‟re going to start to realize something.” His eyes narrowed, and he dropped the
dragon before pushing his finger against his muzzle. “Don‟t go around kicking strangers,
because one of them is going to kick you back.”
The dragon swallowed, and then Zerrex motioned at Gilgamesh to grab the dragon he‟d
knocked out before retrieving his sword, heading with the others across the hull of the warship
before the Drakkaren and Cherry traded looks, and the female said slowly, gazing fondly at the
huge ship: “You know, it would be a real shame to waste that…”
Zerrex made a face, not wanting to agree, and then Priest said thoughtfully: “You know,
Dad… I brought a little bit of demonic crystal. Enough to make a vortex… and we could go

through it, and you could… you know. Shoop that ship over there somewhere near Hell‟s
atmosphere, then have yourself a nice little nap on it and I‟ll send up a crew to bring it down,
twenty minutes tops, we done it with bigger ships…”
“We don‟t even know what‟s on there!” Zerrex argued, and then all eyes slowly turned to
Buluc-Chabtan, who paled slowly. “But I guess we could find out…”
“Allow me, Daddy.” Marina said gently, her chains floating around her as she strode
slowly over to the dragon before stroking under his chin, and he trembled a bit as she gazed into
his eyes, her own emerald glowing with psychic power as she whispered: “Don‟t worry… you
have every right to be afraid…”
Less than thirty seconds later, Zerrex and Cherry – the female refused to miss this event,
no matter how much Zerrex warned her it was probably going to hurt them both – headed back
over to the ship, floating easily through space as the Drakkaren muttered: “I don‟t know if I‟m
for or against this no sense of up-or-down thing. By which I mean I think this weightlessness is
making me nauseated.”
“Zerrex, God of Air Sickness.” Cherry intoned, and then she winced when Zerrex
punched her, then giggling stupidly as she spun in a slow circle away from him, before grabbing
at her throat and gargling when she passed out of the reptile‟s miniature atmosphere, and she
quickly flung the Great Diviner outwards. It struck the deck of the ship, and she yanked herself
towards it, grunting as she landed and skidded awkwardly on her front, before Zerrex landed
neatly beside her on his feet, rolling his eyes and holding a hand out to her. “Uh. Thanks.”
“Anytime.” Zerrex said dryly, and then he tugged her up to her feet, adding: “Just try and
keep yourself from… being yourself for the next few minutes, okay? Apparently there‟s more
than a few nasty things on this ship, and the last thing we need to do is puncture the cargo hold.”
Cherry nodded dumbly a few times, and then laid herself flat against the decks and
yawned loudly, asking flatly: “So like, hurry the hell up, then, make this thing go across the
universe or… wherever. Across the space-street to Hell.”
“Did I just tell you to not act like yourself for a few minutes?” Zerrex asked flatly, and
Cherry cleared her throat, then made a zipping motion across her muzzle as she grinned stupidly,
the Drakkaren rolling his eyes as he rubbed slowly at his skull before he glanced down at his
armlet, muttering: “I should have enough power… not that it isn‟t going to hurt… I just need to
take the size of this entire thing in.”
The lizard knelt and pushed his hands gently against the deck, feeling the wood pulsating
beneath his hands… and then he made a face as it tickled its way towards his mind, before he
winced as he felt other, nastier energy signatures worming their way through the deck… but he
simply murmured, as a strange kind of confidence took over: “Those well. Those I can just leave
behind. That cuts down on the strain, too.”
And a moment later, Zerrex, Cherry, and the warship vanished from sight, a few pieces of
broken timber and some chunks of metal floating away as a bevy of Eels were left behind in
space, suddenly clawing at nothingness before they simply imploded. Only seconds later, on the
other side of Hell some ten miles above the planet, there was a rumble before the warship
reappeared, several cracks shooting violently through the outer hull of the ship as Zerrex
collapsed forwards on his face with a groan of pain and Cherry gagged several times, clutching
at her stomach and wheezing: “Oh my shit, I feel like I‟ve been turned inside out.”
Zerrex mumbled incoherently, and then he let his eyes slip closed… and what felt like
only minutes later, they opened to see Priest gently slapping his cheek, the reptile looking
dumbly up at him as Cherry leaned nearby, peering over her son‟s shoulder as he let out a sigh of

relief and muttered: “Well thank crap. Okay, maybe it wasn‟t the best idea Momma and I have
ever had, but it looks like you got the vessel here it one piece… let‟s get you on board my ship,
and my engineers will do the rest.”
The lizard nodded dumbly, and he allowed Cherry and Priest to help pull him up to his
feet: once he was actually standing, things became much easier as he straightened and rubbed a
hand over his face, motioning the others away and following Priest towards the small bridge he‟d
extended from where the craft he had ridden up on was idling: an enormous, long spaceship that
was even larger than the Muan, turbines that lined the sides of the ship thrumming with power as
magnetic discs along the bottom rumbled slowly away.
Most of the long, flat body was unadorned, except for the very front: the cockpit of the
ship, where the wide, long body went from thin to thick and rounded, becoming an almost
mushroom-shape. It made the reptile giggle stupidly, and Priest sighed as he stepped into the
airlock and yanked Zerrex through, Cherry leaning over and frowning, then looking over the
length of the ship… before she giggled as well, then yelped when Priest snagged her by a fin and
pulled her forwards as well, hammering a button that spun the circular shutter outside closed, the
airlock compressing before the door leading into the ship opened with a clank.
Zerrex was too tired to listen to Priest ramble on about the ship, dragging his feet as he
yawned a bit and did his best to ignore the pain in his body or the way he couldn‟t concentrate on
anything, and he let himself half-collapse into a seat on the deck, where only a few other demons
in thermal suits were working. Priest himself walked over to a complicated-looking instrument
panel, muttering to himself as Cherry hopped into the captain‟s chair and spun herself around
with a stupid giggle, then cleared her throat when her son shot her a sour look, extracting herself
from it to instead sit next to the Drakkaren, saying moodily: “These things suck. Potato-face
there is way into them, though… this is called a um… a… crane.”
Zerrex slowly opened one eye, looking at her flatly, and she cleared her throat, holding a
finger up lamely. “Space-crane? Seriously! Priest, tell Daddy it‟s a space-crane!”
“It‟s a space-crane, Dad!” Priest called, and then he paused, half-looking over his
shoulder as he said thoughtfully: “Well, actually, it‟s more of a support system that uses
electromagnetic systems for propulsion as well as for maintaining connection with other ships…
it also uses a multitude of cables and pulley systems so ensure that it keeps balance, and other
smaller ships are used to keep the ship level…”
The Drakkaren fell into a faint doze, mumbling under his breath and rocking his head
back and forth, half-ignoring Priest and half-unable to follow him, hearing only the occasional
term he understood. He felt exhausted and low on energy and, simply-put, sore, and despite
Cherry poking at him now and then, he thought she was rather tired herself from when she
eventually leaned forwards and started drooling on him, snoring a little bit and making the reptile
wonder if it was the shoop itself, or that they had been in a shoop so large.
Shoop. That’s a funny word. Zerrex thought idly, and then he giggled a little, which made
Cherry snort, shake her head out, then sit up woozily, and the two looked at each other for a
moment before they leaned forwards as if to kiss… but their muzzles missed, and instead their
foreheads smacked together, the two falling into faint dozes as they leaned against each other.
Then the ship rattled violently, and Cherry squawked and threw herself backwards, arms
pinwheeling before she fell on her back, and Zerrex looked stupidly back and forth as he jumped
to his feet, only to feel himself forcibly jerked back into the chair a moment later when the ship
rattled violently again and Priest shouted some order.

It was a matter of minutes for the ship to stabilize itself again, the Dragokkaren looking
moody as he ducked underneath the control panel to pry it open and begin tinkering with it,
while engineers ran around like idiots, fixing paneling on the wall and adjusting other controls,
before the Drakkaren realized his son was talking to him, and he forced his head up wearily,
doing his best to listen. “-my theory, at least. Anyway, we‟ve managed to steady ourselves out,
and the warship sustained minimal damage during that extended turbulence… we‟re lowering the
cranes to drop it into the shuttle graveyard, where I can start salvaging it and putting it back
together… do you think Buluc-Chabtan was telling the truth?”
“Priest, one question at a time, my head feels like a grapefruit right now.” Zerrex
muttered, rubbing at his throbbing skull, and Priest gave him an embarrassed look. “It feels like I
was just dissociated… do you think that might be what I do to make things travel so fast,
dissociate the energy, then associate it again on the other side?”
Cherry grunted, then she stood up and stretched, cracking her back loudly. “Beats the hell
out of me, I just know that it hurts like hell. Hey, kid, you gonna portal us or drop us in an escape
pod?”
“Why don‟t you and Dad portal out of here? We should be deep enough in the
atmosphere now that the corruption should let you…” Priest paused, then he snapped his fingers
a few times, creating a bolt of flame, a small spark of lightning, and a burst of blue smoke.
“Yeah, we‟re deep enough. Want me to make it?”
“It ain‟t power-drain, boy, or don‟t you listen? Don‟t you damn well listen, you damn
dirty fool?” Cherry said loudly, badly imitating a south-Ire accent, and Zerrex sighed as he stood
up and pointed to the side, creating a portal before he seized Cherry by the back of her clothes
and jerked her through the portal, the female waving stupidly to Priest before the Drakkaren rose
his own hand, and Priest grinned dumbly as he waved in return.
Then the lizard stepped through the portal, emerging a moment later in the main hall of
the Ravenlight Estate with a yawn as he stretched slowly, and Cherry was already crawling
carefully up the stairs, mumbling to herself before she shouted crazily at Zerrex: “I‟m going to
get to the top of the mountain first, you whore! You‟ll never stop me now!”
She threw her head back and cackled, and Zerrex snapped an arm out, a tentacle snapping
tightly around the female before he jerked hard back on her, and she squawked before rolling
backwards down the steps, landing with a loud smack at the bottom of the stairs and grumbling
as she sprawled out and clawed uselessly at the foot of the steps. The Drakkaren giggled dumbly
as the tentacle retracted slowly back into his arm, and then Cherry kicked his shin mulishly and
he toppled forwards, his face smashing through one of the higher-up steps before he groaned in
pain and flailed weakly.
Eventually, Lily happened by with Mist and Shine in tow, and they all rolled their eyes
and carefully brought both Zerrex and Cherry up to his room, tucking them neatly into bed
together. They curled up together like children, and Lily smiled despite herself at the sight of it
as she cradled little Naganen in her arms, before she looked at the two Iuratus, who were gazing
at them with fondness. “Well, Selena passed you two to me… but I think Zerrex could use your
help more at the moment. Why don‟t you both keep an eye on him?”
They nodded, and Lily leaned down and kissed Zerrex‟s forehead, letting Naganen reach
his little arms down and touch his father‟s muzzle, and the Drakkaren smiled softly as his
features smoothed out before Cherry mumbled, and Lily rolled her eyes before leaning across
and kissing her forehead as well, which made the female grin to herself as she snuggled up

against the male‟s back. Then Lily drew back, shaking her head slowly as Mist and Shine both
giggled quietly behind their hands, and she said softly: “Sleep then, both of you.”
The Drakkaren woke up to find his room covered in ivy, and he grumbled under his
breath before squeaking and leaping backwards when a mound of green stuff leapt up beside his
bed with a roar, large brown branches flailing back and forth before it cackled stupidly when he
fell off the bed, and Zerrex slowly got up on his knees and glowered at Cherry as vines uncurled
slowly from around her body, the female giving him a cheerful look before she reached down
and plucked a large, four-legged bug of some sort off the ground, saying cheerfully: “These
things were a nice touch, whatever the hell they are. Love the redecorating.”
The Drakkaren grumbled, then he checked his armlet: it was still set at eighty, which
explained the little accident. He sighed, turning it down to twenty, then hissing through his teeth
as he activated it and felt his energies rapidly dwindle, his back arching as pain shot through his
form… and then he shook his head out, glowering at Cherry as she looked back and forth, before
poking at several large, oversized black roses that had blossomed over the wall, adding
thoughtfully: “But this whole room still… needs something, I dunno. Maybe some brothers and
sisters for little Sammy? Or more whores and shit?”
“How long was I out for?” Zerrex asked pettishly, and Cherry shrugged amiably, which
made the reptile sigh before he threw his head back and called: “Sin!”
Less than a minute later, the Naganatine appeared, glancing back and forth curiously at
the room before she smiled at Zerrex, half-bowing her head respectfully to him. “It‟s good to see
you again… Priest already reported back to us, as have most of the others. Marina is off in
seclusion again, however, and Daria agreed to take care of Mahihko for the moment… he finds
her very seductive and interesting, especially after he heard about the connection between you
both. Lady Serenity is working with Mist and Shine at the moment, helping them rebuild their
strength and going over some questions with them… after she observed the behavior of Desire
and Daria, she wishes to streamline the training process.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he gestured awkwardly around the room before sighing as
Cherry picked up another of the stick-like, four-legged insects, putting it on her muzzle and
peering at it as it stared back at her with its beady eyes. “Sorry about the mess, I… kind of left
my armlet on high after dicing both my brain and Cherry‟s with such a long jump.” He paused,
muttering: “That could almost sound technical if it only made more sense. Uh. Do you know
what those bugs are?”
Sin tilted her head as the stick bug slowly poked at Cherry‟s eye with one of its long legs,
and she said after a moment: “I‟m afraid not, no… but it looks harmless. The Sisters might
know, but you seem to have a habit of creating your own forms of fauna and flora… these vines,
for example, aren‟t of any natural origins, even if they resemble Hez‟Rannan great tapers.”
“How the fuck-nuggets do you identify the species of a freaking vine?” Cherry asked
stupidly, and the stick-bug slowly crawled up her face and onto her fins. The female scratched at
her head, showing her amazing lack of attention span as she apparently forgot about the bug she
had been playing with only seconds earlier, and then she glanced down and poked at one of the
vines, muttering: “It just looks big and green. Like all vines.”
“Texture, size, shape… I‟m sure Sir Raze could further inform you on the subject as well.
He would be absolutely thrilled with your abilities, Lord Zerrex.” Sin added with a soft smile,
and the Drakkaren rubbed at his head, laughing a bit: he hadn‟t even thought of that. Then they
both glared at Cherry when she covered her muzzle to try and hold in her laughter, before

throwing her head back and cackling loudly as she fell back in the vines, and Sin sighed, shaking
her head slowly. “Anyway, Lord Zerrex, why don‟t you come with me? I have something
interesting to show you.”
“Boobies?” Cherry bounced over towards the doorway, but as Zerrex passed her, he
shoved her over, making her squawk before she floundered around and managed to get herself
tangled up in the vines. The Drakkaren rolled his eyes, letting her struggle as he carefully closed
the door, and then he approached Sin as she smiled and created a portal.
He was unsurprised to step out into the Tower… but he was more surprised when they
stepped through the door and saw one of the huge, burly dragon warriors standing dumbly
around on the ramp, before Sin sighed and shook her head, murmuring: “And here I thought they
weren‟t that intelligent… excuse me, please, would you come with us back downstairs?”
The twenty foot goliath cocked his head as he looked at them, and then he nodded tamely
after a moment, like a well-trained animal. The reptile felt stupefied as he watched it walk down
the ramp, before they followed it down to the open doorway beyond… and he asked slowly:
“So… they‟re… all like this?”
“All of the ones we found on the Muan, anyway. The entire barracks only required a
single order to get them all moving… it was a very interesting phenomenon, but not an entirelyrare one, either, I‟m sad to say.” Sin said softly, and the Drakkaren looked at her curiously, as
she smiled a bit at him. “Many Gods have… difficulties controlling their power and their sway.
Balancing freedom of will with… keeping subjects from destroying each other. It‟s hard to know
the exact amount necessary to intervene with natural life, and when you should cease to save
people from even the worst of disasters.
“These same gods often fear the loss of the power they are bound by… and they create…
soldiers like these, beings built to take orders from natural authority figures.” Sin motioned at the
dragon, shaking her head slowly as she murmured softly: “They‟re very similar to the
Dragokkaren Clones you have always felt so strongly for, Lord Zerrex… except they are not
even taught the basics of life, or of loving one‟s self, or of worth. They simply exist with a finite
amount of knowledge in their minds, bred and designed for combat.”
Zerrex looked at the back of the huge, draconic being as it strode down the ramp ahead of
them, and then he asked slowly: “Are they mortal? Do they feel at all?”
“They‟re… supernatural homunculi, so to speak. These were created with the flames of
war confined into flesh: more durable and more powerful than any normal mortal, certainly, and
likely more than a match for most demons or angels even… but not very high on the list of the
strong and capable.” Sin glanced at Zerrex, then she said softly: “There‟s roughly ten dozen of
them wandering both the Tower, the rear of the Ravenlight Estate, and Priest has put others to
work on the ships. He thinks they‟re fine, so long as they don‟t draw close to Buluc-Chabtan…
he‟s capable of controlling their minds within a certain distance.”
The Drakkaren nodded, and then he shook his head slowly as they walked down the
ramp, looking down as he said softly: “I don‟t ever want to be responsible for creating something
like that, Sin. I don‟t even want to be a god grown so attached to his own powers he has to grow
an army of minions… do you think that‟s what Camus was trying to warn me about with the
Composites?”
“I think Camus had another motive in mind… if I may say so, Lord Zerrex, I think he has
a strange kind of faith in you.” She reached up, squeezing his shoulder gently as she smiled
softly, and he looked at her with surprise as the blue flames in the socket of her eye glowed out
at him. “I think… Camus is trying to tell you not to fear your own powers. You nurtured and

protected the Composites, after all, even when you knew what it would mean… you put a stop to
Jupiter when you could have walked away, even after everything seemed lost and desperate.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he sighed a bit, remaining silent until they were striding
into the metal halls of the facility beneath the Tower, the Drakkaren looking back and forth
curiously. The Sisters were busily running from room-to-room with the assistance of several
scarred lust demons, who gave him nods and smiles when they passed, licking their lips in
anticipation… but for now, they were all busy helping expand the already-large sleep halls to
help accommodate more of the dragon warriors, a few of whom were standing around dumbly
but others helping out, their expressions stoic but seeming happier at work than doing nothing at
all. The reptile looked at the Naganatine, and she shrugged after a moment. “I thought this was
the best place for them, at least for now… I know they interest you, and I was hoping they would
attach themselves to you in some way, or that at least you‟ll be able to break through to them…
but I‟m not even sure they can speak. They take orders well, and respond when necessary with
body language, but they haven‟t done more than grunt otherwise.”
The reptile rubbed thoughtfully at the underside of his muzzle at this, and then he
approached one of the dragon warriors, the male looking down at him from beneath his golden
facemask as the Drakkaren glanced over his body, and then he asked him gently: “What‟s your
name?”
The creature didn‟t respond, and Zerrex made a face before he crossed his arms, cocking
his head up at him. “What… what‟s your rank? Does your army have ranks?”
The dragon looked at him blankly for a moment, and Zerrex muttered: “Of course not. I
saw Buluc-Chabtan, he gave everyone direct orders. They probably don‟t think laterally, either…
uh… oh hell, wait, Big F didn‟t even speak old-school demonic, did he?”
The Drakkaren slapped his forehead, and the dragon stared at him, then mimed the
action… and the reptile snorted laughter despite himself, covering his muzzle after a moment
before he smiled and waved… and the dragon waved carefully back at him, which earned a nod
of approval. “Okay, okay, we‟ll… we‟ll work this out, one way or the other. Sin, maybe you can
have Marina help you translate the language?”
“I‟ll see if I can find her before I head back to let High King Firenze know that you‟re
alright.” Sin nodded and bowed, then she paused and added mildly: “Lady Carmen also wants
you to know she‟s very upset about being stand-in Judge for you, and Magistrate Sabnock is not
pleased with the situation, either, although she recognizes the importance of your other duties.”
Zerrex snorted in amusement, but Sin only smiled before she turned and left, and the
Drakkaren shook his head before walking towards Daria‟s room… and he paused as he heard her
talking to someone, leaning in the ajar door and then staring as he saw her standing at her pole.
Her eye immediately flicked up to him, and the smile over her muzzle became softer as she
wiggled her body a little bit, making the breasts covered only by her butterflies bounce, the same
dark black as the eyepatch she wore, her loincloth swaying slowly back and forth as she
murmured: “Just remember, it‟s not about your speed or strength, it‟s about your rhythm. You
can‟t grab the pole and haul yourself around it… you want to revolve slowly, and let your body
move at that same tempo. Now, we‟re just going to practice this first, okay? It‟ll be
uncomfortable for you at first, and you might be surprised at the strain, but it‟s a real crowd
killer.”
Standing with his back to him, her pupil nodded rapidly… but Zerrex didn‟t need to see
the „Property of Zerrex‟ tattoo to know that slim frame belonged to Mahihko. The little wolf
seemed to be gazing up at her with rapt awe, dressed in long fishnet stockings and matching

coverings over his arms, as well as a cute little black miniskirt embroidered with white
butterflies… and to top the outfit off, he had a little bowtie around his neck, also done in the
shape of a butterfly, tugged carefully so the knot was off to the side instead of the front, although
he kept fiddling with this as Daria grasped the pole and grunted, letting her groin rest against the
smooth bar as she slowly let her back arch, holding on with both hands as she slowly extended
her legs. “You‟re really going to feel the pull with this… and don‟t try putting your other arm out
until you‟ve memorized the positions your hands have to be in, and you get used to the strain. I
hear big boys say a lot they don‟t know how strong a stripper is until they get hit, you know;
takes a surprising amount of strength to move around even a little body like yours, most girls just
never realize how much bang they got in places other than up on the stage.”
Mahihko nodded and giggled a bit, and Zerrex could tell even from this angle his eyes
were shining, before the reptile smiled and watched as Daria dismounted and motioned for the
wolf to try, agilely hopping up and catching the bar, dropping quickly into position… and the
newt smiled, waggling a finger at him as she said amusedly: “Now what did I say?”
“It‟s not a speed contest, sorry, Daria.” Mahihko blushed and nodded, and then he got
down off the bar, taking a breath and calming himself before he stepped forwards again, grasping
the pole and hauling himself up by only his toned arms, before he slowly leaned himself
backwards, rotating his body at the same time as he concentrated and then blushed happily when
Daria laughed and clapped… before the wolf‟s eyes settled on the Drakkaren, and he squealed
before twisting to the side, spinning around the pole towards the ground before he dropped off
and landed on his rear.
He leapt up to his paws, running across the room with a gleeful shout of: “Daddy!”
before he smacked into the Drakkaren‟s body and leapt up him with the ease of climbing a flight
of stairs, Zerrex laughing as the little wolf‟s arms snapped around his neck and he shoved his
face against the side of his head, murmuring quietly: “Oh… I missed you so much, so much,
Daddy…”
“I missed you too, kiddo…” Zerrex said softly, wrapping his arms around the lupine and
half-hugging, half-cradling him against his body, and then he smiled and walked towards Daria,
gazing over her as he said quietly: “Thanks for looking out for the little boy, teaching him a little
bit of that stuff. He was originally learning from Cherry, but that was kind of a disaster.”
“He‟s not bad at it.” Daria reached out and stroked along the back of Mahihko‟s head,
and then she touched the Drakkaren‟s chest as she leaned to the other side of him, kissing the
reptile‟s cheek softly before she asked hesitantly: “Did I do okay out there today? Serenity
seemed to spend more time keeping an eye on me than she did destroying those… skeleton
things we were fighting.”
The Drakkaren nodded, looking quietly amused as he carefully pried Mahihko off to put
him down, where the wolf immediately clung to his leg, before he sighed dreamily as Zerrex
scratched his head gently. “Serenity, as you may have noticed, just takes her job way too
seriously. You did excellently, Daria… especially since we were in outer space, battling against
the Old Gods themselves.”
The newt gazed at him softly, then she nodded, reaching out to take his hand and squeeze
it gently before she murmured: “Honestly, where… do you think that I could improve on, then?
Be harsh, Zerrex, you really don‟t have to hold back.”
“Well, Daria, I‟d tell you, but I was kind of dealing with the warship.” Zerrex said
amusedly, reaching his other hand up to flick her gently under the chin before he looked down

with entertainment as the wolf on his leg squirmed his way up to his waist, nuzzling at his
abdominals gently. “But how did you feel handling the cleaver?”
“I think I should move on to a different weapon… it was a little bit heavy for me.” Daria
paused, looking curiously at the Drakkaren. “Don‟t think this is a joke or anything, but… what
do you think about me using a pole?”
“The kind of weapon I‟m best with myself.” The lizard smiled a bit, and then he nudged
her quietly before looking down at the little wolf working his way a little further up his body,
giggling as he climbed the Drakkaren like a tree before he yelped and curled up with a shy grin
when the lizard pulled him off his form by the scruff of his neck, holding him in front of his head
with a look of amusement. “This thing isn‟t bad with it either, actually.”
Daria looked at the wolf curiously, and he blushed with a mumble before the Drakkaren
set him down and patted him on the head. “We all have something we‟re best at and best with
though, isn‟t that right, little kid? I‟m just glad you and Daria get along so well, since you could
both certainly use friends.”
They looked at each other, smiling, and then the Drakkaren glanced over his shoulder as
Cherry staggered into the doorway, grumbling a bit. Sitting on her shoulder was Sammy, who
was chewing disdainfully on one of the stick bugs, before the skeletal pseudodragon swallowed –
awkward, since the chewed-up bug just fell through his bony body – before chirping cheerfully
at the reptile, and Cherry added: “Right, yeah. And oh, Boss, uh. Firenze wants to see you and
talk shop. I think he wants you to head back down to the mortal colony, start operations there
again. About fucking time too, if you ask me… we‟ve been dicking around here for long enough,
stupid ass stupid mortals have probably gone and ruined all our hard work and who knows how
gay the place is thanks to Huck and that fashion-disaster Loki wandering all over Uroboros. Oh,
right, and we should probably plant you in the ground or something, too.”
“Cherry, message received, stop being a bitch.” Zerrex said flatly, and the female nodded
and then saluted firmly, looking proud of herself before the lizard held a hand out, Sammy
running down one of the female‟s large breasts to leap over to the lizard‟s arm, immediately
bouncing his way to his shoulder to nibble at his hair as the reptile smiled and leaned his head
against the little creature. “And I‟ve missed you too. Let‟s go then… Daria, wolf, want to come
along? Or are you going to stay here and work on your routine a little more?”
They looked at each other, and then Mahihko patted a foot shyly against the ground,
saying embarrassedly: “I‟d really like to spend some time with you, Daddy… I‟ll be real quiet, I
promise.”
“Yeah, me too.” Daria smiled, and the reptile nodded to the two before Cherry created a
portal and bounced through it, the reptile sighing before shaking his head as Daria patted him on
the back gently and Mahihko giggled and grabbed the end of his tail, tugging on it quietly. The
reptile glanced over his shoulder at him with soft amusement as he strode forwards, and then he
passed through the portal and onto a balcony, the doors already wide open and most of the
council gathered at the table, the lizard striding to take his seat at the enormous table as Daria
and Mahihko stood awkwardly behind him, and Firenze did a double take at the female as he
pushed his mask up, then cleared his throat awkwardly, blushing a little bit.
Amiglion grinned at Zerrex lecherously, and then he grunted when Selena punched him
in the shoulder. Anathema, meanwhile, was awkwardly cradling Naganen, standing behind Lily
and tossing the smiling female dour looks every now and then, a blanket wrapped around the
little baby boy. The Drakkaren smiled at her, and she gave him a dark look as Sin gazed at her
sister lovingly, before Firenze finally managed to get his composure back, saying calmly:

“Zerrex, you are still officially the Director of our re-colonization efforts of the mortal planet…
but of course if you feel like you aren‟t up to the task at the moment due to the various stresses
on you from the events that have occurred…”
“Firenze, don‟t make me come over there and spank you.” Zerrex threatened, and Firenze
cleared his throat awkwardly as there were laughs, eye-rolls and flat looks tossed in the
Drakkaren‟s direction. “I am perfectly up to the task and furthermore, am greatly looking
forwards to it. For once, I didn‟t end up a bloody mangled mess in battle, and I think that‟s a
good omen for the times ahead.”
“I don‟t know about that.” Driz said dryly, leaning forwards onto the table, and Zerrex
looked curiously at his son as all eyes turned to him. He glanced back and forth, hesitating, but
then Firenze nodded supportively to him, and he sighed before saying quietly: “The Broken are
capable of creating rifts as they please between dimensions and worlds… not a vortex, as we use,
but rips in the fabric of reality itself. However, these rifts are detectable, with the right
knowledge and tools… and Lovecraft may have heard about our efforts to discover the
information he‟s looking for and could currently be somewhere around Hell. Before Dad… I
mean, Lord Zerrex heads back to the mortal plane, I want… I mean… I would really like for him
to help me detecting any Unworld energy.” Driz glanced awkwardly at his father, rubbing at the
flowing, white energy of his long tendrils of „hair,‟ and Zerrex softened as he gazed at his son
quietly. “He has a wider scan range than I do… it would be a major help.”
Zerrex smiled… and then he frowned a bit as a Royal Guard ran in from the balcony,
whispering fiercely to Firenze behind a hand before the High King said calmly: “It seems that
won‟t be necessary… Lovecraft is attacking the Regent Library and trying to get his hands on all
the files we‟ve accumulated there. All forces have to immediately assemble and attack to halt
him from getting his hands on those files!”
The Drakkaren looked dumb for a moment, and then Firenze leaned up, pushing his
hands flat against the table even as he winced and shouted: “Dad, that means you, Cherry, and
everyone else capable of fighting, fights!”
“To battle!” roared Thor, leaping up from the table before he charged out to the balcony,
and he looked dumbly back and forth before Sin opened a portal for him. The caracal
immediately yelled and charged through, followed shortly after by Gilgamesh, Cherry, and
Cindy, and a moment later Driz and Sabnock shot through even as Zerrex staggered up to his feet
and ran forwards with a grimace and leapt through.
He emerged on a long pair of stone steps, cursing under his breath as he looked back and
forth with a wince. He was past a wide courtyard, the stairs here leading up to an enormous
building shaped almost like a widened mausoleum, humongous pillars that once supported an
immense stone roof half-collapsed forwards and laying in rubble over the doors as Unworld
beings staggered back and forth along the face of the slate-colored building, hissing and gurgling
to themselves. Sabnock had already produced a longbow of ice, but her arrows left no mark on
the monstrosities, and Thor was quailing behind one of the six enormous statues of demons that
guarded the entrance to the library, Gilgamesh standing beside him and surveying the chaos.
Cherry and Cindy were trying to dislodge the wreckage from around the doors, the three
Unworld beings in the area not having noticed them yet as the masculine female cursed under her
breath, and Driz was already on the rooftop, looking over the wreckage before he shouted down
to them: “Lovecraft is moving deeper into the library, screw subtlety!”
“Perhaps I can be of assistance.” Sin said kindly, and Zerrex looked over his shoulder in
surprise to see her and Anathema standing side-by-side, the undead Naganatine looking relieved

to be freed of the baby as she cracked her knuckles and smiled coldly. Sin, meanwhile, was
gazing steadily at the Drakkaren, as she said in a quieter voice: “Organization is key to victory
here, Lord Zerrex. No mage or warlock in this library will slow Lovecraft down for long… and
no warrior will dare to get close to him once they realize what he is.”
“Let me take Driz and Gilgamesh around to the rear of the library, we‟ll find another way
in.” Sabnock said coldly, before she motioned at Thor and suggested in her same calm tones:
“And perhaps Thor could be useful in knocking a hole in the walls of the building before
guarding the rooftops.”
“Sabnock, have I ever told you I love you for your keen intellect, not your body?” Zerrex
asked mildly, and the female smiled thinly before he nodded to the wolverine, and she
immediately whistled sharply to Driz before running to the side, moving with a surprising speed
in her pristine suit as Gilgamesh flickered like a red shadow through the ruins, the Unworld
Beings barely sparing him a glance even when he passed surprisingly close to them. Then the
Drakkaren motioned at Thor, and when the feline only shivered, he leaned in and shouted: “Dare
you to disgrace Odin again?”
Thor immediately swung his hammer around, narrowly shaving across the side of the
Drakkaren‟s face as he winced back and felt his scales vibrating from the electricity that
flickered over them, and Thor snarled as he shoved his hammer forwards before he charged
towards the wall, roaring: “Nay, for I am Thor! And in mine hand I alone bear the mighty
hammer of the gods themselves! Strike, hammer, strike!”
Thor smashed his hammer hard into the wall, sending cracks shooting through it before
he laughed and leapt backwards, preparing another blow… and then an Unworld Being began to
stagger towards him, and the caracal‟s eyes bulged in horror before he swung his hammer in
wild, hard strikes against the area he had damaged, knocking huge chunks of stone loose even as
Cindy and Cherry both stepped between him and the creature, wincing… and then Anathema
sprinted forwards, hands glowing with purple wrath before she grabbed the monstrosity and
yanked it off its feet, tossing it down the stairs as Sin and Zerrex ran up them.
Cindy finally winced as Thor‟s hammer almost caught both her and Cherry in the
backswing, and Cherry seized the caracal and yanked him out of the way, making him squeak
before Cindy stepped forwards and slammed a hard palm into the deteriorated wall, ripping a
hole through it as Zerrex said mildly: “Thor, why don‟t you-”
“Rooftops, to catch the aggressor lest he attempt to flee from his crimes!” Thor said
immediately, and he leapt backwards before propelling himself into the air, snatching against one
of the half-destroyed pillars with surprising grace and climbing quickly towards the roof as
Zerrex shook his head, following the others into the library and wincing as he looked back and
forth at the massive shelves and rows upon rows of books: some of the shelves stood literally
almost a hundred feet high, immense ladders beside these, while other shelves were short and
had displays mounted upon the tops of them, from ornaments to tomes that lay open… and to
make the catacombs worse, the Drakkaren could see a wide sign-out desk to his left – currently
on fire with strange black flames – and to his right, a pair of stairs bordered by metal lattice,
leading up to another floor of the library.
Zerrex and Cherry both looked stupidly around, but Sin calmly took the lead, motioning
for them to follow as Cindy fell into step beside her, glancing back and forth before Cherry
glanced over her shoulder and grunted, and the Drakkaren looked back curiously before
Anathema groaned as Daria and Mahihko caught up, both of them looking embarrassed, but
Daria outfitted with a long, simple black staff and the little wolf carrying both of his hoops and

wearing well-fitting armor likely meant for a female over his waist, shins, and arms, breast bare
as he mumbled: “Firenze wanted us to stay back for a minute… he said to tell you that um…
Royal Guards are going to cordon off the area, and stuff…”
Daria nodded, grasping the pole nervously, dressed only in her sultry outfit before she
glowered when Anathema said darkly: “Just don‟t get in the way, understood? At least you‟ll be
serviceable meat shields if we need them… Sin, how much further?”
“We have to be careful, sister.” Sin said quietly over her shoulder, as they strode down a
long corridor, bordered in on either side by immense shelves. Zerrex couldn‟t help but reach out
and take a book as they passed, glancing down at the title, but it was in some ancient form of
demonic he didn‟t understand, and the reptile sighed and dropped it in another space as they
passed.
They reached an intersection, and Sin motioned them quickly down another path, jogging
a bit before stopping in front of an ugly, clumsy barricade made from bookshelves that had been
knocked over and set aflame… and Cindy stepped carefully forwards, grunting as she seized the
bottommost shelf before Cherry flicked her wrist and made the flames whiff out, the female
earning a smile from the two in front before Cindy managed to forcefully lift and topple the
barricade of shelving, shoving forwards at the same time to send it collapsing backwards, and
then she winced as it smashed into another enormous shelf, knocking it over. As a domino effect
ensued, Cherry giggled stupidly, clapping her hands and losing whatever brownie points she‟d
just earned as she said gleefully: “It‟s just like in the cartoons!”
Everyone glared at her, and she huffed and crossed her arms sourly before Sin stepped
quickly around the side of the wreckage, heading towards a hole that had been blown in the
wall… and then she staggered backwards as a wall of terrible dark flames exploded upwards, a
cold voice shouting in their minds: Don’t make this harder than it has to be, fools! I am no
blood-hungry beast like Jupiter, but I will not stand to be interrupted in the middle of business!
“Your business is in our library! Concerns our entire universe!” Zerrex shouted angrily,
and then he turned the dial on his armlet up to eighty, hammering the „enter‟ button before
cursing as he fell forwards, energy zapping over his body as Sin knelt by him with concern… but
then the lizard‟s eyes glowed blue as he flicked his wrist, and the dark energy barring their way
flickered before it was snuffed out as if by a strong wind. The others looked grimly from one to
the other, and then the Drakkaren nodded when Sin looked at him questioningly.
She took the lead again, stepping through the hole that had been ripped through the wall
and into a much-smaller area beyond, carefully treading over fallen, torn-up books and past
tables that had been knocked asunder as she looked slowly back and forth. The few rows of
shelves at the other end of the room were silent, however, and the bookshelves that lined the
walls were undisturbed for the most part… but an iron door had been torn completely off its
hinges at the front of the room, and Sin said quietly: “We‟re almost there. We kept the research
in one of the alchemical chambers, since it was layered with protective runes… we thought it
would keep prying eyes out, but we may have underestimated Lovecraft‟s psychic abilities.”
That seemed to earn a mental snort of derision, but Zerrex wasn‟t sure if it was real or
imagined, as Sin guided them out into a long, stone hallway made of interlocked bricks, the
reptile grimacing as they turned down it and descended a steep flight of stairs… and then calmly
strode through an open archway and into the massive, circular room beyond. The roof was some
twenty feet above their heads, some of the protective runes covering it glowing feebly but most
of them run through with cracks, and it was lit only by torches that burned with strange green

eldritch flames, casting a weird pallor over the creature that was frantically tearing through the
stacks of papers and books on one of the wooden tables near the back of the room.
They readied themselves as they spread out across the room, and Lovecraft snarled in
their minds as he looked over his shoulder at them, his dead eyes reflecting no light, no emotion,
as the tentacles coming from his features twisted and curled. He shoved his burning, black-fire
hands against the table, and it caught alight with the same flames for a moment before they
burned through it like acid, steam hissing up from it before the furnishing crumbled as he turned
slowly around. He rolled his shoulders slowly, then brushed at the half-armor he was still
wearing before zipping his vest slowly closed, and he held out a hand towards the group, saying
quietly into their minds: Give me the prophecy. I must have your copy of the prophecy… I must
know where it is.
“That important, huh?” Zerrex snorted in amusement, and then he rolled his right arm as
it became warped, then the metal solidified before glowing sapphire with his energies as he held
his gauntlet-hand up, flexing the fingers of it slowly. “Well, tell you what. Since it‟s…” The
Drakkaren had to awkwardly pause to count the people he was with. “Seven on one, and we‟ve
got a lot of reinforcements on the way… let‟s put you in a nice, quiet, Unworld-proof cell… and
then we‟ll talk about this prophecy and trade prediction pointers for our horoscopes.”
You fool, nothing is impermeable to the essence of the Unworld! Lovecraft retorted, and
Zerrex made a face as the squid-faced creature flicked his hand out, setting another table alight
with black flames and charring it quickly away into nothing but ash and dust, before he slowly
spread his arms to either side, the flames surrounding his arms thickening as they twisted back
and forth and he levitated slowly into the air. The very air around them seemed to shudder as the
flames in the wall sconces turned dead black, casting a strange, dark pallor over the entire room,
and Lovecraft glared over them before images smashed through their minds, of alien worlds, of
sacrifice, of destruction, Mahihko yelping and even Zerrex grunting in mental shock. The end of
all things… and also the very beginning: the only true necessary link in the entire cycle!
It has been countless eons since I was alive, a pathetic fool who thought he had some
understanding of the workings on the world… but that was before the voices began to whisper in
my mind, before I began to understand the truth. Lovecraft‟s voice echoed through their brains,
as his dead eyes surveyed them, took them in, and the Drakkaren could feel his mind pressing
forwards with a hideous mental pressure, as if he was trying to squeeze their brains to pieces
with his monologue. Don’t you see? Life is nothing. Life is worthless. Life is wicked. The
universe thrives solely on the pain of others, and the dark, deep creatures know this: the Broken
are simply reflections of that which was once alive, insane and rambling or cruelly-calculating…
the strong wills of those so tortured or so intent they can do nothing but continue to live on even
through the embrace of nothingness!
Yes, I heard the voices of sealed gods, whispering in secret, in solitude, about the
Unworld… and even though the books I wrote upon them gave me success, they never gave me
joy. I was tampering with chronicling things I knew too little about: moreover, I became
obsessed, I needed to see this great and terrible place for myself… Lovecraft laughed in their
minds, a thick, disgusting sound that made the Drakkaren shiver. And oh, believe me, I did. How
I have explored, how I have looked high and low through every recess, every nook, every cliff in
the Black World… and although all I came for was the prophecy, now I shall have the exquisite
pleasure of hand-delivering you to Magnus myself!
Lovecraft flicked a hand upwards, and Zerrex winced and sidestepped as a wreath of dark
fire snaked outwards, twisting violently back and forth in a corkscrewing motion that narrowly

missed the reptile before it slammed into a wall, and then Lovecraft snorted when Mahihko fired
a bolt of electricity at him, swaying backwards slightly before he shoved a hand forwards, and
the little wolf gargled as he was pinned back against the wall… but before Lovecraft could do
more than lean forwards slightly, Cherry snapped the Great Diviner forwards, and the sword
sank into his chest and made him scream in agony, clawing at the blade as it glowed bright white
before he looked up in shock as Anathema leapt at him with a snarl, smashing him across his
rubbery features with a hard fist and knocking him sprawling backwards, crashing out of the air
and onto the ground before he scrambled quickly to his feet, a mental hiss tearing through their
minds as his tentacles twisted and weaved towards the undead Naganatine.
Daria began to move forwards, and Zerrex reached out and stopped her, saying quietly:
“No, I need you to stay back with Mahihko, use magic against him. It doesn‟t look like his shell
is as stable as the other Broken I‟ve encountered.”
The newt looked like she wanted to protest, but then Cindy touched her shoulder as
Lovecraft and Anathema grappled, the Broken attempting to keep her between his body and
Cherry. “I‟ll stay back with her, Zerrex. Go.”
The Drakkaren nodded, and then he looked at Sin and nodded, and the Naganatine spread
her bony wings as she murmured an incantation before shoving both her hands forwards as
Anathema leapt away from Lovecraft, and the ground in front of her exploded upwards in a
series of long, deadly spikes of earth, smashing him into the air as he hissed in pain before he
flipped upside down and slammed his feet against the ceiling, sticking against it as he began to
walk forwards almost casually, black eyes locking onto Zerrex as spheres of dark energy
appeared in his hands.
He flung these forwards, and they exploded into zigzagging bolts of black flame, the
reptile wincing as he staggered stupidly out of the way of one, before running up a ramp formed
by one of the huge spikes of earth as he ducked under the second. Lovecraft cursed, and the
Drakkaren felt psychic images tear through his mind, the reptile grasping at his head as the pain
was far greater this close to the squid-faced Broken… and then he was smashed off his feet and
crushed through several of the large chunks of rock by a psychic blast, before Lovecraft stared as
the Great Diviner sailed past him, then snapped to the side, wrapping tightly around his throat
and tentacles and pulling taut as the sword hooked itself through the chains.
He staggered forwards along the ceiling, gargling as Cherry and Cindy both seized the
chain and hauled forwards, before he snagged the other end of the chain, jerking backwards as
dark lightning sizzled down the links… but blue energy and crimson flame tore up it, meeting in
the middle and mixing into eldritch arcs and fire that struggled against one-another. Then
Mahihko cocked an arm back and flung a hoop hard as it sparked with electricity, and it bounced
off the creature‟s head, making him grunt stupidly before he was yanked off his feet and into the
air, then jerked hard downwards, smashing flat into the floor.
A burst of dark flames shot up around him, a table exploding and papers and books
forming a thin veil for a moment before they slowly began to settle… and Lovecraft was
nowhere in sight, the Great Diviner laying with blade sunken into the floor, the chains in a loose
coil… and Cherry cursed, snapping the weapon backwards as Lovecraft whispered: I can easily
be in all your minds as I please…
“Not mine.” Sin said softly, and she simply snapped her fingers as Zerrex pushed himself
slowly out of the wreckage, watching as a purplish outline was run through with bolts of neon
electricity, Lovecraft looking more irritated than pained… before he realized he was lit up like a
sign as Anathema dove forwards and seized into his tentacles with one claw, a terrible squeal of

pain rising up in the heads of all present before she half-spun and flung him towards Cindy, who
stepped forwards as the scales over one fist turned to solid metal and glowed with blue energy.
She punched him with enough force to make the air vibrate, Lovecraft‟s spine snapping
loudly as he bent almost in half, a pulse of his agony travelling through all present as he flew
towards Zerrex… and the Drakkaren slammed his own fist hard upwards, his metallic hand
landing in a crushing blow directly into his face before the Broken was thrown up into the ceiling
like a black comet, leaving a long trail of dark flames behind himself before he smashed against
the roof… and then screamed when Cherry flung the Great Diviner upwards, the sword sinking
beneath the armor plating covering his breast as Sin pushed a palm towards him, her eyes
glowing as bands of light sealed tightly around his limbs and throat, holding him in place.
Lovecraft was pinned… and Zerrex smiled grimly before psychic static tore through the
minds of all present, terrible, horrific images ripping through their brains as the Drakkaren
staggered backwards, clutching his skull and shouting in pain as Sin screamed and threw her
head back and forth, falling to her knees as Anathema staggered drunkenly forwards. It tore into
all of them, driving them to various points of desperation and insanity before Lovecraft tore
himself free, half-spinning in the air to land on his feet before he glanced up as Daria spat a
stream of acid at him, and he staggered backwards in more disgust than pain as it contacted,
wiping at his vest and body as it steamed weakly, just enough to distract him. ImpudentZerrex charged forwards with a snarl, and Lovecraft flicked his hand up, the Drakkaren‟s
breath catching in his throat as his eyes bulged with pain, black flames exploding to life over his
entire form as he stumbled, then fell to all fours, gagging and trembling violently as Mahihko
screamed and ran towards the lizard… and with a snap of his fingers, the wolf‟s back arched and
lighting exploded out of his form, his body instantly drained as he fell forwards against the
cement in a dead faint.
His dead eyes turned to Cindy as she charged forwards next, Cherry‟s Great Diviner held
tightly in one metallic hand… and Lovecraft shoved a palm forwards, psychic power rippling
through the air and slowing her movements before he snapped his head to the side to avoid a
fireball from Cherry, before his black eyes looked directly into Sin‟s as she began to murmur
another incantation… and the Naganatine‟s eye bulged as the blue flames whiffed out of her
socket, her mouth gaping open as she fell silently to her knees, then curled slowly up and
grasped at her skull before the Broken flicked his wrist to the side, and Cindy was slammed into
a wall, still dragging the lengthening chain with her, and Anathema ran into this, tripping over it
with a curse before she clawed at the ground with a snarl, but then her eyes bulged as her insides
exploded into dark flames with a single point from Lovecraft.
As Cindy peeled off the wall and began to slowly stumble forwards again, Cherry snarled
and created a ball of crimson flames, cocking this back before it turned to dark energy in her
hand, and she howled as this instantly tore down her arm, swathes of dark fire ripping over her
body as she brushed wildly at it before Lovecraft glared at her and sent her flying bonelessly into
a wall, crushing her against it. Cindy snarled in fury at this, lashing an arm outwards, two
tentacles ripping from it and twisting towards the Broken… but he only held his own arm
upwards, seeming to grin into the minds of those still conscious as the tentacles seized the limb
for a moment, then burst into fire, Cindy staggering backwards as they almost instantly turned to
ashes before she screamed and clawed at her head, her eyes beginning to bleed as more horrific
images ripped through her brain.
Daria ran in, eyes wet with tears, not knowing what to do as she rose her pole… and
Lovecraft easily seized her by the throat, holding her up above his head as smoke began to pour

out of her mouth, her eyes glazing in agony almost instantly as she went into a seizure… and
then he frowned as Zerrex staggered up to his feet, before the reptile looked stupidly to the side
as Sin quietly strode past him, saying softly: “Please allow me, Lord Zerrex.”
Lovecraft tossed Daria‟s smoking body aside, and then he laughed in their minds, as
Zerrex groaned and slowly dropped to a kneel, the strain of trying to keep on his feet making his
legs wobble. What is this resistance? Sin of the Naganatine, your name may be legendary here…
but where I come from, it means nothing. Nothing means anything to the Broken, to the
Unworld… it consumes everything!
He snapped his hand up, and dark flames exploded over Sin‟s body… but then she
flicked an arm out as her form glowed for a moment, and Lovecraft looked surprised as the
unnatural fire simply blew away, not leaving a mark over her body before she reached quietly up,
touching the blue flames in her socket as her other eye closed, before her fingers stroked slowly
down over her collar… and she whispered: “I apologize in advance, Lord Zerrex. I can feel the
old me rising to the surface… but this time, I have a much better scapegoat than my sister to
focus on.”
Lovecraft‟s soulless eyes gazed at her, and then he rose a skeletal hand, and Sin was
slammed backwards by a wave of psychic force before she suddenly leaned forwards and set
herself, her metallic hands clenching before she looked up with a snarl as her wings spread and
flapped once, then she launched herself back towards him, Lovecraft‟s hand still raised before
his psychic screams tore through the air as a barbed blade shot out of one of Sin‟s wrists and tore
through his palm, the Broken tugging at his own arm even as the metallic hands of the female
began to steam at contact with his body.
Then she slammed her other fist across his face before seizing his shoulder and raising
one powerful leg, booting him across the room to crash into the wall. He fell heavily on his ass,
shaking his head out, and then Sin laughed as she created a blue flame in one hand and a purple
one in the other, throwing them both towards him, and the squid-faced creature snarled and
swept both arms up, sending up a wall of dark flames in front of himself… but the two differentcolored fireballs twisted around each other and shot to either side, homing around the wall to
smash into him and sending up a multicolored pillar of liquid-light that hammered Lovecraft
backwards into the wall, cracks spreading through it and bricks popping out of place as the
pressure from the flames forced his body all the way up to the ceiling as his agony rang through
the room. Then he fell as the barrage ended, but Sin ran forwards and swung one hand up in a
savage claw, smashing him back and further cracking the brick surface again before she snagged
one of his tentacles in her other hand, yanking him staggering sideways as he landed awkwardly
on his feet before snarling and lashing out with a telekinetic blast.
Sin stumbled a few feet away, and then she grinned slowly, rubbing one hand across her
muzzle as Lovecraft‟s body heaved, not exactly breathing but seeming to pant nonetheless as he
leaned forwards… and then she whispered softly: “Oh, isn‟t that cute?”
The squid-faced creature looked stupid… and then Sin roared as she leaned into her own
psychic blast, and Lovecraft was blown off his feet and thrown across the room like a toy again,
crashing into the wall with a scream of agony before he exploded into black flames that swirled
across the surface of the circular room, and Sin cocked her head as her eyes followed this before
it began to reform into him… and before he could even solidify completely, she punched the
ground, and the concrete beneath the Broken rippled, making his body seem to glow before he
vanished from sight and reappeared in front of her, and she slammed a knee into his face,
knocking him up to his feet before Sin‟s hand glowed with terrible, purple energy as she lashed

her metal fingers outwards, and the writhing tentacles hanging down from his features were
neatly sliced off.
Lovecraft screamed mentally, the force enough to make even Sin wince back before he
slapped her hard across the face and then smashed a fist down into her back, knocking her to the
ground… and a look of absolute rage and hatred passed over Sin‟s features as she pushed her
hands against the ground before Lovecraft tried to pounce on her, bleeding black bile over her
back as he seized her shoulders and dark flames exploded over her… but Sin vanished from sight
before reappearing behind the Broken, stabbing a wrist forwards as a blade shot from it, and the
other end of the blade tore out of Lovecraft‟s forehead before she slowly lifted him into the air
by this as his dead eyes rolled senselessly in his head, and Sin‟s wings spread behind her and
flapped once as she tilted her head almost curiously back and forth.
Then Lovecraft seemed to literally melt away, and Sin cursed as the blade snapped off
before she could pull her hand back, her metallic hand steaming before his half-melted form
turned into dark fire and twisted quickly away from her to reform, and then Zerrex howled in
pain as images barraged his mind, of horror, of pain, of things his brain failed to process… and
Sin screamed as she staggered back and forth, Lovecraft slowly advancing towards her with his
hands held out, his features healed and tentacles writhing… and then her eyes locked on him, and
she pounced forwards, only to curse as the Broken transformed himself into dark fire again,
leaving burns over her scales as she hit the ground and rolled and images continued to assault all
present, Mahihko beginning to foam from the mouth as he violently convulsed on the ground.
Sin, however, was trembling with rage more than pain now, and she slammed a fist into
the ground before making a strange raising motion, and a crystalline pillar rose up from the floor,
tearing through the tiles before a chain of the same stuff formed in her hand. She lunged towards
him again, Lovecraft snarling as he dodged out of the way, the chain rapidly lengthening as Sin
shot across the room before punching the ground hard and spinning on the spot, another pillar of
the same material appearing and the chain latching tautly into it before she charged forwards
with another long line of crystal links, and Lovecraft cursed, staggering out of the way as she
shot past him again before he ducked under one of the chains. Sin was fast, though, leaving
another pillar behind and shooting past him once more, effectively caging him in as she left the
chains at all heights and all lengths and the Broken corralled in the center of the room as he
uselessly tried to sever the links, but even his dark energies having little effect on the chain as
Sin threw the last length forwards and into the ceiling above his head, the Broken staring in
shock as she stood across the room from him and slammed her hands together.
The chains of crystal began to glow brightly, resonating strangely… and now Lovecraft
was grabbing at his skull as his psychic force was drowned out, falling to a crouch…and then Sin
grinned savagely, and the pillars connecting the chains shifted suddenly and violently, snapping
the lengths of crystal around his body and limbs from every side and angle, making him scream
in desperation and pain before Sin made a wide gesture with both arms as she threw her head
back and laughed, a dozen spears of pure energy forming in a circle around Lovecraft before
slamming down through him with little preamble, leaving him pierced and snared as he gargled
and spasmed, dark flames uselessly travelling over the lengths of chain as more sparked out of
his body, before Sin closed her eyes and leaned forwards as Zerrex stared in shock… and then
reality around them rippled as if the colors were being sucked out of it, leaving everything dead
black and profiled in jarring white lines… and the Drakkaren realized they were in the Marquee
Sur Noir, as the chains surrounding Lovecraft‟s body shattered and he tore himself to his feet,

staggering away as he ripped the spears of light from his body and they vanished one after the
other.
But it was too late as Lovecraft snarled before he looked down at his bare bone arms in
shock, flexing his fingers slowly as Sin strode towards him… and the psychic snarled at her
before looking stupid as nothing happened, as his telekinetic attacks visibly rippled through the
air but then dissipated before they could strike Sin, as a new circular area slowly built itself
around them, with immense walls leading to seats filled with murmuring spectators… and then
Sin snapped her fingers as she smiled coldly, and one of Lovecraft‟s arms exploded as reality
seemed to bubble around it.
He staggered backwards, screaming silently, and then a strange black bubble slowly
formed around one of his legs before popping, and the entire limb was taken with it in a terrible
explosion, sending him sailing forwards as he landed at Sin‟s feet, crawling uselessly forwards,
shaking his head in silent denial punctuated only by bone matter clattering to the ground behind
him. There was no energy here for the Broken to feed off of, nothing that Sin couldn‟t control in
this dark, terrible world… and as Lovecraft groveled at her feet for mercy, grabbed at her tattered
dress as he shook his head back and forth, Sin smiled down at him… and then she whistled
sharply, and huge, quadrupedal beasts that were vaguely canine tore out of the ground, almost
half a dozen of the five-foot at the shoulder beasts snarling and barking from drooling muzzles,
spikes shoving through their fur as it stood on end before they charged forwards and descended
on Lovecraft, ripping and biting into him as he spasmed wildly, chunks of his body and the little
flesh on his bones devoured and ripped savagely into until all that was left of him were a few
torn pieces of clothing and a single metal pauldron, everything else consumed by the hungry
Seethe Hounds as Sin walked over to one and hugged it gently around the neck, and it whined
quietly and pressed against her as another two of the huge beasts lumbered over to Zerrex and
slid their heads under his arms, helping lift him to his feet.
Then the world slowly began to fade to black again, and a few moments later filled in
around them in color, Sin gripping tightly at the metallic side of her face before the flames in her
eye socket softened, then glowed quiet blue as her wings furled against her slowly, and she gazed
timidly over at Zerrex as he swayed stupidly on his feet without the support of the hounds that
had vanished with the Marquee, before she said quietly: “I… I‟m sorry, Lord Zerrex. I truly
didn‟t mean to… be so callous. I suppose there‟s just a part of me that will always be… sinful.”
“What a pun.” Zerrex mumbled, and then he walked slowly over to Mahihko, pushing his
hands down against the wolf‟s spine and pumping some of his energy into him, even though it
made his entire body ache like hell. Whatever else Lovecraft had done… he had torn a huge
chunk of energy out of him, as he added tiredly: “Besides, Sin. Lovecraft almost killed all of
us… without you here, I don‟t want to imagine what would have happened…”
“Are you okay, Lord Zerrex?” Sin hesitated, looking at the others, who were sprawled in
various states of pain and unconsciousness around the room, and her eyes lingered for a moment
on where Anathema lay on her front, twitching a little bit, her body still smoldering slowly. “You
come first to me. Before all else.”
“And you all come way before I do.” Zerrex smiled faintly at her, nodding after a
moment as he said quietly: “Get Anathema and Cherry. I‟ll see if I can wake up Cindy and
Daria.”
As Mahihko stirred and moaned – thankfully, Lovecraft had just stolen all the electrical
energy from the little wolf, not harmed him too much – the Drakkaren made his way first to
Cindy, even as his eyes looked worriedly at Daria‟s weak, barely-moving body. He knelt beside

her, touching her metallic scales and then patting her cheek quietly as he wiped blood away,
before he closed his eyes and concentrated, groaning in pain as a bit of blood leaked from one
nostril as he pushed what reserves of energy he had into Cindy… and then his vision doubled
before he shook his head out, and sight returned to normal before he smiled in relief as she
stirred and grasped at her skull, muttering: “Feels like the worst fucking headache I‟ve ever
had… oh, fuck, Lovecraft…”
“No need to worry about that. Come on, I need you to help me with Daria.” Zerrex
mumbled, and the two staggered to their feet as Anathema sat dazedly back against another wall,
while Sin slowly healed Cherry. The reptile wondered dumbly if she was inexhaustible… and
then he shook his head slowly as he and Cindy knelt beside Daria, letting his daughter inspect
her body before she rolled her shoulders as her metallic scales became flesh-and-blood again,
carefully pushing her hands against her body and concentrating as she pushed energy into the
female‟s form.
Daria twitched and moaned in pain, and Cindy winced before Zerrex put his hands over
hers, smiling a bit at her. “It takes… a lot of practice. Here, I‟ll guide you…”
Cindy nodded, then allowed her father to change the positions of her hand, letting one
rest on Daria‟s stomach and the other on her skull, as the Drakkaren murmured: “Try and touch
either the largest areas of the body… or areas that have suffered the most damage. Lovecraft‟s
Unworld energy hurt her a lot, but his psychic resonance… gods above, I can still feel the
vibrations in the air…”
The female grunted, making a disgusted face. “Me too… and… okay. What next then,
Daddy?”
“Focus. You aren‟t just trying to push your energies into her… that‟s like… uh… just
grabbing some random blood bag off the wall and hoping it‟s the right one for the infusion. You
have to filter your energies as you push it into her… make your energy transform itself, change
its signature to match hers, become hers.” Zerrex explained quietly, and he pushed gently down
on her hands, guiding her energy forwards into Daria, making it shape itself as the newt winced
and gave another sound of pain as the reptile added softly: “Discomfort isn‟t uncommon, either.
Also like a transfusion… it has a tendency to hurt at first, sometimes more than a little…
especially when Unworld residue is involved.”
“This whole place burns with it.” Sin said quietly, looking over her shoulder as she
finished healing Cherry, the green glow dying out from around her hands… and then the blue
flames on her wings and in her socket flickered out, and she simply fell forwards on her stomach,
bottom of her muzzle slapping loudly against the ground before she vomited blood and dark
ichors leaked out from her eye socket, and Anathema yelled her sister‟s name as she crawled
quickly over to her, looking agonized as Sin smiled weakly and whispered: “No, no, I‟ll… I‟ll be
okay…”
Her eye slowly closed, and Zerrex cursed under his breath before he winced when Cindy
grabbed his arm, a bolt of pain shooting into his form before he felt energy flowing through his
body, and he looked at her in shock before she said quietly: “No, it‟s more important for you to
save her right now… go, take her to the cathedral, we‟ll meet you there afterwards.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he staggered over to Sin, grunting as he leaned down to pick her
up before he created a portal, not daring to use the energy it would take to shoop… and then he
stumbled though this, clutching Sin close to him as she moaned quietly in pain before he
staggered out the other side of the portal and in front of the hospital, stumbling inside as the

Priestesses flocked around him, wincing and murmuring between themselves as he reflected this
was getting to be an all-too-common occurrence.
They strapped her to a gurney and wheeled her away as they forced the reptile into a bed
himself, cursing under his breath as he flailed against them for a little while before losing what
little energy he had been given and instead mumbling as he let them poke and prod him for the
next hour. He was wheeled into a large, mostly-empty room for observation… but within an
hour, it was almost full as everyone else took up residence there as well down the gallery hall,
Cindy looking moody as she shouted orders at the Priestesses, who mostly ignored her, and
cursed at the doctors when they refused to follow her advice, Cherry giggling stupidly between
groans of pain. Anathema, too, was in another bed… but she was only looking moodily at the
ceiling, her hands behind her head, not technically a patient but refusing to move from the spot.
Eventually, Sin was wheeled into the room as well, deep asleep and hooked up to her
own series of cables and tubes, just as everyone else was… and Zerrex accidentally knocked
himself out when he fiddled with his armlet and reduced his energy percentage from eighty back
down to ten, gargling a little bit as he convulsed and the stats on his monitor went wild, Cindy
sighing from down the row and Mahihko squeaking in terror as he hid under his sheets and
stared with trembling eyes at his father. After being reassured he was okay, the wolf finally
settled down, refusing to sleep and saying he wanted to make sure the lizard was okay first… but
before the reptile woke up, the wolf fell asleep, and a passing Priestess gently tucked him in.
When Zerrex awoke, he looked up stupidly to see that someone had tied a balloon to the
end of his bed… and Sabnock was sitting on the bed beside him, jotting down things in her
notebook before the wolverine glanced up and nodded to him, relief in her eyes even as her
features remained almost impartial. “Good to see you‟re still alive.”
“You too.” Zerrex sat up with a groan, rubbing at his head slowly before he tilted his
head, asking quietly: “What about the others? Driz and Thor and everyone, are they okay?”
Sabnock nodded after a moment, and she rested back with a sigh on the bed, Anathema
curled up and looking grouchy near the head of it. “Yes, they are. The Unworld Beings were also
corralled, and disintegrated shortly thereafter. There was a total of five of them present… a
surprisingly-high number, but nothing purposeful: the thought is that Lovecraft accidentally let
them through before his rift closed. I assume he was terminated?”
The lizard nodded after a moment, and Anathema said irritably: “I told you that already.
Cherry did, too, before she went back to sleep.”
Sabnock glanced at Anathema for a moment, and then she turned her eyes back to Zerrex,
making the undead creature mutter as she said mildly: “You and everyone here are being treated
for Unworld exposure. It‟s far more serious than with Jupiter, so I expect they‟ll keep you all
here for an extended length of time. Cleanup crews are also at work in the library, rebuilding it,
destroying contaminated objects, and repairing books and files.”
Zerrex nodded, shifting awkwardly back and forth before he glanced over at her as she
asked quietly: “What are your plans to deal with the remaining Broken? You‟ll pardon my
assumption, but they seem to get more dangerous with each one you combat: not that I am
underestimating the powers of Jupiter or the damage he did, only that this was Hell, where we
should have easily held the upper hand… but Lovecraft has left deep damage in everyone here.”
The reptile looked down thoughtfully, rubbing at his muzzle slowly, and then he said
finally: “I don‟t know, Sabnock. All I know is… that one of them is Maria, and Camus is…
was… my friend. First things first, and that means the first thing we have to do is figure out what
this „prophecy‟ talks about.”

The wolverine nodded, then she opened her logbook, making a note in it before she asked
quietly: “And what are your suggestions on developing the status of the colonies on the mortal
world? Furthermore, Hell – or rather, Elysium – is becoming uneasy. The Lost Lord wishes to
hold a conference to discuss the rumors about the Broken, and the rumors themselves also need
to be addressed here inside the country. Suggestions?”
Zerrex looked at her blankly, then he asked dumbly: “A, when did you become my
secretary, and B, isn‟t Firenze the High King, last time I checked?”
Sabnock looked at him mildly, and then she said softly: “You need someone to bring
your voice to the council table, Lord Zerrex… I figured I may as well do the job. Besides,
Firenze needs guidance, and I know he would feel better hearing your suggestions.”
“No offense, Sabnock, but you‟re a little bit blunt… and that combined with you giving
my suggestions from a distance might come off badly to Firenze, good-natured as he is or not. I
mean, how would you like it if I was trying to tell you how to do your job from a distance?”
Zerrex asked plainly, and the Ice Devil frowned a bit, tapping her pen against her chin
thoughtfully. “But well. Don‟t bring it up at council. Pass him a note or talk to him in… his
office or wherever he hides out when he‟s not working, tell him I think it‟s a good idea to invite
the Lost Lord for a meeting and to just be clear on what‟s happening here, and that the latest
threat from the Broken has been resolved. He‟d… probably do a better job than me of that, I
wouldn‟t be able to resist rubbing it in the face of Heaven that I have once more cleaned up yet
another stupid mess they should have dealt with but didn‟t.”
Zerrex made a face, crossing his arms huffily, and Sabnock sighed in distaste, saying
dryly: “You do understand that, simply put, Heaven‟s forces are spread thin, correct? Even with
the strength that Lord and Lucifer have between themselves alone, they cannot respond to every
emergency in Heaven as the rest of their dwindling forces work hard to keep the populace from
panicking over every little emergency.”
“Paradise is not self-sufficient.” Zerrex murmured, and Sabnock gave a small smile at
this, nodding a bit before the Drakkaren sighed and slapped at his forehead. “Alright, alright, I‟ll
try and be a little bit nicer. Dammit, Sabnock, go get my video game system.”
Sabnock sighed and looked at him irritably, and he grinned stupidly up at her, clearing
his throat. “Taking the secretary thing too far?”
“I am not your secretary.” Sabnock said irritably, and then she paused, flipping through
her logbook and adding in a hesitant voice: “Mortals have also begun taking complete
operational control over the colony in Ire, I should note. Balthazar and Mercy both caught the
last cargo ship out of there to here, although supernatural entities of other origin have taken up
residence to aid the colony and scheduled reports to Hell will be made, both by officials and by
„regulators‟ put into place in the colony to ensure efficiency and avoid… certain pitfalls of
mortal rule illustrated by the documents uncovered in Hez‟Ranna.”
“Stop being so wordy.” Zerrex grumbled, and then he nodded slowly as he sighed,
rubbing a hand over his face slowly as he remembered the destruction that had been wrought
throughout the colony by Jupiter, murmuring: “Poor goddamn Terrance… how‟s he doing?”
“The male who lost his brother? Badly.” Sabnock paused for a few long moments, then
said quietly: “He‟s been confined to an… institution… for the moment. They‟re keeping him
there for his own safety, until he starts to come to terms with things. As you know, even the most
powerful of demons can become depressed.”
She smiled for a moment at him, but it was an almost-sad expression before she shook
her head, saying softly: “Jim Huckleberry and Loki also reported from Hez‟Ranna that they‟ve

been able to expand their efforts beyond Uroboros, and they‟re also developing cleaning agents
and devices that should allow them to start removing waste and toxins from the waters, both
fresh and sea. Apparently, the Composites say hello.”
“That‟s good, then.” Zerrex smiled a bit, thinking of Sarah now, of all the endless giving
she‟d done, of how much she had cared for him, of meeting her all those years ago in Baskin‟s
Grove… and then he punched himself in the forehead, murmuring: “No, no, no. Thoughts…
memories for later.”
Sabnock tilted her head but didn‟t ask anything… and Zerrex laid back in the bed after a
moment, looking up at the ceiling as he said quietly: “Priest has better operating power here than
in any base on the mortal planet. Ask Firenze to let Priest requisition the materials he‟ll need to
build a machine or bacteria bomb or whatnot that will let him start to purify the water. Since
operations are actually starting to improve so much, we might as well try to get the ecosystem
back into balance, and fixing the water supply will do a lot to help that out.”
Sabnock nodded, and then she stood up and half-bowed to Zerrex, saying calmly: “Then
if you‟ll excuse me, I‟ll do that before I head to my duties as Magistrate.” She paused, then
added after a moment: “It‟s good that you‟re getting used to things again, Zerrex. You‟re a fine
worker and leader when you aren‟t trying to hide from your responsibilities.”
With that, she turned and left, brushing past a Priestess as the undead Naganatine
stretched out over the bed and muttered: “She‟s a real fucking ice queen. Wouldn‟t even look at
me, and I know that I‟m not responsible for the deaths of any of her loved ones, since she was
probably born after I was banished.”
Zerrex sighed and slapped his forehead, and then Anathema smiled a bit at him, leaning
forwards and glancing over his body before she said softly: “Everyone but you and me is asleep
now. I think they‟re all worn down… but even though you‟re poisoned with residue, it looks like
your energies are learning to condense themselves, make it difficult for the residue to sink in.
Sort of like… your body developing an antivirus.” She stood up, walking over to him and
brushing his hair back silently before she sat down beside him, and the two smiled faintly at each
other before Anathema leaned down and kissed his forehead softly. “How do you know her?”
“I…” Zerrex paused, rubbing at his head slowly, and then he said quietly: “Yeah. She
was assigned to me as an Inquisitor… I worked for her for a long time between her organizing
who was punishing me when. She took a long time to warm up to me…” He stopped, then
giggled stupidly. “Huhr. Warm up. Get it? It‟s a pun, „cause like. You know. She‟s an Ice Devil.”
Anathema sighed and rolled her eyes, and then she became skeletal before she leaned
down against him, her body swarming over his and her bony plates locking into place against his
form, the reptile making a face before she murmured in his mind: I’m tired too, you know. Just
be glad that I waited until you had the energy to spare and didn’t just attach myself to you before
you woke up.
Zerrex muttered, but then he felt a strange sensation tickle through his body before he
closed his eyes as Anathema whispered: Sleep now, Zerrex. The more you rest, the faster we get
out of this place.
The reptile decided to follow her advice, letting himself snooze on and off for the next
while… but he was surprised when he woke up some ten hours later to find Priestesses preparing
them simple meals and carefully waking everyone up, Cherry groaning and flailing as Mahihko
whined and curled further under the covers. Zerrex looked stupidly back and forth before he
noted two doctors muttering to each other, marked clearly by their long coats and clipboards,
before Cindy shouted from across the room in a frustrated voice: “What the hell is this?”

“Please calm down, miss.” One of the doctors glanced up, a male goatling who looked a
little perturbed at her tone. “We‟re testing a theory, that‟s all.”
“Energy dialysis creates nausea, and influx of energy via food or beverage intake during
dialysis will create abdominal cramping and pain, did neither of you attend any classes on it or
even look at a textbook?” Cindy snapped grouchily, as Daria sat slowly up, then groaned
miserably and shivered, hugging her body. “And why the hell did you wake her up, she has class
two internal scars!”
“Priestess, a sedative perhaps?” the doctor said irritably, and when the Dius hesitated, he
snapped: “I said sedate her, and do it now!”
Cindy glowered, then she slowly slid out of bed and grunted as she staggered to her feet,
still in her tattered clothes… and then she grasped the IV stand beside her, lugging it along and
half leaning on her as the other doctor winced and shouted at one of the Priestesses: “Slow her
down, forget the needles, use magic!”
As two Priestesses rose their hands and began to chant slowly, Zerrex picked up the
plastic cup on the little food tray, then flung it at the head of one. It left a trail of water as it flew
through the air, but most of this splashed over her front as it bounced off her head, and the Dius
gave a squeak of shock and horror before she covered her face in her hands and ran out of the
ward, knocking over another Dius as Cherry yelled: “Food fight!” before clawing at the meatlike substance on the plate in front of her and flinging it at the nearest non-patients. The ward
immediately went into a panic as the doctors shouted for security, one of them running over to
try and hide beside Mahihko, who was visibly panicking as he looked back and forth, and then
he yelped when the doctor grabbed his arm and produced a needle, immediately letting out a
static shock and knocking her painfully on her ass before she crawled under another bed.
A pair of security guards in white uniforms stormed in, one of them a Salamander and the
other a minotaur… and then both of them yelled and fled from the room as they were pelted with
bowls, trays, and food by Cherry, who had half-fallen off her bed so she could have access to the
cart one of the Priestesses had foolishly left behind. She peered up from over it with a glower as
the guards ran away, protected by the beds on either side of her and the cart in front of her,
digging more plates and cups out of it before a brave Priestess attempted to storm her makeshift
nest, and Cherry seized on a row of bowls and flung at least four directly into her face and upper
body, making her scream and run away in terror.
Cindy, meanwhile, had finally managed to seize the goat doctor by the front, shaking him
violently back and forth as she shouted into his face: “I am not an idiot, I learned all my
knowledge actually out there on the goddamn field, and I don‟t run experiments on the patients
I‟m supposed to be helping just to see what happens! Now listen to me, and listen goddamn well,
because I am sick and tired of being on the ass-end of the medical system and… and…”
She halted and stared over her shoulder, the rest of the Priestesses fleeing the room as
four guards in security uniforms stormed in, all of them carrying batons and riot shields, and led
by a fifth soldier in heavy-duty silver armor that covered him from head-to-toe, before Cindy
threw the doctor down to the ground and turned slowly around as the armored guard shouted in a
voice muffled by the faceless helm he wore, three slits in it over his mouth and two openings for
his dark eyes to glare out of: “Cease and desist all activities immediately! This is your final
warning!”
He rose a stun rod threateningly in one hand and a metal, slightly-curved bulletproof
shield in the other, a single opening in this for his helm to peer through… and Cindy reached up
to rub the side of her neck, cracking it as she said quietly: “You really don‟t want to do this.”

Then one of the security guards made the dumb mistake of trying to walk over to where
Cherry was entrenched, and the female roared some one-liner Zerrex couldn‟t quite make out
over the chaos that erupted the moment she threw not a bowl or a tray, but several forks at his
exposed shin, knocking him flat as he yelped and dropped the shield before a flurry of utensils,
both sharp and not, bounced off his front and lodged into him here and there, making him
screech as he fell on his back and clung to himself. Immediately, another soldier lunged at her,
but Daria wheezed as she flung a plate in a long, snapping motion before she grabbed at her body
with a groan of agony, then grinned as the plate smashed the guard in the temple and he
staggered sideways, wincing and moving his shield to protect his side with a groan of pain as his
other hand automatically rubbed at his head… and then his eyes bulged when Cherry threw an
apple hard enough that it splattered like a tomato against his unprotected crotch, and his legs
slowly came together before he fell to his knees with a whimper, scooting backwards and hiding
behind the shield.
The armored guard slowly made his way forwards as one of the security personnel ran
past towards Cindy, raising his shield to attempt to ram her as one of the guards flanked out to
the side… and then he let out a yell of agony, falling to his knees as Mahihko leapt from his bed
with a shriek onto his back, electrocuting him and making his teeth rattle in his head as he clung
stubbornly to the male before he fell forwards on his face, coughing and gagging as the wolf
rolled off him with a moan of pain, several tubes torn from his body and bleeding clear fluids
from their ends, before he childishly kicked the downed guard in the kidney, the demon moaning
and rolling over on his side as he clutched at the area and put up no further fight.
Then the guard attempting to ram Cindy stopped suddenly… before the armored guard‟s
eyes bulged as he slowly was lifted into the air, before turned sideways as Cindy looked at the
commander with disgust, her arm glinting and metallic, punched completely through the riot
shield as she choked the security officer for a moment longer before simply dropping him, and
the minotaur scampered away on all fours with a yelp of terror, grabbing his crotch-wounded
comrade and pulling him to safety on the way out. It left the commander alone… and then he
winced when a plate shattered against his back, Cherry shouting: “Surrender! We‟ve taken this
ward in the name of life, liberty, and boobies!”
She cackled… then wheezed in pain before squawking and ducking as Firenze walked
into the long room, groaning and slapping his forehead, still dressed in his ceremonial robes. Lily
was on one side of him, cradling baby Naganen and looking unsurprised at the chaotic state of
the room, and Driz the other, who was gaping around the area before he turned around and shook
his head at what Zerrex presumed was more security, and the armored guard looked over his
shoulder, then winced and turned around, saluting sharply as he dropped his shield before trying
to hide the stun baton. “High King, sir, what an honor it is to see you here, I… I… was just…
quelling a disturbance…”
“Oh really?” Firenze asked moodily, looking over the group… and then he sighed and
shook his head as Zerrex shrugged innocently from his bed, and Sin looked blearily around the
room, still visibly dazed. The High King rubbed at the underside of his muzzle, and then he
frowned as Cherry peered at him from her nest before she waved stupidly, and he turned around
to brush past the security guard and look at Cindy, who was blushing but steadfast. “You‟re
usually the calmest one around here. What happened?”
“Medical malpractice.” Cindy said scathingly, glaring at the guard, and the armored
soldier tried to back away… then winced when Driz grabbed his shoulder and dark energy
sparked over him. “The doctors wouldn‟t listen to me, no matter what I said to them. I guess I

lost my patience with them when they tried to shove more energy into us the quick way, and
Cherry… well… things escalated from there. They eventually sent in this guy and his security
team to try and force us into compliance.”
Firenze nodded slowly, and then he turned around as Driz yanked the stun rod out of the
armored soldier‟s hand, and he frowned at this, saying slowly: “A little heavy-handed, don‟t you
think? They‟re all wounded and damaged as it is… besides, this is of mortal make and design,
likely purchased illegally… I suggest you clean up your crew and leave this here with us, I‟ll
speak to your supervisor myself later.”
The armored soldier winced visibly, then nodded and reached down to pick up the guard
by Mahihko, mumbling as he was half-carried out, and then Firenze sighed, looking imploringly
at his father. “Can you please just get along with people for five minutes?”
“Hey, I had nothing to do with this for once!” Zerrex said indignantly, and then he leaned
up with a grunt, looking back and forth as he muttered: “But seriously, they were jerks. Cindy,
can you help Mahihko back into bed on your way back to your own?”
Cindy nodded, looking embarrassed as she slowly made her way back, and Firenze shook
his head slowly, saying finally: “Dad, look. I got your memo from Sabnock, and I want you to
know you… I really do need some of your help with a lot of these things, so don‟t hesitate. But
at the same time, I mean… Priest wants a lot of materials, has really gotten into reviving the
mortal world and I can‟t say I entirely understand why. It‟s great to see him so eager, but at the
same time… I‟m worried like hell about these Broken, Dad. Look what they did to you, to
Mom…” He stopped and looked down, rubbing at the back of his head slowly. “I love you both,
you‟ve… you‟re the best parents I could have ever asked for. You had faith in me when no one
else, when the entire world, was repulsed by my existence. You taught me strength.”
Firenze smiled a bit, and then he pulled lightly at the collar he wore in a nervous gesture,
saying quietly: “But I don‟t know if I can give Priest everything he‟s asking for. A lot of the stuff
is currently earmarked to go to shuttle works and aviation, and he‟s also got that… warship as a
side project the dragon warriors are piecing back together… and I‟m not entirely as confident as
he is about them remaining on our side and being good little boys for us.”
Zerrex looked dumbly at Firenze, and then he glanced over at Lily, who smiled as she
patted the High King on the back and said quietly: “Reassure him.”
Firenze blushed, and Zerrex smiled a bit, saying quietly: “Sometimes you do have to
make cuts in one place to give them to another, but a lot of the time, you can negotiate.” He
grunted as he sat up, then he glowered over at Cherry, who was laying half on her bed and half
off it, swinging a plate back and forth in one hand. “See, you have to plan for the future, not just
the present. Sometimes doing something fun in the present means pain in the future.”
Cherry coughed at this and dropped the plate, then awkwardly scrabbled her way up onto
her bed with a grumble, before Zerrex turned his eyes back to Firenze with a soft look. “How
about this: tell Priest that he has to put the warship project aside if he wants all these materials.
That way, any materials he‟s designated for the warship can be traded to avionics or whatever
it‟s called for the parts for his… new project. And yeah, shuttles are obviously important… but
we can also vortex to the planet when necessary, and even into colonies, meaning they‟re
important but not irreplaceable. We‟re also well-before awesome laser-fighting spaceship battles
become a reality, so you know. No worries there, either.”
Firenze smiled a bit, and then Driz stepped forwards, looking over his father before he
said quietly: “Dad, you know if… if you need my help at all, I‟ll come with you, too. The power
stations here are running well by themselves, and I‟d be glad to help you set up another generator

down on the mortal planet… as long as I have a power source nearby, I can stay for a good
period of time.”
“Thanks, Driz, but… I‟m not even sure of what I‟ll be doing on the mortal planet yet.”
The reptile stopped, looking down quietly. “A lot of me wants to return to Hez‟Ranna, fix things
there… and I also feel like I should leave the Irenic colony alone for now, just check in now and
then, or maybe just listen in on how they‟re doing here and there. But there‟s the Northlands to
visit and reacquaint myself with old friends, and Lailland… and hell, maybe now that I‟m a god,
I can use my mystical powers to raise Lunis from the depths.”
Firenze sighed and rolled his eyes, touching his forehead, and Driz smiled a bit before
Lily gently held Naganen out, and Zerrex took him, the baby murmuring and moving his arms in
his grip before he opened his eyes… and they were gold and white, just like his mother‟s.
Anathema herself seemed to stir in his mind, and then the sockets of the skull on his shoulder
burst to life, and Naganen giggled and grasped one of Zerrex‟s fingers as he looked up at the
skull, and Anathema seemed to look back, as she murmured softly: “Hello there, little one. Not
afraid of me at all, are you?”
Naganen babbled something, and Lily smiled softly, reaching down to rub quietly over
the baby‟s back as she murmured: “He‟s a very smart little boy, Anathema… and developing
fast, even for a demonic child. But I guess that shouldn‟t be any real surprise, huh?”
Zerrex gazed down at the baby, realizing he was actually a little bigger since the last time
he‟d seen him… and the fact he was moving so well on top of making sounds was spectacular
for such a young baby. He smiled, Naganen‟s diaper crinkling as the little shirt he was wearing
scuffed up along his body, and the lizard leaned down and blew a gentle raspberry on his belly,
making the baby giggle and clutch at his muzzle before the reptile gazed up at Lily… and then
past her to see Sin sitting up and leaning against the wall, looking lovingly over at them and the
baby cradled in the reptile‟s arms.
Firenze gazed at him quietly, and then he said softly: “I think I‟ll take your advice, Dad.
And what do I do about the dragon warriors? We don‟t even know what they call themselves, or
the language they speak… Marina talks to them now, but she doesn‟t even tell us what she says
and the other telepaths feel threatened around her.”
“Tell Marina to play nice, then, that‟s all.” Zerrex rocked the baby slowly in his arms,
and then he smiled slightly up at Firenze, asking: “Want to hold the kid? Your baby half-brother?
That‟s right, right, he‟s not like. Your nephew or anything?”
“No, Anathema would have to be my sister for him to be my nephew.” Firenze answered,
and then he held up his hands, saying awkwardly: “And I wouldn‟t even know how to hold him,
I mean… I don‟t even have many friends, let alone a relationship, let alone a child…”
“Shut up and hold my baby.” Zerrex said flatly, holding Naganen out… and Firenze
sighed, muttering that this was no big deal to himself more than everyone else, and then he
hesitantly reached out and awkwardly took the infant. He looked down at Naganen, who gazed
back up at him as he squirmed a bit in his arms, Firenze carefully cradling him and biting his
tongue hesitantly… and then he softened visibly, and Zerrex smiled as Lily wrapped a tender
arm around the male. “See what it‟s like? See why I‟m so protective of all of you, of all my
kids?”
Driz quietly looked at Firenze… and when Firenze gave his father a questioning look,
Zerrex nodded with a warm smile, and he turned towards his brother. Driz looked surprised,
wincing… but then both Zerrex and Firenze glared at him, and he sighed before hesitantly taking
the child, dark energy flickering… but Naganen went to him willingly, burbling a little and then

yawning as he closed his eyes and smiled, and Driz laughed a little, swallowing a bit before he
murmured: “Yeah, Dad. Yeah, Dad, I… I really do. I didn‟t think… I could…”
He stopped, then handed the baby quietly back to his father, and when Zerrex looked at
Lily, she said softly: “Nah, you can hold him for a little longer. I‟m going to stay here with you
for a little while, I think, make sure things stay calm… Firenze, didn‟t you have one more thing
you wanted to ask about, though?”
Firenze nodded after a moment with a sigh, and then he looked at his father, hesitating…
before he finally smiled and looked at Lily, saying courteously: “Perhaps… it‟s better if I wait
until Dad‟s feeling better. Let him deal with his problems instead of the rest of the world‟s. I can
handle it.”
“Good choice, my High King.” Lily said with a quiet smile, and Zerrex tilted his head
curiously before she gently pressed a finger to his muzzle before he could ask any questions.
“No, Daddy Zerrex. It‟s for later, not for now. Firenze, thank you again.”
“Not a problem, Lily.” Firenze looked at her, then at his father, smiling a bit before he
excused himself and walked over to Sin, quietly taking his mother‟s hand and squeezing it softly.
She gazed up at him tenderly, and the two murmured quiet conversation to each other before
Driz smiled a bit at his father, then walked over and joined them, the Drakkaren resting back
with Naganen resting comfortably on his broad chest, wrapped in his strong arms.
The two left shortly after, but Lily stayed, the quiet spinning out between them before
Naganen whimpered a little, and the reptile looked down at him, then smiled a bit as Lily took
the baby with a soft laugh, letting one of her shoulder straps slide free as she said softly: “He‟s
probably just hungry, that‟s all… poor boy eats a lot, but he is growing up fast.” She paused for a
moment as she pulled the top part of her dress down, letting a breast fall free and settling
Naganen close so he could quietly suckle at a nipple. “Can‟t say I mind, though… makes my
breasts ache a little less to feed him so regularly.”
“You‟re a delight, Lily.” Zerrex said softly, gazing at her softly, and she looked back at
him with a touched expression before carefully sliding Naganen up a bit, looking down at him
lovingly. The reptile fidgeted a bit in bed, and when Lily gave him an amused look, he cleared
his throat, mumbling: “So okay, I‟m not mature enough to… you know. Be mature about this.
Shut up, I‟m trying my damnedest.”
“You wouldn‟t be you if you were.” Lily said with soft amusement, and then she laughed
quietly, glancing over her shoulder at Cherry, who was snoozing with her ass in the air and her
face pressed down into the pillow. “On the bright side, I‟m glad I can do this without someone
trying to chew on my other boob… I guess you guys all… fought real hard, huh?”
She quieted, and the Drakkaren nodded after a moment, before Lily smiled a little.
“Selena was really upset that she couldn‟t fight alongside you all, but… she still feels a bit out of
it, and Firenze won‟t let her risk her life on a daily basis like you do. Besides, it seems like
Amiglion is the only one who doesn‟t end up in a hospital bed or otherwise indisposed every
week or so amongst the High Thrones these days… it‟s a good thing Firenze‟s administration
and council is even better than yours, or Hell would be in chaos all over again.”
Zerrex smiled a bit up at her, and then he shrugged, saying softly: “What can I say? I
guess I‟m just a magnet for all kinds of trouble.” He paused, then gazed at Naganen, murmuring:
“But we have gone for a long time now without a big war or anything and… that fills me with a
lot of hope, even with the things that are happening right now. I think, though, as long as we
continue to focus on rebuilding… we might stand a chance at continuing this extended peace,
because it seems that even the mortals are starting to realize how much they left behind at

home… and how the space colonies can‟t support them indefinitely, even if they were designed
to be able to.”
Lily nodded slowly, and then she gazed down quietly at the baby she was breastfeeding,
murmuring softly: “Zerrex, I… I want to thank you for trusting me with this. I don‟t think… I
don‟t think Pallas is adjusting very well right now, but I think he‟s… he‟s going to be okay. I
know it‟s a difficult subject, especially with how I treated you… but I want to say again that I‟m
sorry. And ask a favor from you, a difficult one.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, and Lily glanced down, continuing: “Pallas… needs a role
model, a father, a… someone other than me, and he needs… guidance and to realize you aren‟t a
monster. Not that his father was necessary bad, just… that there are other people out there he can
look up to as a father, who will… care for him and help him on his path. I know I‟m asking a lot
of you to… to take my son into your family after everything I tried to do, after the ways I hurt
you… but please, it would mean a lot to me if… if you could find it in your heart to treat him as
you treat your other children. To be a mentor to him… to be a father to him.”
“Lily…” The Drakkaren gazed up at her softly, and then he laughed a bit, smiling faintly.
“Lily, I mean… that‟s not asking that much. You know what it means to be to be a father to my
children, and… I mean, he‟s your son and all and I know I‟m not the biological father but I
guess… I guess I feel like I still owe him what I can give, especially… after what happened with
Paluth, too.”
“Don‟t you ever worry about that again, Zerrex.” Lily said softly but firmly, as she
cradled Naganen up to her bosom and gazed quietly at the Drakkaren. “That wasn‟t your fault in
any way, shape, or form… without you there, I wouldn‟t have my little Pallas. I‟ve honestly
come to realize that and I‟m… coming to terms with losing him. It still hurts, and I don‟t think
he was entirely without love, but… I‟m attached to you.” She stopped and laughed a bit. “Ten
million years of marriage, and how many suitors did you have apart from me and Selena and
Sin? Few real ones, mostly just… the occasional fling here and there, but a lot of the time you
stayed with us. It‟s not like you never let me… „investigate strangers,‟ as Cherry so surprisinglycoyly put it to me one day, when I was arguing with you about it.”
She smiled a bit, glancing down for a moment in memory, and then back up as she said
softly: “I realized something yesterday… and that it was for all the years I was with you, I never
grew up into an adult. I was always little Lily, too gentle and innocent to do much on her own…
and you‟ve always treated me kinder and nicer than anyone else ever has, you keep… your urges
separate from me, because you know I‟m uncomfortable with them, and that means more than I
can begin to express, but… it‟s also not necessary, Zerrex. It‟s never been necessary. We always
negotiated things between us to decisions that were more than fair to me and less than fair for
you. You spoiled me, is the mortal term for it, I believe… and you deserve to be spoiled yourself
once in a while, you do.”
“You‟ll never get tired of those long speeches, huh?” Zerrex asked softly, and then he
grunted when Lily smacked him lightly, smiling a bit even as he pulled the sheets up, and
Anathema snorted dryly in his mind. This is sickeningly cute. Emphasis on the sickening part.
Zerrex ignored her as Lily looked at him softly, and then she glanced down as Naganen
sighed and pulled away from her, and she smiled a bit as she wiped the excess off with her
thumb and suckled on it for a moment, making Zerrex stare before she carefully pulled her
shoulder strap back up and covered her bosom again, murmuring softly: “Yeah, well it looks like
you‟ll never get tired of the same old things yourself, Zerrex.” She carefully lifted the baby to

her shoulder, gently patting him on the back, and he burped quietly, making her smile before she
lowered him back down into her arms, cradling him close. “But I guess you got my point, then.”
The lizard nodded, and then he laid back as Lily sat quietly with him, the others in
various states of sleep and pain, until the Drakkaren finally fell asleep… but when he snapped
awake some time later, looking stupidly back and forth, he saw Lily at another bed, calmly
changing Naganen‟s diaper as several Dius Priestesses flittered around her, making various
sounds of interest.
The reptile smiled a bit, then he yawned and sat up slowly, rubbing grudgingly at his side
before blinking stupidly as he saw Mahihko sitting in bed, quietly sipping at some soup… and he
glanced up with a smile across at his father, giving him a shy little wave before the Drakkaren
waved back, and the little wolf giggled a bit, beaming. All the wires and tubes had been pulled
out of him, and as the reptile rubbed slowly at his eyes, Anathema said mildly: “Hey.”
Zerrex clawed at himself, then he stared, seeing her standing beside him and looking
mildly irritated at most with his antics, before she held a bottle of Frost out to him. “Here. Cindy
okayed it a while ago, don‟t worry. I wouldn‟t mess with that daughter of yours after seeing how
hard she‟s willing to punch a doctor.”
“Yeah, but she is a doctor.” Zerrex leaned up, looking past a snoring Cherry to see Cindy
snoozing quietly as well, a stuffed animal in her arms. The reptile softened at this, and Anathema
glanced over at her before smiling a little despite herself, and then she sat on the cot beside the
lizard as he took the bottle of cola and chewed at the cap meditatively, before glancing up at the
undead Naganatine and asking softly: “How are you? And how‟s everyone else?”
“Sore, but being undead means my body reconstructs itself fast.” Anathema smiled
slightly, pulling one of her arms off before she snapped it back into place, and then she glanced
over at Daria, who was shivering a little beneath her blankets. “The stripper is the worst off.
Thankfully, her collar absorbed the worst of the damage, since it was infused with energy… but
both the psychic attacks and the Unworld essence itself were traumatic to her body, especially
since she‟s a Wrath demon with quite a few nasty memories to bring up. They sedate her and
sooth her every now and then, they just have to keep that up until the mind heals itself.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and Anathema looked over her shoulder, eyes lingering on Sin as
she murmured: “Sister has been better, but I‟ve seen her in worse states, too. I‟m sure, in fact,
that I put her in a worse state myself once or twice, even if she killed me.” She smiled a bit,
turning her eyes back to Zerrex. “She just needs to gain the energies she lost back, that‟s all. She
used up a lot of it binding and transporting Lovecraft to the Marquee Sur Noir.
“The rest of you just need to continue treatment for the residue left from Lovecraft‟s
attacks… while the wolf over there is fine, since he had very little contact overall with Unworld
energy.” Anathema jerked her head towards the lupine, and then she scowled over at Lily. “And
the prissy princess over there was trying to teach me how to change diapers. That is something I
refuse to get near, Zerrex, I dislike waste matter.”
“Most things do.” Zerrex replied mildly, and then he sighed and rolled his eyes as the
Priestesses giggled and Lily smiled warmly as she finished putting a fresh diaper on the baby,
who was making sounds and moving his limbs around a little. “But she seems to have adopted
your baby, Anathema.”
Anathema looked moody at this, and as the Drakkaren sipped slowly at his bottle, holding
it tightly between both of his hands, Lily approached with the Priestesses in tow before all three
yelped as the undead Naganatine rudely grabbed her child and pulled him out of the motherly
female‟s arms, snuggling him close and glowering at them before she looked down at Naganen,

curling him against her ribs as he squeezed at the bones and muttered: “You‟re pregnant, want
me to remove it from your womb so you can play with your own baby?”
“Anathema!” Lily looked shocked, hugging her stomach tightly, and then she glowered at
the female, who glared back. “Now look, you‟re holding that like you‟d hold a pet, and-”
“Samael seemed to like it just fine, and there‟s little difference between him and this
child here.” Anathema retorted, and Lily looked confused before Zerrex pointed at his shoulder,
and then she smacked her forehead. “Anyway, he‟s my baby. Go steal someone else‟s if you‟re
feeling these motherly urges.”
“Anathema, you remember the deal.” Zerrex sipped at his Frost again, and the undead
Naganatine bad-temperedly swung the arm not cradling her child out to splash some of it over
the Drakkaren‟s bare chest, making him glare at her. “I‟m going to stab you right in the eye.”
The female looked at him for a few moments, and then she pulled one of her eyes out and
dropped it on his chest, where it slowly rolled over to stare up at him. Zerrex stared back at this
with something like horror, and then he slowly put the lid back on his bottle of Frost before
Anathema picked her eye up and shoved it back in its socket, blinking a few times as she
grumbled: “Now that we‟ve settled that… I think I want to take Naganen for a walk around the
hospital, he looks bored of this place and so am I.”
With that, the female turned and strode out of the ward, the Priestesses following her
after a few moments as Lily sighed and shook her head, and then she sat down as Mahihko
slipped out of bed and toddled carefully over to peer at the reptile from the foot of the furnishing.
Zerrex looked back at the wolf, and then he sighed and nodded, and the little wolf giggled as he
crawled up onto the bed and curled up over the Drakkaren‟s feet, smiling at him brightly as the
lizard said softly: “Aren‟t you just adorable, huh?”
Mahihko nodded, then yawned and contently began to lower himself down… and then
his ears pricked up, and he rose his head dumbly before Mercy stumbled into the ward, Zerrex
looking stupidly over at her before she ran immediately to him and took his hand, gazing over
him worriedly. Zerrex smiled awkwardly at her, and she shook her head before hugging him
tightly around the neck, and he hugged her back as Lily said with surprise: “Mercy, how did you
get back here so soon? The cargo ship from Hell couldn‟t have arrived yet…”
Mercy made a circle using two of her fingers, and both Zerrex and the golden-scaled
female nodded, the latter saying softly: “I see, a vortex. Your father is fine though, Mercy… or is
something else the matter?”
Mercy was looking at Zerrex, however, and then she quietly hugged him, her stitched
muzzle brushing against his cheek as he hugged her back again, letting his hands slide quietly
down her spine before she drew back, gazing at him silently. He gazed back into her eyes, and
then smiled a bit as he cupped her cheek with one hand, closing his eyes as he felt her emotions,
let her speak to him in instinct… and then he murmured softly: “I know it‟s hard, but the mortals
do need to take over sooner or later… we are demons. I want there to be exceptions too, but I
know that we still have to maintain that the mortal world is for mortal life, and Hell and Heaven
are for the afterlife… or rather, for the soul to one day reach and renew itself. We have to pave
the way, but not take dominance over their decisions: we have to help them, but let them take
over when they‟re ready, even if mortals are… worrisome by nature.”
The female nodded quietly, and then she took his hand and squeezed it once… then
twice… and Zerrex looked at her silently before she smiled hesitantly, and he smiled softly back
after a moment, saying quietly: “Then, when my energy is back, I promise to meet you at the
Ravenlight Estate, okay? We can talk about it there.” He stopped, then laughed a bit when she

hugged him once more, patting her back quietly. “Okay, okay. I love you too, Mercy… I really
do. Go on now, I‟ll catch up with you in a few days, but you look like you could use some rest
yourself. You and Balthazar have been working overtime, and I… well… thank you.”
Mercy nodded as she stood up, gazing down at him softly, and then she gave Lily a hug
as well before gently patting Mahihko on the head as she walked by, and he smiled after her
before looking up at his father curiously as she left, the Drakkaren watching his daughter leave
as the wolf asked curiously: “What did she want, Daddy?”
“To talk about some things.” Zerrex said finally, and then he curled up a bit on the bed
and looked at the ceiling as Lily gazed down at him softly, murmuring: “I just hope I don‟t keep
her waiting for too long.”
One-by-one, they got better and were permitted to leave: although Mahihko whined about
it at first, he became happier when Priest showed up and agreed to take him to help build his biobomb. He had asked the little wolf where Lone was, and Mahihko had cheerfully replied that he
had died, which made Priest stare for a few moments before he realized the little wolf was
joking, and he‟d awkwardly patted the beaming little lupine on the head before heading over to
argue with Zerrex about how important his warship project was… which meant he spent a lot of
time whining about how Zerrex had taken one of his toys away so he could work on another,
before he lost his train of thought and instead spent the rest of his time rambling about how the
bomb worked, most of which the Drakkaren couldn‟t understand due to the high level of
chemistry involved.
Cindy was the next to leave, but she went about as far as administration before assigning
herself to the ward so she could keep an eye on everyone and tend to them as necessary. She
spent a lot of time with Daria, which made Cherry‟s features pucker with jealousy and Zerrex
giggle every time it happened, mostly because he thought Cherry was actually threatened by the
beautiful body of the newt. Cherry sulked until she was released, and then she started running
around the ward every few hours, acting childish and getting in Cindy‟s way until she was
kicked out by the still-grouchy female.
Sin was transferred out of the hospital to the Ravenlight Estate, where she could get some
bed-rest without being disturbed, and Zerrex was allowed to accompany her there and
unofficially released early. He let Cindy help him to Sin‟s room, Anathema trailing behind them
and looking miserable due to the fact there was a baby carrier strapped on her front with
Naganen in it, who was babbling happily as he bounced now and then. Anathema also had a
baby bag dangling from one shoulder, filled with all the necessities she‟d need for a week
without Lily‟s help, although it had only been ten hours so far and she‟d already come twice to
Zerrex for help, once to make him change a diaper and the second time to show her how to feed
him with a bottle of formula. Zerrex was now just waiting to see who would give in first:
Anathema could only stand so long taking care of the baby on her own, and Lily could only go
so long without mothering something.
As Cindy and Zerrex laid Sin gently down on the bed, she gazed tiredly up at them both:
the battle had taken its toll on her, and the Drakkaren thought she had gone too long now without
getting actual sleep as well, as he stroked over the metallic side of her face before kissing it
quietly. That made Sin smile, and he nodded to Cindy, who guided Anathema out of the room
and started to give her tips on taking care of Naganen, as Sin said softly: “You‟re good to my
sister… I know that she‟s enjoying having Naganen to herself for now. She never had the chance

to raise a child before, and… unhappy as she acts, she‟s unhappier still when she‟s not able to
take care of it herself. Be patient with her, Lord Zerrex… it‟s difficult for her to adjust.”
“I will be, Sin. But you worry about you, okay?” He smiled softly as he gently undid her
corset, and Sin blushed a bit as the Drakkaren removed it from her body, leaning down to kiss
her cheek softly as he gently continued to undress her, pulling her dress down next before
folding both over one arm and glancing around the room as he tried to remember what Sin did
with her dirty clothes… but then he shrugged and decided to simply toss them both down the
main laundry chute, as he dropped them on the end of the bed and went over to her armoire,
asking over his shoulder: “Do you prefer to sleep in anything?”
“Lord Zerrex, really, you… you don‟t need to do this…” Sin stuttered, blushing
profusely, but when Zerrex gave her a mild look as she struggled to sit up, she sighed and smiled
awkwardly before laying slowly back down, murmuring: “I keep my night clothes on the left
side.”
The Drakkaren pushed through clothing – almost all of it black in nature – and then
through her lingerie, looking at some of it and smiling a bit at the memories it brought back:
some sexual, some sensual, some just of how beautiful she looked in this or how that accented
her body. Then he selected a simple, loose thing that would be comfortable for her to sleep in,
almost like either a too-big shirt or a short dress, and without waiting for her to argue with him,
he slipped it over her head and then carefully pulled her arms through the holes where sleeves
had possibly once been, and she smiled awkwardly up at him, blushing still as she murmured a
soft „thank you.‟
He gazed at her softly, then leaned down and kissed her forehead gently, making her
smile and settle a bit as he tucked her quietly in… and as he turned away, she murmured:
“You‟re very good at making me feel comfortable, Lord Zerrex…”
“I‟ve had a lot of practice.” the reptile said with a slight smile, glancing over his shoulder
at her… and she smiled a bit in return as she curled up quietly beneath the blankets, and he
nodded to her before letting himself out, figuring he‟d check in later to make sure she was
resting. Then he headed down the hall to his room, something tickling at his mind before he
shook his head and pushed the door open, somehow unsurprised to see Marina sitting quietly on
his bed. “You‟ve been… kind of hiding from everyone, haven‟t you?”
“Sorry, Daddy… but I just cherish our time alone.” Marina said softly, and then she stood
up quietly, and the reptile glanced over her slowly: she was wearing a bikini top and a loincloth,
her scales almost sparkling clean, her silvery bracelets tight around her wrists as she hugged
herself and walked forwards slowly, looking at him softly. “But I said I wanted to be your
disciple, and… I‟ve been preparing, too. Mentally as well as physically…” She stopped, then
walked over and wrapped her arms around him, pushing her head against his chest as she
murmured: “I want you to know that… no matter what happens, I will always love you… no
matter what happens, how you treat me, I will always be dedicated solely to you…”
“Marina…” Zerrex quietly grasped her shoulders, pushing her back, but she only looked
up at him softly for a few moments before he sighed and nodded a bit, leaning down to kiss her
forehead gently. “Can‟t I convince you that… that you don‟t need to do this?”
She smiled a bit up at him, replying tactfully: “Not without giving me a direct order,
Father… and you know that I may slide across the truth, and I may hide things and lie to
others… but I will never disobey a direct order from you, whether it‟s to tell you in full, to show
you something, or to do the smallest to the largest thing. I would move the world for you,
Father… and I can, believe me on that.”

She looked up at him lovingly, and it sent a strange chill down the reptile‟s spine before
she quietly took his hand and pulled it up to her face, closing her eyes… and then she murmured
softly: “Your doubts are understandable, Daddy. You face great risk with me, don‟t think I‟ve
never come to understand that myself… that I‟ve never admired the courage and love you must
have for me, to continue to treat me as I do and to feel even the smallest amount of compassion
for me despite all the nightmares I put you and our family through. But I swear that it is all for
you… and that until the end of days come, I shall serve you…”
She knelt in front of him, kissing his hand quietly as the Drakkaren looked down at her,
not knowing if he should feel pain or admiration… and then she drew back a few steps, looking
into his eyes softly with her own glowing emerald irises. “But I have been… not entirely honest.
Never have I lied, but sometimes… misdirected, and… I was ashamed of this. Not just of the
lying, but of my body… I do have demonic characteristics, after all, that I hide away, that I
haven‟t shown you…”
She closed her eyes, hugging herself slowly as she levitated into the air… and then, as
she brought her knees up quietly, her body expanded, growing slowly, her limbs becoming
almost stretched and elongated, her toe-claws gnarling and cracking, her fingers bony and
frightening as the scales over her body stretched with audible sounds before splitting apart here
and there, revealing pulsating red flesh beneath this that had a strange, rubbery look to it. She
floated silently in the air, her body not widened any but only lengthened, her features vainer,
crueler, as chains pushed link-by-link out of the metal bracelets she wore and twisted around her
body, then rolled like waves to either side of her, her eyes glowing purple as she touched slowly
down, her fin now a larger Mohawk of thicker black topped with small spikes, her horns
extended from her skull and much larger now, the tip of each split into several long protrusions
as she murmured softly: “You see, Daddy, why I hide it?”
Zerrex walked forwards, quietly rubbing a hand down her stomach, which was now right
in front of his muzzle with her new height… and it felt pebbly and rough, her scales toughened
where the red cracks hadn‟t shot through them, before he gazed up at her as she gazed silently
down, and before he could even open his mouth, she murmured softly: “Envy stretches and
distorts my body… but Wrath gave life to my chains.” She rose her arms, and the chains twisted
slowly back and forth around her, and then in a moment, she suddenly reverted from the gaunt,
tall figure into her beautiful mortal body, the chains vanishing back into the manacles as she said
lovingly: “But so long as I always have you, Daddy… then I‟ll always be okay.”
“You don‟t have to be beautiful physically for me to love you, Marina… I‟ve always
tried to teach you that.” Zerrex said softly, and she almost looked ashamed of herself before he
sighed and took her face silently, asking finally: “Will this… will this really make you happy?
Because all my life, all I‟ve wanted is to see you happy… and you… you never really have been,
have you?”
She gazed up at him, grasping into his wrists tightly as a tremble ran through her body,
and she whispered: “No, not unless we were together… not unless I was showing you in some
way, some how, how much I loved you… how much you mean to me, how much I owe you.
You saved me, no one will ever understand how much you put on the line to save me, how much
you strain against the weight of the world every day, and I love you and have always loved you
and will always love you. Maybe you were born for this: maybe this was all planned from the
start, and you were born to protect this ill and twisted universe… but the only thing I know for
sure, that I care about, was that I was born for one purpose… to love you, to serve you, to be
there for you. Maybe I‟m not your soulmate, Daddy… but without you, I have no joy, no

meaning: the only thing I want to do is kill, destroy, and take from others what I don‟t have. Not
even my mother, not even my sisters, matter to me without you there too. Let me finally fulfill
my destiny, Daddy: the destiny built for me, the destiny crafted by my own hands, the destiny I
have run towards every second of every day of my life. Let me serve you.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly… and then he lowered his forehead against hers, feeling like
he had failed her even as he felt the purity of her emotions, loving her and hating that she felt
like this: not that she wanted to be submissive, not that she was attracted to him, not that she
looked up to him so much… but like she felt she had no other purpose in life, even with all her
talent and beauty. There was nothing wrong with following others, and nothing wrong with
following one‟s own heart: but it truly hurt to think of everything she was missing, even as he
whispered: “Alright, Marina.”
Quietly, Marina drew her hand through the air above his armlet… and it clicked a few
times before slowly turning off, and Zerrex winced at the energy that ran through his body, the
power that he felt rush through his system, and the emotions that pummeled into him from
Marina before she hugged him tightly and he instinctively hugged her back before he looked up
at the ceiling… and a moment later they were floating slowly in space together, and the reptile
wasn‟t sure who had transported who as they slowly drifted in their own atmospheric bubble,
literally floating between the mortal planet and Hell as the female turned around and rested back
against him silently, the male‟s arms locked tightly around her as she said softly: “You‟re even
stronger than I imagined…”
“And you… you‟ve always held back. Even when it seemed like you were lashing out
with all your power…” Zerrex said wonderingly, and Marina smiled softly over her shoulder at
him, the reptile gazing at her silently as he squeezed her against his form, feeling her strength
thrumming against him: now that he could feel her powers so clearly, it was like he was holding
not simply the sun, but an entire galaxy in his arms, whispering: “How?”
“A focused mind is the deadliest of all weapons.” Marina said quietly, looking down as
she leaned back against his body, and then she smiled softly. “But it‟s not like I‟ve ever faked
being taken down… maybe I didn‟t fight as hard as I should have against certain opponents,
but… Jupiter truly did hurt me, and his strength and lack of mind made it impossible for me to
fully exert my powers against him.
“Even when I was mortal, though… I never realized how truly strong I was.” Marina
hugged herself, pressing tight back against her father as he felt her memories trickling through
his mind with her emotions, saw things from her point of view, and felt her immense, undying
love for him fill his body. “It almost took me over when I first became what I am now…
somewhere between demoness and goddess, and my body still hasn‟t full adjusted to my
abilities. Maybe all that will change when I become your disciple… but maybe at the same time,
it will just… let my powers even out a bit. Come down to a level where they are completely
controllable…”
Marina flexed her body quietly against him, and then she looked over her shoulder at him
before turning slowly around in his arms, as he looked down at her silently. “Zerrex, my father,
my master, who was my god even when we were both still mortals, who I have always
worshipped… I want you to know that I am yours. That my soul is yours, to do with as you
please… that my body is yours, to use for your pleasure… that my heart is yours, and will never
belong to anyone else. I am yours, always and forever…” She hugged him tightly around the
neck, burying her face against his chest, and then she leaned slowly back, whispering as she slid

her hands over his face and quietly buried her fingers through his hair. “And I ask nothing from
you… but a single kiss…”
Zerrex hesitated, but he knew it was too late to turn back, that she had made her decision,
and he had made his… and he closed his eyes even as a tear leaked down his cheek before he
met her muzzle in a slow, passionate kiss… and then a rush of energy filled his body, and he
arched his back as his claws grabbed her sides and dug into them, blood spilling out into the
weightless atmosphere as his eyes bulged and Marina moaned into his muzzle, her hips rocking
before she screamed and threw her head back, drool flying upwards and out into the vacuum
beyond the small pocket of air that surrounded them, her eyes glowing green as she trembled
violently and Zerrex grit his teeth, images and memories of her entire lifetime filling his mind,
joy and sorrow and love and hate and violence and tragedy and togetherness and friendship and
then laughter, and a smile in the darkness, and two green eyes…
And then he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight as Marina‟s body writhed
against his, and she clutched into his back as she moaned and shook her head back and forth, her
horns sprouting from her skull before her body grew, but this time her scales remained lustrous
and solid and beautiful, her muscles expanding slightly and her breasts growing larger as she tore
through her clothes, and as she grew, Zerrex felt his body instinctively grow as well, keeping her
cradled close even as he felt psychic energy vibrate violently between them, forming into purple
chains that burst into reality a moment later, immense steel links slithering over her body,
burning hot to the touch. She roared, and space itself seemed to ripple around them as her fin
expanded slightly and her horns grew outwards, sleek and dark and solid, before she arched her
spine and hissed quietly as the bracelets on her wrists snapped off… and then she threw her head
back with a moan, leaning away as a look of ecstasy passed over her face, and a solid metal
collar formed tightly around her throat, with a heavy lock over the front of it, and they were both
left slowly floating, their bodies tangled together and each perhaps a hundred feet tall, Marina‟s
form laced with chains as reality trembled around them and the female murmured softly: “Such
strength…”
She closed her eyes, rolling her head slowly on her shoulders… and then she began to
laugh quietly as she clung to her father, rubbing slowly up and down his back before she looked
up at him with a loving smile, and Zerrex gently touched the underside of her chin: he knew they
were both immense at the moment now, but it didn‟t matter in the slightest out here in space… in
fact, he felt like there was very little harm any of their abilities could do, and Marina smiled
eagerly up at him, the reptile looking curious as she said softly: “In that case… open my collar,
Daddy. Take it off… set me loose.”
Zerrex hesitated, and she touched his sides quietly as the chains she was clothed in
jangled around her form, sinuous, warm metal embracing him teasingly as she whispered: “Go
on, Father… do it for me, please…”
The Drakkaren finally nodded slowly, and then he reached up and touched the lock on
her collar, pushing his energies into it on instinct… and it snapped open a moment later, letting
Zerrex remove it slowly. Nothing happened at first… and then Marina sighed softly as she let her
head fall back, floating quietly away from him as her chains vanished in midair… and then her
body trembled before she rolled over with a quiet groan, and her eyes glowed a terrible violet as
her body shrank back down to its normal size, before she smiled over her shoulder… and Zerrex
felt himself return to normal height a moment later before he was drawn to her, as Marina flicked
her wrists… and clothing appeared over her, the simple loincloth and wrap of an Iuratus, as she

whispered: “It‟s not the outside that matters at all, I understand… oh yes, do I ever
understand…”
She turned and pointed at the moon, a marble at this distance… and it exploded with little
more than a dismissive gesture, Zerrex looking shocked before she laughed and clenched her
hand tight into a fist, and the moon pieced itself rapidly back together before she grinned over
her shoulder at her father and said softly: “But yet… I do not feel accomplished with such a party
trick… or maybe… yes. Tell me what to do, Daddy. Tell me anything, and I‟ll make it happen.”
She gazed at him both patiently and imploringly, as Zerrex stared at her… and then she
smiled slyly, whispering: “Wait, wait, no. Too many choices… I know, watch me, I‟ll change
my body…”
And with that, she spread her arms… and a moment later he was looking at a perfect
copy of Cherry, even her clothing different, before she laughed loudly and threw her head
back… and a moment later it was Marina again, and she whispered delightedly: “Anything I can
imagine… I can make reality! And yet…” She stopped, looking at him softly as she floated in
close, touching his chest. “You‟re worried. I understand, I do… and surprised that I have no
bigger outer changes? Oh Daddy, for someone who knows the outside doesn‟t matter very much,
you show a lot of interest in it sometimes.” She smiled lovingly at him, and then she took his
face quietly in his hands, saying softly: “Does it comfort you to know that I do at least feel both
like I can‟t perform abilities as incredible as instantly fixing the planet… but that you yourself
may well be able to?”
“Not really.” Zerrex said after a moment, and then he looked at her quietly, before he
frowned a bit as he gazed over her softly… and when she tilted her head curiously, he
murmured: “Marina… you‟re… changing.”
Marina frowned, glancing at herself… and then she cursed quietly, touching at her
rippling scales before she stared in shock as a large, thick vine pushed up from between the
scales on her bicep, and she shook her head numbly as this grew down her arm. On instinct,
Zerrex began to raise the collar, and she shook her head quickly, murmuring: “No, I… I want to
see what happens…”
“Marina…” Zerrex looked at her silently for a few moments, but she smiled at him
reassuringly, as another few vines pushed out of her body, making her grunt as they twisted over
her form, focusing first on her limbs… but then more ivy began to spread over the scales of her
stomach, and she grasped her breasts, looking almost embarrassed as they swelled a bit larger,
before wincing and gritting her teeth, no longer looking as interested as smaller tendrils poked
out from beneath the cloth wrap covering one and one of the vines burst suddenly into bloom,
thorns pushing out of it as black roses blossomed here and there on it, scratching into her scales
as she opened her muzzle… but then gagged and clutched at her mouth, spitting out moss, as
Zerrex winced and snapped the collar back onto her neck.
And in an instant, the plants became purple smoke that vanished immediately from her
body without a trace, and Marina went limp, the light fading from her eyes for a moment before
she closed them and shook her head, looking groggily at him and murmuring: “I understand
now… my… my body isn‟t built to handle that kind of power. The collar is a limiter like yours,
except… different. Your body can handle your abilities… but if I try to bend reality for too
long… it seems like reality attempts to bend me back…”
“That‟s an interesting way of looking at it.” Zerrex quietly took her in his arms, and she
smiled softly at him before nestling herself against his chest, and he stroked gently over her
features, murmuring softly: “Is anything else different?”

“I… I don‟t know. I feel… different. A little calmer. More in tune with you… and less…
like I need to strive so hard to be with you, because now… I am yours. I have proven that I am
yours.” Marina reached up and touched her collar silently, murmuring softly: “And I can see
easily into your mind, but at the same time, you don‟t have to shield thoughts from me
anymore… my instincts guide me around the thoughts you wish to keep to yourself now, and
even when I try to look at them… I can‟t.” She smiled a bit, then held one arm out at her side,
and psychic chains appeared around it before solidifying into metal that was wrapped tightly
around the arm, but extended itself easily before shortening its links, and then it snapped quickly
back and forth… and then it pulled itself free from her arm, shooting through space before
spinning violently around, and then it dissipated as she murmured: “Easier to control, and
without the bracelets, either…”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, and she gazed back up at him after a moment, before the
two embraced tightly. She dropped his head against his chest as they floated quietly through
space, letting the sun in the distance warm their bodies as she murmured: “Thank you again,
Father… and I want you to know that… I will never betray you. I will never turn on you or turn
against you. I will always be there for you… and I have nothing but faith in you.” She smiled up
at him, then kissed his lips quietly for a moment, and the reptile felt almost electrified as he
kissed her slowly back, before they drew slowly apart and squeezed each other tightly, their
bodies pressing firmly together.
Finally, the Drakkaren quietly nudged her, murmuring softly: “I think we should go back
shortly though, Marina…” He stopped, then looked down with a bit of a laugh, glancing away.
“All three of my first daughters… my first children, hell… have pledged to me now, have
become my disciples. More than that, too… not merely in the sense that they are part of my
family, but… to me in ways that… you know…”
“Society has changed: I don‟t think incest is as awkward anymore. And we‟ve always
loved you in our own ways, anyway.” Marina replied with soft amusement, before she nuzzled
the side of his neck quietly, adding gently: “We pledged for different ideas, but the same
reason… we love you, Father. We love you deeply, and want to do our best to protect you from
the dark things that are out there… especially in these deep and strange days.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he laughed a bit as Marina squeezed him firmly around
the waist with a smile, before she spun them firmly… and a moment later, the reptile blinked
stupidly as he was back in his room, Marina looking up at him lovingly and the two still quietly
floating before she gently touched down to the ground, lifting him carefully over to his bed
before letting him fall, and the reptile stared at her stupidly as she said softly, flexing a hand
curiously: “I guess I inherited more of your abilities than I thought. But I am the blood of you
and Cindy… so in a way, it makes sense.”
She smiled at him again, then picked up her armlet from his dresser and slid it back onto
the Drakkaren‟s left limb, before she kissed him softly, and he kissed her warmly back… and
then he looked down dumbly at his armlet as she pulled away, realizing she had turned it on and
numbed his mind and body to the pain even as she had turned it all the way down to twenty
percent, and the reptile swayed a little on the spot before Marina strode away.
She paused in the doorway and leaned against it quietly, crossing her arms and looking
down for a moment, then she said softly without looking around: “Daddy, Mercy really does
love you. And you‟d be surprised at how often she has problems still… most people, after all, see
her and go „it‟s the creepy girl who overcame her handicap, what a nice story, and oh, her father
is some important guy‟ instead of „it‟s the beautiful girl who became an ambassador and then

colony head because of her talent and skill.‟ And most others either don‟t know sign language or
don‟t care to read her hand gestures. It shouldn‟t surprise you so much that even after all these
years, most of her friends are still people inside the family.”
Zerrex looked at Marina‟s back quietly, and she smiled as she gazed over her shoulder at
him fondly. “Yeah, I am still jealous of her and others… but I feel your side of the emotions
more, too, and I don‟t like you feeling like you‟re taking advantage of her, or trying to force
yourself on her or others in your family. You aren‟t, and you don‟t: if anything, some of us have
taken advantage of your kindness. You love us all… and we all love you. Don‟t forget that. And
don‟t forget that Hell isn‟t the mortal world, and that some memories are worth more than
others.”
With that, she began to leave… and then she paused and laughed a little, asking quietly as
she touched the doorway silently: “Can I… go work on some art, Daddy, while you go find
Mercy in the library? I‟ll be around, I promise…” She stopped, then touched her collar quietly.
“But I also promise not to go showing this off too much.”
“Thanks, Marina.” Zerrex said softly, smiling a little… and then he nodded, saying
gently: “And anything you like. I have a feeling that if I need you, I won‟t even have to call.”
“That‟s right.” Marina smiled at him lovingly, and then she turned and left, Zerrex
feeling her presence fade slowly. He looked down for a few moments, and then he gazed at his
own hands quietly, wondering if he deserved this, and if he deserved the powers that came with
it… and then he shook his head slowly, pushing those thoughts aside for now and instead
deciding Marina had dropped him a hint there: after all, if Mercy didn‟t want to see him, too, she
wouldn‟t be so eager to point it out. She might not be the most sensitive when it came to the
feelings of others… but she was also smart enough to know what would make Zerrex happy and
what would make him upset.
The reptile got up, then grumbled as his bad leg gave a twinge, apparently deciding it had
been ignored for too long, so he smacked it irritably with a fist… and then he sighed, grabbing
his cane from where he‟d left it as he tapped absently at his armlet, his clothing shifting to a
looser pair of black jeans and a tight black t-shirt with an open, button-up neck. He more carried
his cane than used it, but he made a disgusted face at the stairs and put it to work as he made his
way carefully down, grumbling and then almost falling over on the last step as a voice called
gently: “Zerrex, I need to talk to you for a moment.”
The reptile winced as he staggered into the wall, and then he glowered down the steps at
Camus, who was standing quietly with his hands behind his back, before he sighed loudly and
peered back and forth. “Popping up in the main hall? That‟s a little bit cocky, isn‟t it? I have
about a dozen people in this mansion who would love to try and rip you apart.”
“Try being the key word, Zerrex.” the lion replied calmly, and then he sighed, fidgeting
on the spot with his book. “Then again, numbers do often win against strength, so if we could
perhaps move to a more suitable location…”
Zerrex looked at him moodily, then he grunted and nodded, kicking at the stairs irritably.
“As long as there aren‟t any of these around, I don‟t really care.”
Camus nodded, then snapped his fingers… and a moment later, he and Zerrex were
standing side-by-side in the mountains, looking down at a burnt and blackened patch of land…
and Zerrex made a face, looking irritably at the feline as he said flatly: “This is where the Sisters
had their monastery.”
“Anyone can betray you.” Camus said softly, and he let that hang awkwardly in the air
between them before he sighed and sat down on the edge of the plateau they were on, as Zerrex

leaned on his cane and looked down at the lion as he opened his book, paging through it… and
the reptile leaned over his shoulder, recognizing the language the tome was in as an ancient
version of Ire‟s common tongue but the handwriting an unrecognizable scrawl.
The lion glanced up at him mildly, and Zerrex shrugged amiably. “Hey, it‟s not like I can
read it anyway. For one thing, there‟s extra letters everywhere. For another, I honestly can‟t
make anything out. I thought you had girly handwriting.”
“My notes I write in shorthand.” Camus replied stiffly, and he shook his head slowly
before he turned another page and sighed, dragging his hands along the worn paper as he
murmured: “Anyway, Zerrex. You… or rather, Lady Sin… destroyed Lovecraft. I warned him, I
warned him again and again to not underestimate you, and not to fight you if you showed up
with another group, that he would be at a severe disadvantage in Hell. Of course, your progress
so far hasn‟t been spectacular, but you still don‟t understand what you‟re progressing towards, or
even how closely I‟ve been watching these events.”
Zerrex looked at him darkly, and Camus stood up… before he winced when the
Drakkaren shoved him with the end of his cane, the lion toppling backwards off the edge of the
cliff… but he landed literally on thin air, his tome not falling much further past him even as
papers flew out of it and settled around him as if on solid ground. Zerrex looked at him stupidly,
and Camus shook his head in slow distaste, muttering: “Have I ever told you that you need to
figure out a better outlet for your frustration?”
Zerrex slowly extended a foot over the edge of the cliff, and then he felt around with it,
but he couldn‟t feel any solid ground… and Camus rolled his eyes as the Drakkaren brought his
foot further down, swaying a little on the edge of his balance before the lion said dryly: “Zerrex,
please, that‟s… Zerrex!”
The Drakkaren winced and pinwheeled his arms as he fell forwards, and then Camus
snapped his fingers, and Zerrex was now laying flat on his face in the dirt, the lion standing
beside him and looking down at him with concern before the Drakkaren slowly sat up and
rubbed at his aching head, mumbling: “Where the hell am I?”
“We‟re lower down the mountainside now… the one problem with teleporting you like
that is that you continue to move at whatever speed you were moving at when we first moved,
so… you still took a bit of a fall.” Camus rubbed slowly at his head as the Drakkaren touched his
muzzle gingerly, and then he slapped at the lion‟s hand when he reached out, Camus grunting
and looking at him irritably. “I‟m just trying to help, now stop that.”
“Oh, stop… you.” Zerrex retorted, and then he looked dumb before mumbling, poking at
his muzzle again: “But thanks, I guess. Although you know I half-did that on purpose.”
Camus looked unconvinced, and then the reptile said mildly: “Well, it‟s true, seriously: I
figured if you saved my life somehow, you really didn‟t want me dead. So what is your game,
Camus, seriously?”
Camus sighed, rubbing slowly at his head before he said finally: “Zerrex, you‟re
incorrigible. And look. I know that with what you‟ve been through in the past, there‟s some
conspiracy, some greater force moving things, something going on behind the scenes, but I am
honest when I tell you… it‟s about you.” He quieted, looking down as he murmured: “I wish I
wasn‟t being honest, I do. But it‟s about you, and it‟s about resetting this universe. There‟s… too
much darkness in it, infesting and infecting every world, and it must be cleansed… and you are
the key.”
“Then what about this prophecy, what the hell does that have to do with anything?”
Zerrex asked flatly, and the lion opened his tome, mumbling as he flicked through the pages,

then tapped the paper… and a moment later, a mildewed set of pages rose up from the sheets,
Zerrex staring at this before he took it when Camus offered it to him, staring stupidly at it.
“You… you had it all along?”
“I had my copy, Zerrex. I wanted Lovecraft to retrieve Heaven and Hell‟s copies of the
pages so I could compare them to my own.” Zerrex frowned at him, and Camus smiled a bit,
saying quietly: “Sometimes, the planes see events differently… and my copy is taken directly
from the libraries of the Unworld, is… part of the reason this whole plan of mine began to form
in the first place. It was never so much a prophecy, after all, as that the mortal who wrote it out
was hearing voices of creatures from the Unworld… voices that drove him far more insane than
Lovecraft‟s „demons‟ did.”
Zerrex looked up at Camus, and Camus shrugged after a moment, gesturing for the
Drakkaren to read… and he lowered his eyes back to the page, murmuring softly: „And when the
meaning of Balance is lost to the universe, we shall nurture a being that can manipulate the
basest of the universe‟s building blocks, from which all things stem. We shall wipe it clean, and
recreate the universe back as it once was… we shall venture to that sacred place, and there we
shall parley again, and there our will shall be done…‟ What is this?”
“The last scraps from the beings who I believe first created this universe… the last plans
of the Creator Gods, who must have survived in the Unworld for… gods know how long.”
Camus shook his head slowly, then he looked almost dreamily into the skies, murmuring: “What
they must have been like… imagine, the beings that created the universe, whose sole goals were
to… to build, to construct…”
Zerrex looked at him for a few moments, and then he looked down at the paper again,
before he touched the runic words quietly, murmuring: “But this is in my language, Camus…”
“No, it‟s in mine, too.” Camus smiled a bit, and Zerrex tilted his head curiously before
the lion gently took the piece of paper, and then he laid it down flat before flicking his wrist, and
a piece of glass appeared in his hand. He held this out to Zerrex, and the Drakkaren took it before
holding the glass over the paper on instinct… and he stared as the words became disjointed,
ceasing to make sense. “They‟re written in some strange, lost script that to the naked eye seems
to be the language they are most fluent in. Amazing, isn‟t it? It‟s an effect even magic can‟t
replicate… but who knows how long it‟s been since they passed?”
He quieted, glancing down at his own hand as Zerrex frowned and looked up at him
curiously, and Camus smiled after a moment, glancing over at the Drakkaren quietly. “No
Broken lasts forever, Zerrex… Jupiter, by far, lasted the longest of the dozen or so I have known.
It‟s because Broken are… well… broken, in some way, shape or form. Jupiter, however, was
blessed… or perhaps cursed… with an almost impervious outer shell.” Camus paused, then he
looked down at his hand again, turning it over as he murmured: “And me, well. I‟m not like the
other Broken, and… and I‟ve never been able to understand why, or how. I mean, I was never
like you, Zerrex: my mortal life was spectacularly boring, especially when you include the books
I wrote on philosophies I still question to this very day, and the sermons I gave on how God
loves all of us… when I fear that most gods hate our world‟s brand of mortals more than
anything else in the entire universe, with the possible exception of each other.
“And yet, once I ended up in the Unworld… I could move freely, communicate with
Unworld Beings and the Broken… I could even use these strange abilities I have to bring
vestiges of sanity back into the minds and hearts of Broken that had become maddened by the
terrible darkness of that place.” He stopped, shaking his head slowly as he murmured softly:
“Ever since you and Crow fell into the Unworld, fighting each other with every ounce of strength

in your body despite the fact the very place was trying to tear you both apart at the same time, I
have poured my attentions towards you instead of any of the few other beings with your
capabilities, and I have been right to do so. But Zerrex, I ask again of you to join me, to help me
bring this universe into balance, as you see more and more why I wish to do so, to create a good
universe freed of unneeded evils… and I warn you once more that if you do not, I have no choice
but to continue to push my forces forwards against you… and that I will be forced to take a more
and more active stance against you.”
He looked quietly at Zerrex, and the Drakkaren looked back before he picked up his cane
and handed the prophecy back to the lion, saying softly: “If they died, then all we can do, Camus,
is carry on the will of the creator gods.” The lion brightened visibly, but then the lizard shook his
head slowly, murmuring: “No, not like that. Not through destruction. I‟m sorry, Camus, but the
way I see it, is that the mortal planet can be salvaged, and mortals themselves saved and turned
away from their own evils. That demons have started to learn about redemption, and one day
even the angels will start to lose their ideas of „Heaven over All‟ and „Heaven must remain aloof
from the affairs of others.‟”
Camus looked down quietly, hugging his book to his body and seeming almost chastened
by the lizard‟s gentle words… and then he sighed a bit and nodded, looking up evenly at the
Drakkaren as the lizard gazed back at him steadily, before he finally nodded a bit and murmured:
“Alright. But mortals are easily corrupted, Zerrex… and if you don‟t believe me, you need
merely accept my challenge and pay a visit down to the Irenic colony, and see for yourself. You
can‟t rely upon a mere mortal in your time of need.”
Zerrex smiled after a moment, then he reached out and squeezed Camus‟s shoulder
gently, meeting his eyes evenly as he said softly: “Mortal, demon, or angel, people are just
people. Even gods are people… and even a Broken like you is still just a person, Camus.”
The lion frowned in thought at this, looking down… and then he sighed and stepped
backwards, smiling a bit as he said softly: “Then good luck, Lord Zerrex… because much pain
awaits you in your future, no matter what choices you make, I fear.”
Before Zerrex could say anything, he felt reality twist around him… and a moment later,
he was standing in the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, looking stupidly down at himself and
holding his cane by the neck in one hand, other arm half-raised… and he lowered this after a
second, shaking his head and muttering: “Goddammit, Camus. Everything was so much easier
when I could just hate my enemies instead of feeling so… so goddamn torn about them.”
He made a face and lowered his head… and then he looked up in dumb surprise as Mercy
pushed out of a side door, looking a little down… before her eyes caught on him with equal
surprise, glancing quickly over his dirty body before the reptile cleared his throat and muttered a
cleansing spell, grinning stupidly as she ran down the stairs and over to him, gazing over him
with concern as the reptile tried to think up a good lie, and then stupidly said: “I was… building
a sand castle. But I totally um. Just. Came back. From that.”
Mercy gave him a half-amused look, and he rolled his eyes, holding his hands up.
“Believe me when I say that you would not believe the day I‟ve had so far, okay? But what about
you, Mercy… are you doing alright?”
The female hesitated, then she nodded slowly after a moment and quietly kissed his
cheek, making him smile a bit before he hugged her close, concentrating on her and wrapping his
arms around her tightly as he murmured softly: “Hey, don‟t you lie to me now too, girl. I can feel
your emotions clearly…and oh stop that, you always will be my little girl, just like how Priest is
still my little boy.” He paused at that, adding reflectively: “Except he acts a little like Cherry

every time I call him that and starts thinking that means he can get away with being an idiot.
Besides, the expression is much cuter applying it to you.”
Mercy shook her head in exasperation, and then she rested forwards against his body
quietly… and Zerrex nodded after a moment, rubbing soothingly along her back as he
murmured: “It wasn‟t that at all, it really wasn‟t. You were doing an excellent job on the
colonies… you never have to worry about that, or me not being proud of you. But for one thing, I
want you safe… and for another, mortals do have to do their own thing.” He stopped… then
smiled a bit as Mercy drew back, looking into his eyes quietly. “Well, we can‟t take care of them
and clean up all their messes for them forever, you know. At some point we just gotta let them
do their own thing.”
She nodded slowly, then tilted her head hesitantly… and Zerrex laughed a bit, stroking
her face quietly as he murmured softly: “Hey, of course I‟d let you do your own thing too.
Anything you ever wanted to do, I‟d support you in it…” He paused at her look of indecision,
and then he asked softly: “What is it?”
She finally took his hand, and she created a portal with a simple flick of her head, pulling
him quietly through it… and Zerrex looked back and forth with surprise as they stepped in front
of the shooting range in the „backyard‟ of the Ravenlight Estate, which included a hedge maze
and an immense length of fields. Mercy had never been very good with any kind of fighting,
magic had always been her forte… and then he watched as she let go of his hand and readied
herself, blushing a bit before she flicked her wrist out and nodded firmly, and the skeet shooters
at the other end of the marked lanes in the field each launched a disc into the air, before Mercy
flung her hand out and released a single large fireball that split apart into five miniature spheres
of fire that each homed in on a plate and exploded, shattering them into pieces.
She blushed a bit as she turned around, and Zerrex laughed and clapped, smiling warmly
before he hugged her tightly… and she hugged him back as he murmured: “Of course I‟d support
you in that, Mercy. You‟re a fine mage… and gods know one day I need to dump Ixin in a lake
and never ever fish him out.”
Mercy laughed silently at this, her body pushing against him before she pulled back, then
created another portal… and the reptile tilted his head curiously as they stepped through it and
into the library, and now the female pulled several books off the shelves, holding each out in turn
as Zerrex collected them curiously: a book on being an ambassador, an ancient law textbook, and
a book of poetry… and when Mercy gave him one of those looks that always told him so much,
he smiled and said softly: “Of course I‟d support you in all of those things… you‟re intelligent,
calm, and you make decisions that benefit everyone. And I‟m sure one day you‟ll find someone
who loves you just as deeply as I do… you‟re a wonderful person.”
The female gazed at him adoringly, and then she took the books gently from him to put
back on the shelf, before opening another portal, hesitating… but when Zerrex tilted his head,
she firmly nodded and took him by the wrist, pulling him quietly through… and the Drakkaren
looked back and forth in dumb surprise as they stepped into a darker room, where he could smell
the earth around him, sharp implements hanging on the walls to one side and a large table in
front of him, another behind him… except over the one behind him, metal chains hung from the
low, raftered-up ceiling, and the Drakkaren asked Mercy quietly as he turned to her: “What is
this place?”
Mercy lowered her head a bit, and then she stepped forwards and simply stroked over his
chest… and then she quietly grasped her scarred arms, and he understood. He hugged her tightly,

and she hugged him back, clenching her eyes shut against him, and he wondered how much
strength it took her to show him this, as he asked quietly: “Did you hurt anyone yet?”
She leaned back and shook her head quietly, then silently stroked over her arm again…
and although most people would never be able to tell, he could see a few new scars mixed in
with the crisscrossing old scars, before he said softly: “Oh Mercy…”
Mercy pushed herself away, hugging herself and then turning around, gesturing violently
at the air as tears leaked out of her eyes… but even though the stitches on her muzzle moved as
she seemed to yell and scream, there was no sound that came from her mouth… and the reptile
quietly watched her as she quickly tired herself out, then turned and ran to him, slamming her
head against his chest and wrapping her arms tightly around him as he shushed her quietly and
rocked her gently, snuggling her tight to his body and letting her cry like she had used to when
she was still just a child, then an adolescent, getting used to her stitches and hating herself for not
being able to speak.
“Mercy I… early on, I thought… how one day, I‟d give you your voice.” Zerrex began
slowly, and Mercy looked up at him, sniffling quietly as she trembled a little. “But Gods… the
more I thought about it, well… the more it… would seem to take away from you. And after my
memories began to return, after seeing you again, back here… I thought more about it. And
never have I felt a true urge to… to give you a voice. It would… it wouldn‟t make you happy. I
could give you the most beautiful singing voice in the world, and then people would just refer to
you as „the girl who got her voice after all those years of suffering,‟ and although I know you‟ve
suffered… these stitches are part of who you are.” He stroked quietly over them, gazing down
into her eyes as she looked back up, trembling a bit. “And I don‟t want to hurt you, I never, ever
want to hurt you or make you feel like I wouldn‟t go to the ends of the world for you, but…
voice or not, that‟s not what matters. What I maybe fear, too, is that if you could speak, you‟d
stop talking to me in the other ways you know so well how to… and maybe in the long run, that
would mean I‟d never be able to understand what you were saying again.”
Mercy gazed up at him for a few moments, and then she closed her eyes and leaned her
head against him, batting her fists against his chest as Zerrex clenched his eyes shut… and then
her fists slowly curled open, her fingers grasping against his shoulders as she leaned up and
kissed his cheek silently, and he gazed down at her in quiet as she looked up. Wordlessly, her
fingers kneaded slowly along his shoulders, then slipped around the back of his neck as she tilted
her head back and forth… and then she leaned up as he leaned down, and their mouths kissed
tentatively through the stitching over her muzzle.
Then they both drew back, blushing quietly as he gripped into her sides, the slight
narrowing of his eyes, the quiver of his mouth, the wrinkle of his muzzle telling her his worries,
his cares, his fears… and she softened, shaking her head slightly as her fingers gently massaged
against his upper neck, before she smiled faintly at him and leaned forwards, not aggressively,
but not questioningly, only in open invitation… and he leaned slowly down, their mouths
meeting a bit firmer this time, stitching tickling, almost catching on the Drakkaren‟s teeth as
their tongues danced intricately through it, tasting thread before they tangled against it, tugging
gently either way on the black string as jaws worked slowly against each other‟s, before they
drew slowly apart… and she bumped her muzzle quietly against his as their lips parted, making
him smile before he kissed her nose, and she tilted her head to the side as her eyes half-closed,
and he leaned down as she played her fingers up into his hair, slowly kissing the side of her neck,
then nuzzling into it as she let out a quiet, soft whisper of breath.

He nibbled to the junction of shoulder and neck as one of his hands slid upwards… and
she rolled her body forwards, closing her eyes and tilting her head to the other side with a
dreamy nod as one of his strong, experienced hands settled around a breast, squeezing it slowly
and rotating the swell gently in his grip as he pushed his body forwards, and she smiled as her
hands gripped into his scalp and her arms flexed, inviting him with a gentle tug forwards to lean
his weight on her… and he did so, pushing her gently back into one of the earthen walls, not
smelling now of death or decay but life and growth, before she slid her hands quietly down to his
chest as one of his gripped into a hip, and she pushed quietly, the two parting for a moment to
gaze into each other‟s eyes again, and without speaking, Mercy took his muzzle quietly in her
hands, stroking along it and telling him „I love you.‟
Without a word, Zerrex slid both of his hands down to grip into her hips, leaning
forwards and kissing her forehead quietly, and then her cheek, before he nudged the side of her
muzzle gently with his own and a soft smile in return, telling her clearly. „I love you too.‟
And then their bodies pressed forwards together, and Zerrex picked her up and spun her
slowly around and around as they kissed again, Mercy wrapping her arms tightly around his neck
and the stitching scratching quietly along his teeth before he caught her in his arms, and she
laughed silently, then touched his face quietly as he sat her down on a table, squeezing into her
shoulders as their eyes met and he swallowed, feeling a sudden pang of anxieties… but she
reached up and stroked along his muzzle lovingly, shaking her head with another smile in return
before she glanced at his armlet, then she reached out and touched it gently, shaking her head
again, and he looked down at it with fear for what might happen… but when he looked back up,
she smiled encouragingly at him, and slowly, the Drakkaren reached down and turned it off.
He gritted his teeth at the pain that tore through his body, but Mercy caught him and
pulled her head against his bosom, wincing a bit at the energy shooting over his form as she
played her hands through his hair, gazing down at him with love and concern… but then the
reptile relaxed slowly, grunting softly as he shook his head and panting quietly as he slowly
pulled the armlet off and dropped it on the table… and Mercy slid forwards, wrapping her legs
around his waist and her arms around his neck, and they kissed hungrily as their bodies pressed
tight, tight, tight together and he spun again with her before falling to his knees and lowering her
down on her back…
Their bodies made all the sounds for them as they made love on the ground, and Mercy
blushed when he discovered it was her first time. He was gentle with her, as gentle as he could
be… and she used her body to tell him every time he could push deeper, rocking her hips
forwards, making him breath harder as the pleasure coursed higher and he sank deeper. He
managed to get all the way in, and her jaws opened silently in ecstasy when he did, even with the
ears coursing down her cheeks… but the scars covering her body were a testament to her
tolerance for pain, as she bucked fiercely against him and he rode down on her, becoming a bit
firmer with each movement, letting her feel how he made love to his most beloved, letting her
feel every inch of his body, every ounce of his strength, as her fingers trailed over his back, his
biceps, his chest.
She climaxed more than once for him, and with him when his release came and he
flooded her with his seed… and as they kissed slowly, as he felt the last of his worries and fears
draining away, as his body pulsed with energy above her and his muscles flexed down against
her, he felt something happen… and when he opened his eyes, as they both breathed hard and
they rested together, she arched her back… and then she simply smiled softly up at him as she
reached up and silently touched the black rose blossom tattooed around her eye… and he

understood in the deepest depths of his soul, as he hugged her fiercely to him and she hugged
him tightly back, burying her head against him. Mercy of the Ages Narrius… raised by Lily in
Hell, taught and schooled in mortal and demonic culture as well as immersed in Zerrex‟s own
strange ideas: of course of all his daughters, she would be the one who he should have first
recognized would love him, and furthermore, have no qualms about loving him physically,
whatever fears he had about it himself.
Then he stared in amazement as her scars slowly pulsed, and she gazed up at him softly
with a soft smile as he leaned over her and pulled slowly free, and she breathed quietly before
rolling her hips and shoulders, eyes closing as he laid down beside her and pulled her against his
chest, the earth beneath them smelling sweet and alive. They looked at each other softly, and
then Mercy touched her throat silently… and Zerrex took one of her hands quietly, squeezing it
softly, before she nodded firmly… and he nodded back after a moment, before taking the back of
her head and pulling her forwards in a soft kiss.
Mercy‟s eyes fluttered… and then she twitched before arching her back with a quiet gasp
as Zerrex hugged her tightly against his body, feeling her form thrum and become tense before
relaxing… and when he drew away, he was enraptured to see that the scars on her had
transformed into fine, tattooed lines of vines and ivy, and Mercy blushed a bit as she gazed over
this before they literally rippled over her form, and she let her head fall back, eyes closing, as a
pair of shimmering, scaled wings pushed from her back, a beautiful, burning ivory. Zerrex gazed
at these for a moment as Mercy flexed them, before she blushed a bit as she twisted the rubbery
wings around herself, then spread them again with a silent laugh… and she smiled softly at her
father as she calmed, before flinching as she retracted the wings and she looked over her back to
see two white, crescent shaped marks over her shoulderblades, where they had extended from.
Then she gazed down at herself again, before the Drakkaren grasped her throat quietly,
and she rolled her head slowly on her shoulders with a smile… before blushing when he drew his
hands away and she felt a collar hanging loosely from the back of her neck. She carefully pulled
this free as Zerrex looked at her softly, her eyes roving over the supple leather and simple
platinum clasp… and then she turned it over, and stitched neatly into the back inside in purple,
were there words „I Love You.‟
Simple, and pure… and with shining eyes, Mercy donned the collar, then snapped the
clasp closed and rolled her head back, closing her eyes as the collar tightened against her throat,
before she winced and grunted… and then Zerrex said softly: “Now take it off.”
Mercy frowned, then she reached up and opened the clasp, pulling it off before she asked
in a curious, soft voice: “Why?”
She stopped and touched her muzzle in shock, rubbing her fingers along the stitching…
and then she whispered softly: “My name is Mercy Narrius… my father is Zerrex Narrius… I am
the daughter of Lilith Narrius… I… I can speak!”
“You can speak.” Zerrex smiled softly at her, stroking her face gently as she stared at him
in shock, and then he said quietly: “But you can only talk when you‟re not wearing the collar. It
might seem… it might seem cruel, but… I truly love you as you are, Mercy. You‟ll always be
my daughter, and I‟ll always love you… but you don‟t need a voice to be anything more special
to me than you already are.”
Mercy gazed at him quietly… and then she smiled softly, hugging him tightly before she
whispered to him: “Then it can be… our little secret. But… but let me just say that… that I love
you too, Daddy.”

They embraced tightly… and then Mercy silently did the collar back up without
complaint or fanfare, kneeling back and gazing at her father before she wiped at one of her eyes,
still smiling brightly, and Zerrex looked back at her softly, taking her hands gently as he
murmured: “You never have to wear the collar when you don‟t want to, Mercy… the mark of a
Disciple is beneath scale, beneath collars, beneath all the layers we coat ourselves in, as is the
mark of an Iuratus, as is the mark of a lover, a daughter, everything. You have to decide for
yourself which of those things you are… and know that I will always love you, no matter what
choices you make.”
Mercy squeezed his hands firmly, and Zerrex gazed at her affectionately before they
stood quietly together… and with a slight smile and a flick of his wrist, they were both once
more clothed, before the Drakkaren picked up his Nanotech armlet and gazed at her amusedly as
she tugged at her ripped belly shirt and jeans with slight surprise. “Hey, I can do a lot more than
that, too. They don‟t call me a god these days for nothing, although I‟d be glad if it was for
different reasons.”
Mercy rolled her eyes, and the reptile grumbled a bit as he adjusted his armlet down to
twenty, mumbling: “Fun-killer. I hadn‟t even made a sexual pun yet.” He paused, then added
dryly: “Ignore me if I go into a seizure.”
She looked at him for a moment, and then winced when Zerrex hit the enter button,
gargling and falling over as he twitched a few times on the ground, and Mercy immediately knelt
over him, her hands raised as she watched him twitch and spasm before she sighed in relief as he
finally stopped, the last of the energy sparking over his form as he mumbled: “I am in pain.”
She gave him a look, and Zerrex glowered back at her before she shook her head slightly,
and he grumbled and argued: “I do so need this thing. Every time I go to sleep without it on, bad
things happen if I‟m not in some kind of insulated, power-repressing cell. And sometimes bad
things happen even when I am. So like. There.”
Mercy sighed, then helped him gently to his feet before Zerrex‟s legs buckled a bit, but
he caught himself on the table and she carefully grasped his shoulder, looking at him with
concern… but he only smiled a bit before glancing over at the tools on the wall, grunting and
making his back crack loudly as he arched it before slowly approaching and asking quietly: “So
tell me, when… when did you get into this?”
He looked over at her, and Mercy approached, raising her hand… and then she rolled her
eyes and reached up to undo her collar, Zerrex sulking as he grumbled: “You‟re cheating now.”
“Shut up.” Mercy retorted, and then she paused and grinned a bit, almost tasting the
words as the stitches around her mouth stretched. “Do you know how often I‟ve wanted to say
things like that to you? And now I finally can if I want. And shut up.” She paused, looking at
him happily even as the reptile looked back sulkily, and then she reached out and quietly stroked
along one of the saws on the wall, asking quietly: “But why don‟t you go first and tell me
when… when you first got into the stuff you like to do in Sin‟s Tower?”
“It was…” Zerrex looked down quietly, leaning against the wall for a few moments, and
then he said softly: “First… first it was rape. No, that‟s a lie, because rape is about power, but…
the rapes started after rough sex, and rough sex started after sex, and sex started after I was out
on the road. Not that I spent long on my own… Ire‟s „recruitment program‟ is always looking for
people, and they don‟t give a rat‟s ass about your age. Too young? They just call you a „trainee‟
and have you polish weapons around the base and clean up after the soldiers. Then, before you
know it, you‟re discreetly sent overseas once they get enough people who no one will even know
is gone together, to one of Ire‟s many illegal operations, training camps, or battlefronts.

“So for me, it was fighting and killing first.” He paused meditatively. “Rape really
started… when I was eighteen, when I realized I could easily get away with it if the stupider,
smaller people than me could get away with it. Not that I thought myself sly or smart or even
cunning, only that well… bravery was in short supply in those days, but stupidity came in
immeasurable quantities, and it‟s easier to get a stupid person to fight for you than a brave one.
Stupid ones you just have to give a gun and point. Brave ones you need to give a reason for them
to be brave in the first place.
“I… hurt my rape victims a lot.” He smiled awkwardly at Mercy, but she was looking at
him with quiet curiosity, only nodding for him to continue, her eyes unafraid, not judging him,
only listening. “But I only started… trying to hurt them after the first dozen or so times. After
one of them pissed me off, and I punched her… then did it again. And I realized that I could turn
it into a… a sick kind of game. I could do anything I wanted to them, and they couldn‟t stop me,
so why shouldn‟t I, you know?” He stopped, then laughed a little as he nodded slowly. “I
justified it sometimes, but most of the time I didn‟t care. Didn‟t realize what I was doing. And
Cherry only encouraged it herself, liked the sick thrills we got doing it. We fantasized about it,
went out of our way to hurt people… started doing stupid things, which is one of the reasons we
ended up being shut down. But we weren‟t… weren‟t people back then. We were just animals,
trying to satisfy our urges and take our pains out on the world. And yeah, we had a lot of pain to
deal with… but that never, not once ever made what we did right, or even defendable.”
He stopped, then picked up a large butcher‟s knife, stroking a finger along the blade
before he tossed it to his left hand, the scales peeling away from his right before he slowly began
to sharpen the blade against his warped fist, sending up sparks as he murmured softly: “Daria
was one of my intended victims, but she… she was different. She thought she was evil, that… I
was doing her a favor. Even now, she‟s scared of something inside of her…” He shook his head
slowly with a quiet laugh. “If that‟s evil, though, imagine what I feel…”
“Zerrex…” Mercy quietly touched his arm, and he gazed at her softly before she took the
knife from it, looking at the blade as his right hand returned to normal… and then she smiled
faintly, bringing the ugly knife down to slowly cut her arm open, and both she and the Drakkaren
gazed at the blood that dribbled out of it as the vines tattooed along her forearm writhed slowly,
and then the wound slowly sealed back closed as she murmured softly: “I don‟t know what I feel,
what I am. I don‟t know if I could ever do the things you and Sin do… and yet I‟m confident I
could easily watch it. And at the same time, I… I used to cut myself so often that it barely hurts
even when I stab into something…” She flipped the knife over, but then smiled slightly as Zerrex
caught her wrist when she started to swing down towards her own stomach with it. “Don‟t trust
me?”
“I don‟t want to see you hurting yourself.” Zerrex took the knife gently from her as she
looked at him quietly… and then he smiled a bit as he put it back on the rack, adding softly: “At
least, not right now, after I already battered you plenty. Besides, I‟m always here to hurt you,
too.”
Mercy shook her head with a quiet laugh at this, and then she tilted her head towards him,
reaching both hands up to grasp either end of her collar as she murmured softly: “Could you?”
“I think I could.” the Drakkaren said softly, stroking along her face gently… and then
Mercy snapped her collar shut before she cocked her head towards him and gave him a pointed
look, and he rolled his eyes, saying dryly: “People are going to think I‟m abusive.”
She still continued to look pointedly at him, however, and the Drakkaren slowly rose a
hand, looking from it to Mercy, and then he slapped her cheek lightly… and Mercy gave him an

almost insulted look, before the Drakkaren groaned and smacked her a little harder… and now
she crossed her arms and sulked, and the reptile rolled his eyes, then he suddenly grabbed her
around the shoulders with one arm and drove his right fist hard into her stomach, and her eyes
bulged as her breath whistled out of her, gagging and trembling for a moment… and then she
looked up at him with a slight grin before she shoved him hard backwards and dove into him,
tackling him to the ground.
He grunted in shock and pain as she straddled him and shoved him down, pinning him,
and he looked stupidly up at her before she waggled a finger in front of his muzzle, and he
glowered at her, saying flatly: “I will seriously take you to Sin‟s Tower and show you what real
meathooks feel like, if you keep this up.”
She sniffed disdainfully, and the reptile rolled his eyes, not taking the bait this time
before he forced himself up with a grunt, pushing past the pain in his body to pick her up as she
started in surprise before laughing silently when he threw her over one shoulder, scooping his
cane up with his other hand as he stood with a wheeze and opened a portal with a mumble,
walking through it and into the Ravenlight Estate‟s main hall… and then he stared at Lily, who
was walking around cradling a stuffed animal, and he quickly put Mercy down and brushed her
off before pulling her collar off and trying to hide it, and immediately Mercy smiled and waved.
“Hi Mom!”
Zerrex cursed and shoved the collar back on her, almost throttling her as her eyes bulged
and she covered her muzzle, and Lily gaped at them before dropping her stuffed minotaur,
walking over to her daughter and looking back and forth over her with shock before she said
wonderingly: “Say that again!”
Mercy looked confused as she shrugged, moving her muzzle silently… and Lily frowned
a bit as she circled her daughter slowly, Zerrex trying to creep away before Lily reached out and
snagged his arm, asking him dryly: “Are you going to tell me what‟s going on here or do I have
to go and get Serenity?”
“Oh, now you‟re just being a bitch.” Zerrex grumbled, and then he winced as Lily pulled
at the collar, babbling: “Hey, no, leave that alone!”
He covered his own muzzle now, and Lily glared at him before she opened the clasp and
pulled the collar off, shaking it firmly as she said irritably: “Zerrex, we‟ve discussed this. Your
daughters are welcome to make their own decisions in becoming Iuratus – or Disciples, as this
case may be – but I still want to at least be informed of it and hear my daughter‟s reasons for it,
so they don‟t get involved in anything that‟s over their heads. Especially with you, Mercy, I
mean, there have been plenty of nice young boys interested in you.”
“Mom, I‟m several million years old.” Mercy complained, and then she winced and
cursed, before blushing a bit and covering her muzzle as Lily dropped the collar and gaped
stupidly. “This not talking thing is hard, Dad. I see why you say idiotic – oh shit I did it again!
Shit!”
“Mercy, you… you can talk! You can talk!” Lily hugged her daughter tightly, laughing
warmly, and then she gazed lovingly at her as she grasped her shoulders, looking at her happily
as she said tenderly: “Now we can get the Mark of Silence removed, and you can speak at your
meetings without an interpreter present, and I‟m sure Firenze will want you to be more active on
the Council and-”
“Mom, no, I can only talk when the collar isn‟t on.” Mercy said quietly, gently rubbing at
Lily‟s arms before wincing and pulling her hands free, as the female frowned quietly. “And I…
what do you mean, have this removed, or… all those other things?”

Behind Mercy‟s back, Zerrex made fiercely-negative gestures, but Lily ignored him as
she stroked over her muzzle, saying softly: “Well, you can speak now… there‟s no reason for the
Mark of Silence anymore. And now that you can talk, I‟m sure others will pay more attention to
you… not everyone could understand you before, but Mercy, that‟s all in the past now, and I
don‟t understand why you need a collar for silence purposes… that sounds more like a
punishment than a gift.”
Zerrex slapped his forehead as Mercy shook her head fiercely, then her muzzle opened
before she snapped it closed and snatched the collar up from the ground, putting it tightly back
on her throat and making several angry gestures towards Lily, who winced a bit before Mercy
stormed off, rubbing at her eyes… and Zerrex slapped his forehead before he looked moodily at
Lily, who at first looked distraught, then she glared at Zerrex… and then simply covered her eyes
and groaned. “Oh no.”
“Yeah.” Zerrex said lamely, and then he sighed a bit, walking past Lily and letting her
gather her thoughts as he picked up her stuffed animal, gazing down at the little cute minotaur
made out of thread, fuzzy cloth, and something like cotton… and he sighed, carrying this over to
her and smiling awkwardly as he held it out, and she immediately snatched it up and hugged it
fiercely, looking down silently. “I‟ll go talk to her, Lily.”
“No, I… I‟ll talk to her.” She stopped, then murmured softly: “And I didn‟t mean to
come across so… I don‟t know. Maybe it‟s because I‟m pregnant, or maybe it‟s because I‟m
envious of little Naganen, or I… I just miss… Dorian…” She looked at the minotaur plush
silently, then hugged it against her body again, breathing quietly. “Grief is not something…
we‟re unfamiliar with though, huh, Zerrex? Gotta… pick up and move on.”
She looked away, then shook her head with a smile. “I‟m… sorry. I got sidetracked.
Look, I‟ll talk to Mercy myself… I just… I want to know what happened.”
“I… don‟t know. Everything‟s been so screwed up today…” Zerrex shook his head,
walking slowly over to the stairs as Lily followed, and he sat down on them with a grunt, the
golden-scaled female gazing quietly down at him before the Drakkaren reached up and stroked
over her belly with a faint smile. “A bit of a bump there.”
“Yeah.” Lily smiled back quietly, then she sat down next to him, resting her head against
his shoulder. They were both quiet for a little while, and then she looked at him softly, asking
him to continue with her eyes.
He looked back at her for a few moments, and then sighed quietly before saying softly:
“Well, first of all, I had a run-in with Marina, who… was hellbent on becoming a Disciple.
Second, I ran into Camus. And then just after that, before I could even do more than get my
bearings when he dropped me back in here after another weird little dialogue, Mercy came out of
nowhere and saw how I was. She started asking me questions in that way she does… and she led
me through… things she‟s started to enjoy. Questions about her life, if I cared about her, all that,
and then she… I kissed her, and stopped, and she kissed me. And we ended up on the ground…
making love…”
Zerrex tapped his fingers awkwardly together, hunched forwards a little, but Lily only
nodded and smiled a bit, patting his back quietly. He looked over at her, smiling faintly,
wondering why some days it was so difficult to talk about sex while other days he was the only
person in the room telling perverted jokes… and then he said softly: “I gave her that collar and
the ability to speak, but… the collar suppresses it. I wanted, in a way, to give her the voice she‟s
never had… but I also wanted to show her that she doesn‟t need it. That she does fine without it,
and I guess she‟s… she‟s adjusting now. It was just bad timing, that‟s all… I mean…”

“Zerrex, I can take something being my fault, I promise.” Lily said mildly, and then she
quietly took the minotaur‟s little hand and made it pat Zerrex on the muzzle, murmuring softly:
“That‟s right, little fellow, that‟s right. Zerrex was just trying to make me not sound like a bitch.
When getting maternal on her on top of coming across very badly about her talking was dumbdumb-dumb. So when are you going to tell the others about Camus?”
“Well that was a sudden change of topic.” Zerrex said flatly, and then he sighed and
rubbed at his forehead slowly, muttering: “Well. I dunno. Daria‟s still in rough shape, but Cindy
has plans to move her back to the Tower… she thinks that in a setting that‟s more comfortable
for her, she‟ll recover faster, and the Sisters will be able to tend to her.”
“Maybe Mercy would like it if she could move to the Tower, too.” Lily said softly, and
Zerrex looked at her dumbly before she gave him a flat look. “Hey, I‟m still her mother, jackass,
and it‟s kind of hard to not notice the little cellar she‟s built herself beneath the Ravenlight
Estate.”
“Wait, she built that herself? And it‟s right beneath the Estate?” Zerrex said dumbly, and
he felt absurdly proud of his daughter as Lily sighed, touching her temple for patience. “Or…
should I be focusing on the fact it‟s filled with torture implements?”
“Zerrex, honestly, what attracted me to you first? Why did I have so many children with
you?” Lily asked him plainly, and the Drakkaren tapped at his muzzle thoughtfully before he
grinned and flexed his biceps, and Lily sighed and looked morbidly down at the minotaur plush
in her hands. “Oh, right. But well, I know about it, yes. One of the triplets came and told me, and
I took a look myself…” She paused, blushing a bit at the look Zerrex gave her. “What?”
“Privacy, Lily. We give our children privacy, especially when they‟re age-old demons.”
Zerrex said kindly, and Lily swatted the end of his muzzle, making him snort in amusement
before he grabbed her in a hug and chewed on the side of her head, making her laugh and push at
him before they smiled at each other… and then blushed and glanced away, Zerrex tapping his
cane against the ground and Lily hugging her stuffed minotaur tight to her body before he said
softly: “Well, go ahead and ask her if she wants to go out to Sin‟s Tower, then, when you go and
talk to her.”
“I thought you said you were going to go and talk to her?” Lily smiled a bit at him, and
Zerrex sighed and rolled his eyes, shoving at her again, and she swayed against the railing with a
bit of a smile before nodding and standing up, quietly brushing at herself. Then she blushed a bit,
holding the stuffed toy tight before asking hesitantly: “Do I ask her to take off the collar or… do
I ask her to leave it on?”
“Let her choose what‟s comfortable for her. That‟s the entire reason it‟s there.” Zerrex
said quietly, gazing at her softly… and Lily smiled a bit before she nodded and turned to head up
the stairs, as Zerrex grunted and leaned back against them, looking up at the ceiling. He wasn‟t
alone for long, however, as Ixin trundled along behind Anathema, looking at her sulkily as she
cradled the baby miserably against her body, a bit of dried spit-up visible on her shoulder.
Zerrex cocked his head as she approached and thrusted the baby out towards him, and the
Drakkaren winced as Naganen‟s head fell back, but the baby only giggled even as the lizard
gingerly took him and pulled him close, holding him against his strong body as he looked mildly
at the undead female, who glumly sat down beside him and muttered: “Banishment was easier
than this. And tell that psychotic asshole to go away.”
“Go away, psychotic asshole.” Zerrex intoned, and Ixin pouted, dropping on his ass in
front of him and hugging his legs up to his chest, and the Drakkaren rolled his eyes before he
asked flatly: “What do you want, Ixin?”

Ixin pointed a few times at Anathema as he made muffled noises, bouncing on the spot,
and then the lizard sighed and looked flatly at the female. “I thought you said you were no good
at magic.”
“I‟m not. I bound his lower and upper jawbones together and then fused the joints.”
Anathema said icily, and Zerrex winced a bit, rocking Naganen slowly as he patted at his chest
lightly. “What? He‟s a mage, an asshole, and was mocking me. Told me how „big-hearted
MILFs‟ turn him on, whatever that means.”
“Ixin, do you want me to tell her what the word MILF stands for?” Zerrex asked kindly,
and Ixin‟s eyes bulged as he shook his head violently, waving his hands fiercely. “Then I‟m
going to have her undo your jaws, and you‟re going to run away really fast.”
Ixin nodded stupidly, and when Zerrex gave Anathema a pointed look, she sulked, but
then reached out and grabbed Ixin‟s jaw, making him squeal in agony as her claws sank deep
into his muzzle and sent blood spurting out before his mouth tore open, and he screamed and
grabbed the sides of his face, running around in a circle before he flopped down on the floor, and
the Drakkaren stared before Naganen began to cry, and Zerrex glowered at the mage as he
winced at the sound of the lizard stomping to his feet, saying sharply: “You have ten seconds to
run, Ixin!”
“No one threatens Ixin the magnificent!” Ixin shouted, pulling out his flute as colored
explosions went off around him… and then he stared as Zerrex narrowed his eyes and leaned
forwards imposingly, before saying firmly: “There is nothing you can do to destroy me, Zerrex,
for am I made of invincible awesomeness.”
“Anathema, MILF stands for Mom-I‟d-Like-to-Fuck.” Zerrex said flatly, and Anathema
stared at Ixin as he squeaked and shrank down, before she snarled and leapt to her feet, charging
at him as her hands glowed with purple flames, and Ixin squealed like a little terrified girl before
turning and bolting for the doors.
“That‟s not fair, she doesn‟t play-hit like you do!” Ixin wailed, and he kicked open the
doors of the Ravenlight Estate before blowing a quick note on his flute, and the doors slammed
backwards, Anathema shoving her arms out to catch them before they could hit her and grunting
as they slowly began to force closed even against her strength, her hands steadily rotting the
wooden surfaces of both away before she threw them open in time to see Ixin vanish through a
portal, and she grumbled before slamming both doors shut behind herself, storming over to sit
moodily by Zerrex.
He looked at her as he gently rocked Naganen, until the baby‟s wails died down to
whimpers, and she paused before frowning at him, asking in a surprised voice: “How did you do
that?”
“More than a hundred children and you think I haven‟t learned how to rock a baby back
to being calm?” Zerrex said mildly, and Anathema gave him a dark look, which made the reptile
sigh and roll his eyes before he smiled a bit and held Naganen out to her. She looked at her son
nervously, and then she sighed and took it, the reptile saying softly: “Keep yourself quiet, for one
thing. No bursts of rage, no sudden movements. Just gentle rocking… and you might actually
have an advantage over other moms, you know.”
“Don‟t call me that.” Anathema said petulantly, but then she tilted her head despite
herself, asking grudgingly: “What?”
“Your heartbeat.” Zerrex said softly, and Anathema frowned at him as if she was being
the butt of some joke, but then the reptile simply motioned at her… and she looked down quietly

to see Naganen steadily calming further, quieting as his eyes blinked, then slid slowly closed as
he went to sleep, his head resting against Anathema‟s ribs as her heart throbbed quietly away.
She smiled a bit down at him, then looked up curiously at Zerrex, and he shrugged before
saying softly: “It‟s just a natural sleep-aid for a baby, I guess. But uh… don‟t spaz or anything,
but what made you most angry about being called a MILF?”
She bristled a bit, but then calmed herself before looking down quietly, mumbling: “I
don‟t know. It‟s like the moment a female is old enough, she‟s just a baby-factory to some males.
Or maybe it‟s because „mother‟ is not a word I‟d ever apply to myself, even though I‟ve had a lot
of children before this, technically…” She stopped, then sighed a bit, gazing down at Naganen as
she murmured softly: “I don‟t know if I‟m ready for motherhood, Zerrex. I thought I was, but I
guess you won‟t let me just kill this one or stuff him back into my womb, will you?”
“I don‟t think you could, for one thing. For another, Lily would rip you into pieces.”
Zerrex said mildly, and Anathema grumbled at this as she continued to rock the baby, before the
Drakkaren slid an arm around the female and squeezed her quietly close to his side. “It‟ll be
okay, Anathema, it will… it just takes time to adjust. And you do realize that Lily, at least, has
nine months to get used to the thought of having a new baby around before hers actually comes
out of her body and has to be fed, diapered, pampered, etcetera, while you uh… literally cut
yours out?”
“It‟s what I do.” Anathema poked the baby‟s nose a few times, and Zerrex gave her a
look before she sighed, gazing down at it before her features softened, and she murmured: “He
really does look just like a little Naganatine now, though… I suppose it‟s… he‟s kind of cute.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, and then Anathema shook her head before she carefully stood,
muttering: “Come on now, Zerrex. You‟re going to teach me how to change a diaper again,
because I think I didn‟t put this one on right.”
The next day, the Drakkaren found himself helping Mercy decorate her new room, which
the Sisters were happy to prepare for her: originally, it had been a „guest room‟ of sorts, but it
hadn‟t taken them long to move the few furnishings around and redecorate it more to Mercy‟s
tastes, taking several things from her rooms in both the Ravenlight Estate and Lily‟s palace to
this one, and moving her things hidden in the cellar that was technically beside the Ravenlight
Estate – but that made Zerrex no less proud, especially when he found out she‟d dug it out
herself with a shovel – and into an open display rack here, before blushing and smiling as Zerrex
helped her sort through them, putting the usable on the hooks and others aside. He also explained
to her about the maintenance of the tools, how rust or dried blood could add to the look or
atmosphere of certain objects, but could also make them completely unusable if allowed to settle
in specific areas of a blade or tool.
Mercy kept her collar on, and smiled awkwardly at Lily as she helped her carry boxes
into the Tower, sticking more with objects like books and Mercy‟s small connection of stuffed
animals. He didn‟t expect an instant heal, though… he knew if there was one thing Mercy was
sensitive about, it was the many, many years of silence she had gone through, and the things that
had been done to her during that time. Even now, he knew she would suffer at times, being
unable to speak with the collar on, and that others would misjudge his intentions… but here, at
least, she would learn more about the trade she had taken a strange interest in.
Of course, earlier in the day, before they‟d really started moving, Zerrex had given her a
tour of the Tower and its prisons… and she had been fascinated by it if anything, not in the least
bothered. Zerrex had found her reaction interesting… so he had brought her to the room where

the masochistic succubi were kept, and in front of her eyes, torn open the stomach of one and
pulled its intestines out. And instead of the illness he‟d expected, she had only stared in awe…
and after he had pushed the succubus‟s insides back… well… inside her, he had wondered
quietly how much damage Mercy had suffered over the years to allow her to view such sights
with interest… but she still squirmed a bit when Zerrex showed her unwilling victims, even after
explaining his philosophy on their imprisonment and eternal penance here to her, and she had
grown instantly ill when he had asked her curiously if she wanted to try hitting one of the
succubi herself.
She and Daria had almost instantly clicked, even if they were only able to meet for a little
while. Daria was still very weak, but after Cindy had helped her down into the depths of the
Tower and Zerrex had taken over, she had gained a little bit of her old self back, even if now she
was snoozing in bed. But she wasn‟t suffering the nightmares as badly anymore: now, it was a
matter of resting, just like it was for Sin… but with Mercy here, she‟d have a new friend to talk
to, just as Mercy would have someone to help teach her the ropes when Zerrex wasn‟t around.
He smiled a bit at Mercy, as he helped organize books on her shelf, and then he rolled his eyes in
amusement as Mahihko bumbled in with another large box, asking loudly: “Daddy, where does
this go?”
“Put it in Daria‟s room, and be quiet about it. Just near the doorway is fine, it‟s just a few
odds and ends I had brought here for her.” Zerrex said mildly, and Mahihko giggled a bit and
nodded, exaggerating his tiptoeing as Mercy smiled despite herself at him, then gazed at Zerrex
softly. He gazed back, and then he reached up and touched her collar quietly, murmuring softly:
“Do you think that I‟ve done the right thing with this?”
She shrugged, then looked down thoughtfully, rubbing slowly at her head before she
gazed at him and nodded firmly, and he smiled again at her as he walked over, still holding an
armload of books… and then he rolled his eyes in amusement as she plucked one of these up and
pushed it into her neatly-alphabetized bookshelf. “You inherited your obsession with working
from your mother, you know.”
Mercy rolled her eyes as she turned around and headed to another box, pulling out a pair
of knitting needles and several large balls of multicolored yarn, and Zerrex smiled despite
himself as she put these carefully inside a small cupboard, before turning around and giving him
a look. The Drakkaren sighed and rolled his eyes at the insistence in her dark-blue irises, and
then he mumbled and turned around, slowly putting books into place on the shelf as he muttered:
“There‟s a love of order and there‟s just excessive need to control things, Mercy.”
Mercy shook her head with an amused look at his back, and then she rubbed gently over
her bed, now covered with a large, fluffy comforter she had made herself, illustrated with
different places from around Hell including the Central Spire, the Ravenlight Estate, and Lily‟s
castle. Zerrex finally managed to finish putting the books into place, and then he turned around
to see they had set the entire room up according to Mercy‟s tastes… and he walked over to sit on
the bed beside her before wincing as Mahihko scrambled into the room and giggled as he looked
back and forth around it with shining eyes. “This place is so neat!”
The reptile looked amusedly at the little wolf, as Mercy rested her head against her
father‟s shoulder with a soft look at the lupine. He knew she was surprised that he could so
happily bounce around a place like this, but Zerrex was somehow unsurprised: Mahihko‟s
stretchy little body could take a lot of abuse, after all, and he had developed a few twisted desires
of his own over the years. And that wasn‟t even taking into account Lone‟s side of the
submissive wolf‟s personality, which just made things even more convoluted.

Mahihko toddled his way over to Mercy, and he smiled up at her, gazing at her
affectionately before he asked curiously: “So you can really talk when your collar comes off?”
He paused as Mercy‟s smile became a little strained for a moment, and when she nodded, he
giggled a bit and clapped his hands. “Neat! Do all the collars your Disciples have give them
special powers or something, Daddy?”
“No, Mahihko.” The reptile rolled his eyes in amusement, and then he leaned down,
poking his nose lightly, and the lupine grabbed at it with another giggle. “What took you so long,
though? Is Daria awake?”
“Oh, yeah, she wanted me to tell you that she‟s feeling better and stuff, and she‟s happy
to babysit me for a little while.” Mahihko beamed, obviously not entirely minding the idea of
being babysat: admittedly, Zerrex wouldn‟t at all mind being babysat himself if it was by
someone like Daria, especially since she still obviously preferred to walk around in as little
clothing as possible. “She‟s going to help me more with my pole-dancing. Maybe you can help
too, Mercy, I bet you can move real beautifully.”
Mahihko shuffled a paw against the ground, gazing over at her abashedly, and Mercy
blushed a bit and hid a smile behind one hand before she shook her head and looked at him
softly, and he hesitated before bounding over to her, tugging on her wrist gently as he gazed up
into her eyes pleadingly. “Then maybe you could just watch, huh? I‟d really like it if you could
just watch and help Daria out.”
Zerrex smiled softly at this, as Mercy gave him a questioning look, and he nodded, saying
softly: “Why not? Come on wolf, let‟s watch you, then, and keep Daria company at the same
time. Maybe it‟ll help all of us dispel these bad vibes lingering in the air.”
Mahihko almost squealed and charged out of the room, his little miniskirt flying around
him, and the reptile laughed a bit before he looked at Mercy, who gazed lovingly back at him
before she took his hand. He squeezed it, and she pressed immediately up against his side,
rubbing a hand slowly over his chest, stroking over the muscles hidden beneath fabric. Then the
two headed quietly over to Daria‟s room, giving nods to the Sisters as they all passed with warm
smiles, bowing their heads respectfully towards Zerrex as they touched their collars quietly…
and remaining in gentle silence in respect of Mercy, showing with their bodies that they
understood her fully instead of using their voices… and the Drakkaren pulled Mercy a bit closer
as she touched her face, looking happier than she had in a long time. The gestures were so
small… but they were beyond meaningful to a female who had been born „different‟ in a world
that was built upon excellence from birth.
Daria was sitting up, her breasts covered only by stick-on black butterflies, a tight black
bikini bottom with the outlines of butterflies in white thread the only other thing on her… and
she looked lovingly at Zerrex as he approached and sat down on the large couch beside her,
Mercy resting on his other side as he gazed at Cindy with surprise. She was dressed in looser
clothes today, an exercise top and an old pair of jeans that had seen their fair share of combat…
and she smiled slightly as she looked over at Zerrex, adjusting her braids as Daria rubbed a hand
slowly up and down her lower back, looking shyly delighted. “I… decided just to stay a little
while here. Besides, Cherry is out with Priest right now, and jealous as she acts… I know she
doesn‟t really mind, so long as I show up later with a box of chocolates and a belt of hand
grenades.”
“Please don‟t, the landscapers are busy with serious matters as it is.” Zerrex groaned and
leaned back against the wall, and Cindy smiled warmly at him as Daria giggled and Mercy
stroked gently through his hair, before the lizard leaned back and smiled as Mahihko came out

from behind the doors of the closet, now wearing a fishnet shirt and over his arms, tight
stockings going up his legs and his paws bare, showing off the pink, glitter-paint on his toenails.
“So what are you going to do for us, wolf?”
Mahihko beamed adoringly at them, and then he scraped a paw against the ground before
heading quickly over to the pole, blushing a little as he grasped it and mumbled: “I… I just want
to run through a few exercises and… you know. Show you guys what I can do.”
Zerrex rested back, then he glanced at Daria and nodded, and she grunted quietly as she
sat up with a wince: he knew the other, quieter reason Cindy was here was to observe her, as she
rubbed slowly at her throat before saying in a voice that had a faint, whispery hiss to it: “Okay,
Mahihko. Start easy, show Zerrex your starting position and then do a simple spin around the
pole.”
Mahihko nodded obediently, and then he leapt up spryly and pressed his body close to the
pole, wrapping himself around it and extending one leg away as he gazed over them lustfully,
before placing his paw against the base of the pole and rotating around it in an easy movement,
Daria murmuring: “Good, good… slow down a little, don‟t let the adrenaline rush take over. I
know it‟s a big crowd, but we‟re all friends here… we‟re… we‟re all family, even.”
“Even me?” Mahihko asked softly, stepping forwards quietly… and when all eyes turned
to Zerrex, he nodded quietly, without hesitation, without worry, and Mahihko beamed happily at
him before he laughed and nodded, leaping backwards and doing an easy reverse handspring,
twisting his body at the last moment through the air to seize the pole and spin around it all the
way down to the bottom, before he giggled and landed on his ass with a bright smile.
“Was he trained in athletics?” Daria asked curiously, even as she winced and rubbed at
her throat, and Cindy and Zerrex smiled at each other before the male bowed his head
courteously towards her, motioning for her to go on.
Cindy rolled her eyes, and then she gazed at the little lupine as he began to play with his
oversized paws, tickling over his toes and giggling childishly as his eyes looked over them
adoringly, as if forgetting what he was here for… but beneath that childish exterior was still a
sharp adult mind, Zerrex knew, even though Mahihko still seemed to forget he wasn‟t a toddler
now and then. “Sort of. Mahihko has always been agile… while Lone can sometimes pull
athletics off, sometimes just falls on his face. But more than that, well… let me take things back
a few years.
“Zerrex trained Mahihko the same way he trained the rest of us, especially after his
abilities really began to manifest and he remembered who he had been, in the long past.” Cindy
paused for a moment, then said softly: “It took him… a lot longer than it took us to catch on to
some things, yeah. But it was harder for him, too… a brand new body, past memories always
chasing him, a childish outlook on life and a need to be led.” She glanced at Zerrex, who looked
awkwardly away as Mercy kissed his cheek softly. “And he hadn‟t been trained like this
before… at least I‟d had my training from Daddy and Requiem, and Cherry and Zerrex well…
you know that story, I‟m sure.”
She paused meditatively, then gazed at Mahihko as he jumped back to the pole, leaning
against it shyly. “Mahihko excelled in the movement practices, though… he‟s fast, hard to catch,
and small, which some people fail to realize is an advantage at times. We also learned that he can
charge his hands with static energy, letting him cling to metallic surfaces… making him very
useful for sneaking into places when combined with his other tricks and abilities.
“After Hell, well… Mahihko continued his training, between… play-dates and malehunting and getting in trouble.” Cindy smiled a bit at him, and the wolf blushed a little, half-

hiding behind the pole. “He and Cherry have spent a lot of time working hard together, but… he
slacked off a little after Daddy was… gone.”
Mahihko nodded, fidgeting a bit before he murmured: “It was just hard to do anything
without Daddy around… it was scary.” He stopped, then gazed over them all affectionately,
saying firmly: “But now I‟m going to work my hardest and do my very best to make everyone
here proud, I promise!”
“Good wolf.” Zerrex smiled at him softly, and then he gestured at him with a bit of an
amused expression. “Why don‟t you start by showing off some of these new dance moves of
yours, huh?”
The little wolf beamed and nodded firmly, and Zerrex relaxed in the company of his girls
and the little male, who put on an entertaining show with his body and his graceful, effeminate
movements. When he stopped, they clapped for him, and Mahihko beamed happily like a child
who had just won his first talent contest, then run over to Zerrex and hugged him tightly before
he bounded over to Daria and squeezed her firmly as well, burying his head against her stomach.
Daria was absurdly touched by the lupine‟s gesture, and she seemed healthier, happier
now than she had been before. It was heartwarming to see… and he stayed as everyone left,
Mahihko bounding off with Mercy and Cindy heading back to the medical building as the
Drakkaren sat beside the newt, before she closed her eye and curled up quietly against his form.
He wrapped his arms around her, and she rubbed a hand along her chest slowly,
murmuring quietly: “Zerrex, when Lovecraft touched me… I felt his mind, and I felt his pains
and his joys and everything in between. I… I felt how he saw us, and you, and the fear of you
and how Camus… Magnus… always spoke about you. I also saw the other Broken, Rot and
Serviteur, your… your granddaughter… and she won‟t question the will of Magnus. I‟m scared,
Zerrex… I‟m scared that there are things out there so powerful, they can bend you against the
people you love most… I‟m scared of these Broken, and even more of their sick obsession over
you…” She broke off, then laughed a little as she quietly adjusted her eyepatch. “Which is
different from my sick obsession over you.”
Zerrex gazed at her quietly, and then he stroked gently over her forehead, soothingly
rubbing down to the back of her neck as he held her close with his other arm and said softly:
“Listen, Daria, not even I know what Camus is… I mean… I do know what he‟s thinking. But I
don‟t know what he feels, what he even intends to do. What he‟s capable of.” He stopped,
looking down as he murmured softly: “And one of my contacts on the mortal plane, named
Mary, warned me that Maria had gone… a little over the edge. But if she has her mind still, and
it hasn‟t been… changed, warped, I know that we can convince her to be more rational about
things. The Maria I knew was… was shy, and calm, and quiet…”
“But they‟re Broken now… and Broken can‟t be saved. That‟s one of the rules of them…
I heard them all, whispering constantly in Lovecraft‟s mind. He was such a pile of longings and
miseries and strange emotions…” Daria shook her head slowly, murmuring: “And the images of
pain and death… they… they made me think of what I‟ve done here. The people I‟ve hurt,
ripped apart… the pleasures I sought, the… Zerrex, you saw how I became with Serenity, and
that was holding back, holding on to myself and backing off because you were there to stop me,
to maintain control over me…” She closed her eye, hugging herself silently. “You never saw
what happened when I was completely off the leash…”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, and then he kissed her forehead silently before hugging her
close, murmuring: “And you never saw what I did in the Legion before I did my best to control
myself, Daria. Redemption is always there, and it‟s not a religious thing, either: serving others as

you best can, helping the weak and the strong alike, being there for people, doing your share, the
simple things… in those things are redemption. In your dances on stage, pleasing entire crowds
of people, not just inciting lusts but indulging fantasies and giving people enjoyment, even if it‟s
carnal, that can be redemption, Daria. Just as devoting yourself to a single cause with manic,
berserk fervor… can lead so very far away from it…”
The Drakkaren thought of Camus again, then shook his head for a moment before he
motioned upwards, saying quietly: “This facility… it lays beneath a prison built upon the
foundations of my beliefs. That the only thing that can put us beyond redemption is ourselves,
that willful, insipid ignorance is the greatest sin. The people above either can not or will not feel
for others, no matter what I do to them, no matter what I show them, no matter if I am soft and
gentle or strong and cruel. But Daria, look at you; you call yourself a monster, but I can see and
feel the fears and worries and anxieties in your body, and tell you that the last thing you are is a
murdering beast.”
He stroked under her chin gently, and she smiled after a moment at him, before burying
her head forwards against his chest… and he hugged her tightly to him, looking quietly down at
her as he slowly rocked back and forth with her in his arms. Then she looked up at him
pleadingly, resting her hands against his chest and whispering: “Will you stay with me tonight? I
think it would help me a lot.”
“Of course.” Zerrex said softly, then he paused and tilted his head downwards, thinking
to himself… before he finally murmured: “But do you mind if I go check in at the Estate first? I
want to make sure everyone knows where I am, in case something happens… and I‟m a little
worried about how Anathema is doing with Naganen.”
Daria smiled and nodded, and Zerrex leaned forwards, kissing her forehead gently before
he stood and headed to the door, gazing over his shoulder at her affectionately before he glanced
up to see Earth standing hesitantly at the main doors leading out, enormous dragon guards
standing tall on either side of the doorway and calmly looking at the Drakkaren. And then Earth
looked over her shoulder and said something in a strange, guttural language, and they both
dropped to kneels and bowed their heads forwards, Zerrex walking forwards with surprise as the
female said hesitantly: “It‟s… an ancient form of elemental speech, they don‟t seem to speak it
but they do understand it… I wanted to go over a few things with you on our way to the surface,
if… if you don‟t mind my company.”
Zerrex nodded with a soft smile, and the guards eagerly opened the heavy doors for them,
letting the two walk quietly over the bridge and into the base of Sin‟s Tower as the Sister smiled
at him for a moment, then hugged herself shyly, before Zerrex nudged: “Go ahead, I won‟t bite
or anything. That‟s why I‟ve got Sin.”
That just made Earth blush, even as the Drakkaren laughed a little, and then she gazed up
at him affectionately as she said almost shyly: “With the help of both the dragon warriors and
what we‟ve decided to call the Sacrifices, because of the way they‟ve given themselves freely up
to the whims of others and take pleasure in even the worst agonies inflicted on their bodies,
we‟ve been able to rapidly expand through the series of natural caverns around the area. If… if
it‟s alright with you, Fire is going to construct several altar designs… and we were thinking that
we‟d like to expand the temple so that this could also act as a… a home away from home, a safe
bastion for you and your Disciples. We also have an Iuratus barracks in the design… and
furthermore, I‟d love to… include another barracks for the dragon warriors, too.”
“Where are you even getting all the materials for this?” Zerrex asked mildly, as they
ascended the lift slowly upwards… and Earth smiled at him softly, shaking her head a bit.

“Zerrex, we‟re elemental demigods.” she reminded him, and then she held her arms out,
adding: “And this entire area is rich with ore, gemstones, and natural metals, not to mention the
magma vent. With all these resources around us, forging resources is simple… and the dragon
warriors are even capable of withstanding the heat given off by the lava, so they can carry the
materials around. The things we cannot create, we take from the evidence warehouses or are
donated from our charitable guests.”
Zerrex rubbed at his head slowly, murmuring: “I dunno how good I feel still about that
evidence locker stuff. I mean, those things could be going to families in Hell, to make their lives
a little easier…”
But Earth only looked at him softly, touching his chest quietly as she murmured: “How
easy should life in Hell be at first, Lord Zerrex? Hell is still Hell: many of the souls that come
this way are wicked and sinful, and they must first be cleansed. You know this yourself… you
just need to stop doubting your own worth.” She stopped, then hugged him impulsively, and
Zerrex gazed down at her softly before she pulled away with a quiet smile. “And before I grow
too ambitious, the Sisters and I would also like to ask permission to perhaps do some repairs
around the Tower here…”
Zerrex snorted as they began to walk up the ramp, shaking his head and hands at this.
“Oh hell no, you aren‟t laying a single finger trying to pretty this place up.” He paused moodily
in front of a cell, gazing in at its occupant, a Gorgon wearing shackles that stopped the ugly
female from sizing up to her full height as she slammed herself against the clear metal door, then
snarled furiously, eyes glowing with rage… but the glass diluted the petrifying power, only
making Zerrex wince as he felt something like a prickle over his body at most. Not that she could
turn me to stone anyway… I was a Wrath demon once, after all, and I seem to have carried over
most of my Wrath characteristics. “You see, this place has… has a special charm about it. It‟s
rusted, and ugly, and there‟s dried blood everywhere… but that‟s what it‟s supposed to look
like.”
He paused as they moved to the next cell, and Earth winced back as the demon inside
slammed its fist against the cell door, making it warp before the Wrath demon roared furiously as
the clear metal glowed and healed itself, the Drakkaren adding softly: “Besides. The charms here
were all renewed by Sin herself, eleven years ago, before I died and after the merge. Or was it
twelve now?”
He lowered his head, frowning a bit at how he couldn‟t figure out the flow of time… and
then Earth winced as the rhino inside slammed its oversized features against the door, almost
knocking it out of place before it healed itself, and it howled in fury, shackles clanking as it
threw its arms to the side and began to scream death threats. “Maybe we should move on, Lord
Zerrex? He seems to be becoming agitated.”
“I‟m sorry Earth, yes, let‟s move on.” Zerrex said softly, wrapping a comforting arm
around her, and then he smiled a bit as she glanced down embarrassedly, murmuring: “Now hey,
don‟t worry about it. I know this stuff isn‟t for everyone… and besides. You‟re safe with me…
I‟m the biggest monster in this place, after all.”
She gazed up at him for a few moments, and then she shook her head with a soft smile.
“No, you are a god, Lord Zerrex. A god infused with the powers of creation… and you have
always been special, since we first met you, with that terribly-powerful will you have… that part
of you that grits its teeth and digs its claws in until it gets what it wants.”
She stopped for a few moments meditatively, and then she nodded slowly, more to
herself than anything else, as they passed into the „warehouse‟ area from the ramp. “But okay, no

fixing this place up then. I suppose, from your reasoning, it doesn‟t need to be fixed, anyway…
it‟s meant to look like this, smell like this, have this atmosphere about it.”
“I‟ve always thought it to be beautiful.” came a voice, and they both looked up in surprise
to see Sin smiling as she dragged an enormous, handsome Nightmare slowly down the ramp by
the back of his neck, his blonde-dyed mane flowing over her hand and his black fur stained red
here and there with blood, the only clothing on him an obscenely-bulging speedo. “My apologies
if I startled either of you… I was just taking a moment from an inspection to pick up some fresh
meat.”
Zerrex tilted his head curiously as Earth stared, and then the Drakkaren walked to the row
of empty cages, picking one up and opening the door with ease: anyone other than him or Sin,
however, would be unable to open the doors of these cages. The locks they often added
afterwards were usually just for show, or to give them a sense that they might be able to free
themselves… and then rip their hope away if they managed to get the lock off and the door still
refused to open. “Now, Sin, you know the rules. There‟s a whole process we put together for
finding victims… you seem like you‟re getting a little greedy these days in grabbing up all the
stock that you can.”
Zerrex gestured to three other victims still laying in cages, not yet sorted to a cell, and Sin
blushed a bit, touching her muzzle before she replied with a bit of a smile: “Oh, but Lord
Zerrex… this is… a welcome present for Daria and Mercy, in a way. I did plenty of research,
don‟t worry… he‟s an ex-dancer from Toxic Beauty, very narcissistic, and he‟s hurt many a
person around him… and Pride is your favorite sin to break, isn‟t it?”
Zerrex gave her a quietly-amused look, and then he shook his head slowly as he gazed
down at the stallion, taking in his strong, fit form and tall ten feet of height, before he said
slowly: “But how‟s this for Daria? Did they have a rivalry, or did he attempt to hurt her or rape
her?”
“Nothing of the sort… he was fired long before he even had a chance, after only a few
weeks of working there. He was accused of raping one client… but he also tended to hog the
spotlight and ruin other shows.” Sin gently touched his bicep, and then she gazed softly at Earth,
saying gently: “And although Lord Zerrex may object, perhaps we can compromise, and you can
instead help me rebuild the outer section of my Tower. Once upon a time, this was an entire
castle, you know… a castle belonging to Lucifer himself, and the dungeon below where, for a
time, myself and my fellow siblings, the traitors to Naganis, were held.”
The Drakkaren looked at her curiously, and she blushed a bit, murmuring: “I‟m sorry I
never told you before, Lord Zerrex, I was… just embarrassed. After Mephistopheles escaped, we
were all taken prisoner and sealed here while they searched high and low for any sign of his
presence… but as you know, he was able to hide himself easily once on the mortal plane, and for
many countless years involved himself in events small and large, but always destructive, on the
mortal plane. Once freed, however, I… I and mine lashed out against Lucifer for imprisoning us,
even though by then he had already been drawn back to Heaven, and we razed the castle. This
last remaining Tower I took sanctuary in, hoping Mephistopheles would come but… he never
did.”
The reptile nodded slowly as she quieted and looked down, and then Earth bowed her
head respectfully, saying quietly: “Lady Sin, it would truly be an honor to help you restore the
outer tower… perhaps even more of the castle itself, should you desire.”
Sin smiled softly at this, and then she said quietly: “The Tower is more than enough,
Earth, the castle stood many years ago and some things should be left to rest.” She paused, then

gazed at Zerrex softly, half-bowing to him with a soft smile. “And as long as it‟s alright with
you, Zerrex.”
“Of course it is.” He paused, then touched her face gently, and she blushed as he stroked
quietly over the metallic side of it and around the socket that held the blue flame of her eye. “I…
I‟m really glad to see you back on your feet.”
“And speaking of which, Priest wishes to speak to you, I think about something to do
with the mortal realm.” She looked at him for a moment, then added gently: “But take care of
your businesses first, I don‟t believe it‟s urgent. Even Firenze urged me to rest myself and take
my time with things… and poor Daria, too, I‟d like to check on her myself, if you don‟t mind,
and tell her about this gift. I think perhaps she could help teach Mercy about… punishment,
redemption, and values, whatever she thinks of herself. She‟s a lot like you, Zerrex: quick to
action, but thoughtful in retrospect.”
“I‟m sure she‟ll love it… and if Mercy is going to stay here, I… I do want her to become
comfortable with the things that go on here. She‟s obviously more like the… what did you call
them, Earth, Sacrifices?” Zerrex tilted his head, and Earth nodded, as Sin smiled a little at the
name. “The masochistic demons you gave me as a gift. I like that name, don‟t you? Anyway,
before I go off on a tangent, uh… yeah. Mercy‟s… I‟m not really surprised, thinking about it.”
He looked down, rubbing at his face before he muttered: “How blind am I?”
“Very.” Sin said gently, and Zerrex gave her a flat look that made her blush a bit even as
she smiled wider. “Now listen, Lord Zerrex. I know you feel bad still. I know you‟re worried and
anxious, and also scared that you‟re trying to change her into something she‟s not… but I know
you say often you will support her or any of your friends or family in anything they choose, and
this is the lifestyle she‟s choosing. It can be difficult to adjust to at first… it makes even the
hardiest squeamish at first, unless they possess no emotions… but if it‟s for her, she‟ll quickly
figure it out, and Daria will treat her kindly, as will I.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he hugged her tightly, and Sin hugged him quietly back, resting
her head against his shoulder as he murmured: “I trust you, Sin… and okay. I‟ll… I‟ll let things
develop as they will. I just can‟t stand the thought of my little girl being scared of herself or
hurt.” He shook his head, then smiled a bit. “Anyway, I‟ll be back sooner or later. I‟m going to
stay here with Daria tonight, but I want to take a look around outside first, deal with the stuff
I‟ve got to deal with. I need to be a little responsible now and then.”
“Good.” Sin nodded, and then she gently touched Earth‟s shoulder, gazing down at her
kindly. “In that case, I‟ll walk with Earth back to the temple below, and we can talk through her
ideas. Take care, Lord Zerrex.”
Earth added her own good wishes, blushing and smiling warmly up at Sin, and Zerrex
watched them head to the door before he walked up the ramp and out of the Tower, rolling his
shoulders slowly as he gazed quietly up at the twilit sky. He smiled a bit, spotting a few stars in
the dark canopy, and then he sighed and created a portal, stepping through it and into the
Ravenlight Estate‟s main hall.
He closed his eyes, reaching out with his mind… and then he rolled them, unsurprised to
sense Lily and Anathema‟s energies upstairs. The Drakkaren moodily strode up the stairs as he
followed his instincts, not knowing what to expect as he rubbed at his bad leg for a few
moments, and he carefully pressed himself against the door leading into the second floor hallway
before opening it quietly, and he was immediately assaulted by the sound of Anathema finishing
angrily: “-mother like you!”

“I am a wonderful mother!” Lily sounded outraged, and Zerrex slowly leaned sideways
so he could see through the door, staring at the sight of the undead Naganatine cradling a
whimpering Naganen against her body, the baby bag laying at her feet. “It‟s not my fault that
you‟re freaking out so badly about this, if you would just calm down-”
“Do this, do that, all this bullshit and what, I still end up getting puked on and you lecture
me about not holding the baby like this, or not doing that!” Anathema sounded righteously
pissed, and the reptile wondered if he should just stay out of this before he winced as Anathema
ducked, almost dropping Naganen, and seized a baby toy from the bag to fling it at Lily,
shouting: “My kids grew up fine and I basically left them on the ground where I dropped them!”
“And that‟s exactly why you need to be taught what it means to be a mother!” Lily
retorted nastily, her voice coming closer, and Zerrex winced before he stepped into the hall. Both
females immediately looked at him, and Zerrex carefully reached out and plucked Naganen away
from the undead Naganatine before heading back into the main hall with him, shushing him
gently. As he closed the door, he gave a sour look over his shoulder, catching Anathema standing
dumbly and Lily poking her head around the corner before the door clicked shut behind him, and
then he gazed down at the baby, rocking him a little bit as Naganen whimpered a bit again, not
full-out crying but obviously far from happy.
“Hey, kiddo.” he said softly, and he bounced him gently as he walked down the stairs,
looking at the cute little outfit he was in that was obviously Lily‟s idea: blue and fluffy, and little
mitts over his hands so he didn‟t accidentally scratch or gouge himself, as well as a sweater…
although the reptile thought that was going overboard in Hell‟s climate, as he shifted to hold him
under the armpits and smile up at him as he held him up, Naganen looking at him quietly. “Look
at you, growing up so fast… I swear, that better not be due to any corruption baths, or I‟ll cut
someone‟s face off.”
Naganen giggled at this, and Zerrex smiled slightly as he cradled him close and tickled
over his chest gently with a hand, murmuring: “You like that, huh? Well, I hope you‟re not too
much like me… things like that can lead to trouble, kiddo.” He paused, then looked at the double
doors leading out of the Estate, before he whistled sharply and called: “Serenity!”
A moment later, Serenity leapt in through a portal, snarling and looking back and forth
with her sword at the ready, her armor clacking against her scales… and then she stared at the
sight of Naganen as the portal behind her closed, and she said slowly: “Lord Zerrex, although I
appreciate you calling me, I should note that I was busy in Iuratus training with Desire…”
“Hey, I‟m the boss here.” Zerrex said mildly, and Serenity sighed, looking at him
anxiously before the Drakkaren rolled his eyes. “No, I‟m not dying. I just want to go for a little
walk with Naganen outside, but I want a bodyguard around. You know, just in case some
suicidal asshole decides it‟s a good idea to try and attack me while I‟m carrying a defenseless
baby around.”
“Fine, Lord Zerrex. Thank you for having the common sense to call me.” Serenity said
finally, and then she snapped her fingers and created a portal, leaning through it for a moment.
When she stepped away, she was followed shortly after by Desire, who blushed and smiled as
she saluted… and Zerrex smiled back, cradling his son close to his chest before the female
looked awkwardly at Serenity… and she crossed her arms, sulking a bit at the look Zerrex gave
her. “Very well, Desire, go ahead.”
Desire giggled and bounced up to Zerrex, looking lovingly over Naganen and murmuring
baby-talk down to him as she gazed back and forth over his face, and then she smiled up at her

father, saying quietly: “He‟s so cute, Daddy… I can‟t believe he seems so well-tempered, and he
came out of Anathema…”
“Anathema‟s better than she looks… when she isn‟t being a bitch!” Zerrex shouted the
last part at the ajar door, and both Lily and Anathema half-fell out of it before crawling back
inside and slamming it, and Serenity rubbed slowly at a temple as Desire blushed a bit, halfhiding her face. “Anyway. I have to go and see Priest, so portal us to him, Serenity. I‟m also
being responsible and letting everyone know I‟ll be staying at the Tower tonight, with Daria.”
“Thank you, Father. I appreciate that.” Serenity looked at him for a few moments as if
not sure whether or not to believe him, but then she simply shrugged a little and turned, opening
a portal and adding mildly: “I should note, however, that Priest‟s lab is really no place for a
child…”
“Oh stop it. He‟s not just a kid, he‟s my kid. Besides, if I‟m too overprotective of him, he
might end up turning out like you.” Zerrex said mildly, and when Serenity shot him a burning
look, he winced and ran though the portal, calling: “I was just kidding, seriously!”
The Drakkaren spent roughly the next hour walking around with Naganen and making
visits, giving the baby a bit of a wider view of the Hell he had been born into and taking him to
see some of his relatives. Priest stopped work without complaint to sit for a while with them,
smiling at his new baby brother every now and then and asking Zerrex awkward questions about
Anathema‟s anatomy, and between these the two also discussed between them about test-firing
the bombs Priest was designing. It would take a very specific chemical makeup, and Priest would
require several gallons of both toxic seawater as well as toxic freshwater to be able to design the
weapon properly, and also that it might at first make things worse: oil slicks and certain
chemicals might have to be burned away instead of biodegraded, and he couldn‟t tell for sure
what would happen to some of the aquatic life still surviving, or whether or not the bacterium
that would be released with the chemical would mutate or simply die off once done their job.
Zerrex, however, got lost about a tenth of the way through Priest‟s speech, instead bouncing
Naganen on one knee and making faces at the baby as his little hands grabbed at his muzzle,
until he realized that Priest was glaring at him.
Priest had several back-up plans if the bombs didn‟t work as well, which Zerrex was glad
to hear, although the Dragokkaren also refused to tell him what those were… and that just made
the reptile worry they were ideas mostly based on prayer and hope. Still, it was better than
anything Zerrex had come up with, and he grudgingly agreed that any overflow from Priest‟s
budget would be handled by Zerrex‟s own personal accounts. The reptile now just had to
remember where he kept his vault of money in the Ravenlight Estate, and everything would be
good.
The lizard had then taken a short walk to sightsee a little around Hell, but it had been
interrupted by Naganen starting to whimper, and so Zerrex had taken him back to the Ravenlight
Estate, gazing at him and feeling like the baby was probably hungry. So he‟d dropped him off at
Lily‟s room – Anathema and the pregnant demoness had both been abashed and pretended they
liked each other much more than they really did right now, mostly to avoid a scolding, he
thought – and then Zerrex had looked at them both before grumbling that he didn‟t want them
freaking out at each other anymore, at least not while Naganen was around. They had mumbled
an agreement, and the Drakkaren had made his way back to the Tower and down into its depths,
Serenity and Desire still accompanying him.
They had sat for a while as a little group with Daria, then Serenity had allowed Desire to
go and explore the expanded facilities, and she had taken the moment to go into detail on the

training she wanted to do with Daria as she produced a logbook and a small schedule. Zerrex had
groaned and gone off to amuse himself by tugging at the pole, then swinging around it once or
twice until he‟d fallen over, which had made Serenity sigh and Daria look at him with concern
before he‟d given a thumbs-up.
Eventually, Serenity had left, and the Drakkaren had gladly curled up with Daria on the
futon, wondering when events had turned the way they had as her mostly-naked body pressed
tight to his bare chest and her hands stroked over his jeans. Zerrex had fallen asleep… and sleep
here with this female already snoozing quietly against his chest had been deep and comfortable,
as their bodies rested together and their night passed dreamlessly.
The reptile found himself yawning as he went through reports and directories with
Mercy, muttering under his breath every now and then about how stupid this was. They were in
the Ravenlight Estate‟s library, where all the information on the colony‟s budget and expenses
was kept under lock and key: Zerrex was never exactly sure why, since he didn‟t even know
what the information could be used for, but he wasn‟t exactly going to argue with anyone about
it. Balthazar sat on the other side of the table, dressed neatly as always in such plain clothes, and
the reptile wondered how he managed to pull it off so well as he glanced down at himself, before
Mercy tapped the end of his muzzle with a pencil, her insistent look telling him to focus.
“Oh, aren‟t there gnomes or something that can do this for us?” he asked finally, slapping
his forehead with both hands in consternation, and the ferret smiled slightly at him as Mercy
sighed and rolled her eyes, tugging at her collar and likely resisting the urge to tear it off so she
could yell at him. “Seriously, this sucks. I‟m no good at any of this stuff and the simple fact is
the very reason I brought you two on board was so that I didn‟t have to deal with the
administrative work all the time.”
Mercy gave him a pointed look, and Balthazar said gently: “Yes, but Zerrex, if you never
learn this, then where will you be when you have to give this presentation to the meeting of the
High Thrones? There will at some point be a review, I‟m sure… and while the High King is your
son and you know most of the people and faces here in Hell, I‟m sure you‟re also well aware that
there are still political factions that will want to be appeased by this, too.”
“Hell isn‟t a democracy, Balthazar, and not just because democracy doesn‟t work as well
as we‟d like it to, but because Hell is Hell.” Zerrex said mildly, leaning over towards the ferret as
he looked at him dryly. “Imagine a rule of the people in a place where the majority of those
people are murderers and assholes.”
“Now Zerrex, Ire was never that bad.” Balthazar quipped, and the Drakkaren gave him a
look, not knowing if he arguing successfully against him or just making a joke. And then the
ferret smiled and shook his head, leaning forwards and tapping his fingers gently against the
table. “In any case, I‟m not talking about democracy here. Hell may not have a congress, or a
senate, or even your standard „civilized world‟ politician, but that does not mean such people
don‟t exist down here, that you know very well. And as a country on a planet instead of a
dimension in and of itself, Firenze will have to answer the calls of certain groups, unless he
wants to meet them with force instead of communication… and we all know what that will lead
to.”
Mercy nodded, and then she unsnapped her collar for a moment, saying quietly: “He‟s
right, Daddy. Organizations like Free Hell, Free Elysium, the Taxpayer‟s Union, the Civil
Liberties Organization… FHFE, TU, and CLO are all „political groups‟ that were basically
designed from the ground up to look like „peaceful protest groups‟ but are more often than not

run from secret by powerful people with an interest in disrupting Elysium‟s economy and even
more, the monarchy system. If the Thrones were no longer appointed, after all, then they could
force a democracy down the throat of the nation… and if that happened, they could use all their
knowledge of corruption and political fixing to both manipulate the denizens of Hell into voting
in their choices for office as well as corrupt the very idea of what Hell stands for.”
Zerrex made a face, flailing at her as he muttered: “Put your damn collar back on, you‟re
too wordy.” Then he paused and looked at Balthazar, who was nodding solemnly even as he
smiled at Mercy‟s eloquence: it never failed to amaze him how the ferret had reacted much the
same way when they had shown him how Mercy‟s collar worked, making the reptile envy his
thoughtfulness and calmness. “But yeah, well. Hell is Hell. Have people already forgotten that
the bad guys come here to get punished or something?”
“Essentially, yes.” Balthazar said softly, and Zerrex looked at him with surprise. “And
that‟s exactly what Heaven seems to want, too. Hell destabilized, transformed into another world
like the mortal one is again, so it can fall apart and once more become chaos and havoc. Did you
really think, Lord Zerrex, that everyone in Heaven was glad when you first united Hell? That
those ten million years passed in ease for the divine world? I‟ve been researching the events that
transpired, and Heaven hates the idea that now they look like the failed experiment, instead of
Hell… after all, their paradise is not at all complete paradise. Regulations about everything, the
political mire of the council, the terror of the corruption of many years past but could obviously
happen again. The arrival of the Broken have only worsened things, as well: the damage
Lovecraft did to Heaven‟s pride was tremendous, but the damage you did by killing him before
he could finish his raid upon a single library was far worse. Heaven has already withdrawn
official support from the colonies, in fact: only „unofficial‟ soldiers are camped out there now,
although Lucifer was quick to form a volunteer team that he listed as „required presences,‟ and
they‟ll likely be moving down here to Hell within the week to take orders from you, Lord
Zerrex.”
“I planned to be back on the mortal world shortly.” Zerrex murmured, rubbing at his head
slowly… and then he made a face as Balthazar simply smiled slightly. “Okay okay. So maybe
I‟m more than capable of moving back and forth between Hell and the mortal plane as I please…
why is Lucifer going through the trouble of setting this up, though?”
“I think he approves of your idea, Lord Zerrex… I think he, of all people, most
recognizes the value of attempting to keep the mortal world alive and well.” Balthazar paused
meditatively, and then he glanced over at Mercy with a slight smile. “But since our friend seems
so agitated… why don‟t you head down to the planet for a short stroll, Lord Zerrex? You might
find it also helps you get a hold of your powers, the more you use them to their potential.”
Zerrex grunted, but he nodded slowly as he stood up and stepped back from the table,
before looking down at his armlet thoughtfully… and then he smiled slightly up at Balthazar,
asking quietly: “By the way, when did you become such an expert on all this?”
“I learn fast, Zerrex, and I no longer feel like a foggy old male but a young, eager
student.” Balthazar motioned at his body, laughing quietly as he smiled warmly up at the
Drakkaren, saying softly: “Physical youth is only part of the struggle though, isn‟t it? I feel old
urges I thought were lost in my veins again, after all: a want to compete with others, to show off
my intellect instead of simply cherish it and use it to help those dear to me. And worst of all, an
interest in pretty young ladies whom I fear will treat me exactly as they treated me back when I
was a nerdy high school student.”

“You do look like a nerdy high school student.” Zerrex said mildly, and Balthazar sighed
and rolled his eyes as Mercy giggled silently. Then she gave her father a stern but loving look,
and he sighed and held his hands up, saying flatly: “Okay, okay, I‟ll watch myself and call for
help if there‟s trouble. I‟m just… nervous, I guess. And yes, I promise to sit down and help out
when I get back.”
They both nodded, and then watched as Zerrex adjusted his armlet up to eighty…
hesitated… then turned it to sixty and smiled slightly as he activated it, wincing and tensing up at
the surge of pain that shot through his body before he rolled his head slowly on his shoulders
with a grunt, rubbing at the back of his neck. Then he rose a hand to them both before vanishing
from the spot, reappearing outside the Irenic colony as Camus‟s words of warning rang through
his head and he walked slowly towards it through the tall grasses and trees, but he was already
feeling better about things: there was no sign of damage or destruction, after all, and the trees
were twisted and strange-looking, but obviously growing fairly well on their own… and as he
walked carefully around the landing zone, he noted both an armored helicopter as well as a small
cargo shuttle resting quietly, powered down.
Then he stopped and frowned, tilting his head forwards as he continued towards the
perimeter: everything was silent. Although there were few bugs and fewer forms of life that lived
in the trees, he knew he should hear the sounds of work going on inside the colony, or at least
conversation… and when he concentrated, he felt a strange buzzing, like something was
blocking his senses. The reptile looked up as he concentrated, and his eyes flickered, a sharp pain
running through his head before smoky purple runes appeared over the outer wall of the building,
and he muttered: “I see, someone‟s reinforced the physical defenses with magical ones…”
Zerrex approached one of the runes, and it sizzled as he reached up and touched it, energy
zapping over his fingers as he made a face, then looked down and realized that although it was
invisible to the naked eye, it was some kind of refined liquid painted on the walls… and still wet,
at that. The lizard rose this to his nose carefully, sniffing it as he looked upwards thoughtfully…
and then he murmured: “Oils. Not common oils, either… something rare, even in Hell. Maybe
mermaid extract… I‟ll have to ask Sin.”
He shook his head slowly, then walked carefully to the gates, tense now, as he pushed it
slowly open and stepped into the colony… and he was surprised to see how much repair work
had been done. It was patchy in places, little more than boards nailed over cracks, but the streets
were once more smooth and the power station in particular had been reinforced and layered with
new bricks and mortar.
The old motel, however, had been completely torn down, and something new was being
constructed in its place, making Zerrex grimace slightly… and then he jumped as a voice called
from down the path: “Yo, hey, what‟s up?”
Zerrex looked in stupid surprise down the road to see a grinning rodent, and he frowned a
bit as he tilted his head towards the male, taking him in. He was a capybara, with wide features
and a thick muzzle, his bristly, short fur brown with darker streaks through it here and there,
perhaps five feet tall at most… but what was most notable about him wasn‟t his species, his lessthan-flattering features, or how excited his brown eyes were, but the enormous chestnut afro on
his head, before he strutted a few steps forwards, moving in a strange, switching movement that
was almost effeminate as his hand flicked back and forth, making the gold chains around his
neck jangle.
He was wearing a modified white suit that was open over his slightly-flabby chest, and
his white dress pants were cinched tight at the crotch but loose around his ankles, hanging low to

half-hide the platform shoes that added four or so inches to his height. Rings sparkled on almost
every finger, each inset with a ludicrous stone, and he had dark aviator sunglasses down low on
his muzzle: in other words, he looked like he had just come from some era in the world‟s
forgotten past, before he snapped his fingers… and three more males appeared as if from thin air,
all dressed similarly to him.
A zebra in a black leather jacket and matching leather pants, open to show off his strong
frame, eyes hidden by sunglasses… a wolf wearing camo pants and a long purple trenchcoat with
a matching purple fedora that had an obnoxiously-multicolored feather sticking out of the top of
it… and a leopard wearing a tie-dyed tank-top and plastic bracelets all along his forearms, with
his hair drawn back behind a headband and oversized shorts splattered with paint. They all
looked more than a little zoned-out as they struck poses behind the capybara, and the rodent
grinned before he threw his arms wide, saying cheerfully: “Listen my brother, you just tell Pimp
Chicken your needs, and I got your back!”
“Pimp Chicken?” Zerrex said stupidly, not believing his eyes or ears… and the rodent
nodded, snapping his fingers on either side of his head before he struck a pose, and the others
behind him threw their arms up in the air, the jaw of the wolf falling open and drooling slackly…
and Zerrex‟s eyes instantly narrowed. He‟d seen firsthand how people behaved on drugs… and
even the most baked-out junkie didn‟t act like this. “That‟s…”
“That‟s the name of the band, home-slice! And I am the head of the band, Sweet Lover.
Wanna know how I got that name?” The capybara‟s eyes glinted with unnatural ferocity, and
then he laughed and threw his hands up, before pointing both fingers at the Drakkaren as he
shouted: “Boys, let‟s give him a taste!”
Zerrex snarled and set himself as instruments appeared in front of the three behind the
rodent in bursts of purple and pink smoke: drums in front of the wolf, a guitar in the zebra‟s
hands and a bass in the leopard‟s… and then Sweet Lover leaned forwards, grabbing the
microphone stand and leaning over it as he grinned at Zerrex and yelled, as neon spotlights burst
into life over the „band‟ and began to spin violently over the street, cast from seemingly thin-air:
“This one‟s called „Death of a God!‟”
Then the rodent began to sing in a brazen, fast voice… except they weren‟t words in
demonic or mortal languages, but the ancient form of Enochian, the language used by the first
angels. Zerrex cursed as he started forwards, but then a rapid drumbeat started up and the reptile
grabbed at his head, every smash against the drums feeling like it was slamming a mallet into his
skull before the leopard‟s head dropped to the side, glazed eyes staring thoughtlessly as his
fingers moved like lightning over the bass, playing a quick scale in rhythm to the singing of the
rodent that slammed into Zerrex‟s stomach like a fist, and the reptile‟s eyes bulged before he fell
to his knees and vomited bile.
He heaved hard, agony ripping through his entire form, and then he began to get up…
and the zebra on guitar began to strum in rhythm to the song, his movements easy and calm and
slow, but Zerrex could feel his muscles flexing and then loosening with every pass of the chords,
making him seize up, then almost fall flat as his body ceased to respond. Sweet Lover,
meanwhile, was swinging the microphone stand back and forth easily in one hand, singing
cheerfully into the mic in the other as he grinned, visibly enthralled with his own power and
clearly enjoying himself.
The reptile fell back on his ass, and then there was a short pause, letting the reptile get to
his feet… before the capybara let out a loud whoop and rose the microphone in the air, and the
guitar player stepped forwards, the drums starting a low, quick beat as the bass player strummed

slowly, but Zerrex felt himself almost being torn apart as the guitar was hammered on, the
zebra‟s hands moving like lightning over the instrument as his head rocked from side-to-side and
his sunglasses fell loose from his sightless eyes.
Zerrex fell backwards and went into a seizure, gargling and spasming in agony,
screaming as foam spilled out of his jaws and he clawed and kicked and tore at the ground
beneath him, the capybara laughing before he rose both hands and flicked them out, and the
music suddenly halted, Zerrex panting hard as his body finally ceased to move, simply laying
prone for a moment as he bled from the nose and his mouth, and the rodent walked forwards and
rested his hands on his hips, grinning down at him as he said sardonically: “Well, is this all it
really takes to bring down the great Lord Zerrex? Come on, baby, gimme a little bit of a fight.
Tell you what, I won‟t even use the magic mystery instruments, how about that? Boys, put down
the lovely toys.”
Zerrex snarled as he slowly crawled up to all fours, looking up at the instruments… and
now that he could see them clearly, he realized what they were made of. The base and guitar had
bodies of wood no doubt taken from the trees in Hez‟Ranna, the design of each in a crescent
shape covered in runes written in blood… and each had strings of silver, now speckled with
blood from being played so fiercely by the zebra and the leopard. The drums, on the other hand,
were made of stone and silver, but the tops were some kind of stretched green material, and the
drumsticks the same dark brown wood as the bodies of the other instruments, as the wolf held
them stupidly in front of himself… before the lizard looked at the microphone as the capybara
pointed it at him, realizing dumbly it was coated in black rose petals, likely runed as well from
the way it seemed to glow in the rodent‟s fist. “You ready for round two, lizard?”
Zerrex broke into a sudden sprint, and the capybara snarled an order, the lupine
immediately pounding the drums in a violent beat with the drumsticks, and the Drakkaren
howled in agony and seized at his skull as it suddenly felt like it was ripping itself apart,
staggering and then collapsing forwards on his face as he skidded through the dirt of the road,
perhaps ten feet away from the rodent now… and Sweet Lover laughed before he snapped his
fingers, the discarded instruments vanishing in a burst of purple smoke before he threw his arms
up, and the earth on either side of him cracked apart and vomited neon flames into the air, as he
shouted: “Let‟s dance!”
Sweet Lover began to sing into the microphone as he picked up the stand in his other
hand and threw it away, and the sound of other instruments filtered into Zerrex‟s ears, as if an
entire symphony orchestra was playing along to his singing at some great distance. The
Drakkaren staggered backwards, his vision doubling, unable to find his balance as he looked
groggily at the capybara, who was dancing back and forth, snapping his legs out and throwing
his free hand into the air, the three others behind him dancing in perfect synchronization, and
when he shouted, they tonelessly chanted the backup vocals as Zerrex began to stand, began to
find his balance, and then staggered forwards a step before his armlet sparked violently.
He looked down at it in shock as „MALFUNCTION‟ displayed across the screen in bold,
but the reptile felt his energy not increasing, but instead dwindling… and Sweet Lover swayed
back and forth, both hands in the air, no longer bothering to pretend to sing into the microphone
as he glared over the tops of his sunglasses and twisted his body back and forth, the backup
dancers behind him moving in more subdued, repetitive movements, stepping back and forth as
they rose their arms in the air and rotated their hips.
Zerrex rose his right arm… but Sweet Lover pointed at it with one hand as he stroked the
microphone down his muzzle, licking at it even as he continued to sing, eyes half-lidded as a foot

tapped and his hips gyrated… and a blade half-emerged from the Drakkaren‟s wrists as the
scales began to peel away, before the weapon slowly sank back into the lizard‟s corrupt arm as it
was surrounded by purple chains, and Zerrex‟s eyes widened in horror as he felt the corrupted
limb being bound, before he snarled and struggled to pace forwards, reaching his trembling left
arm out now… but the capybara flicked both arms to the side, and the „backup dancers‟ behind
him picked the rodent up and lifted him into the air, the lupine sliding on his knees beneath the
rodent and waggling a finger back and forth at Zerrex as his blank eyes stared at him, before he
made a back-forth slapping motion, and the Drakkaren‟s head wrenched from side to side before
he toppled to his knees, the binding chains spreading over his body as he snarled and fought to
stand…
And then something shot by and smashed the zebra in the face, knocking him to the
ground, and the rodent squealed as he fell on top of the male, his microphone knocked out of his
hand and rolling away as the reptile‟s vision returned to normal and the binding chains vanished,
and immediately Zerrex leapt up and slammed the wolf under the muzzle with his left fist,
knocking him flat on his back with a heap. Then he snarled at the rodent, who was looking back
and forth in shock, before he created a sphere of energy… but the capybara‟s eyes turned dead
black as he pointed at him, and the sphere exploded in the Drakkaren‟s hand, doing little damage
but making him stumble as a terrible, hideous voice snarled from the rodent‟s muzzle: “I won‟t
be cheated of your death this time!”
Oh hell, he’s Possessed! That explains a lot… “Who the hell are you?” Zerrex steadied
himself, snarling, and then he stared as a blur shot past and smashed the leopard from behind,
before the capybara howled in anger more than pain as bruises and cuts appeared over his body,
assaulted by a violent series of blows before the blur shot away… and a panther in a black ninjasuit slid to a halt beside Zerrex, a white belt with a series of runes sewn over it tight around his
waist, a katana in one hand held in a reverse position as the other rested against the earth… and
Zerrex grinned despite himself as he looked at Julian, before he rose his fists in a ready position
and said calmly: “Glad you decided to stop being such a cowardly dickhead.”
“Shut the hell up and let‟s deal with this asshole. He hypnotized everyone in the colony
with his music.” Julian replied quietly, then he snorted and rose up as the three mortals slowly
stood at a single gesture from the capybara, instruments appearing in the hands of the leopard
and the zebra but a grenade launcher with a large, thick drum appearing in the hands of the wolf.
“We‟ll kill them and then the mage. He can‟t make corpses move to his will.”
“I don‟t kill innocents.” Zerrex replied calmly, and Julian snorted before the Drakkaren
cursed as the zebra and leopard began to play, feeling paralysis starting to rip into his body as his
insides felt like they were liquefying, falling to his knees as the capybara slowly slid towards his
microphone. “Instruments…”
“Very well.” Julian glanced up and readied himself… and then he was gone in a flash as
the wolf shot a grenade at him, Zerrex wincing before the explosive projectile hit the ground in
front of him and knocked him flying backwards, but it knocked him free of his paralysis long
enough for the reptile to shove a hand against the ground, and the earth exploded upwards as the
rodent dived for his microphone, Sweet Lover snarling in fury as the microphone flew high into
the air before he cursed and slammed his hands together, chanting viciously as one of the
instruments exploded into shrapnel, before Julian slammed two fingers into a pressure point on
the zebra, and the hypnotized mortal went slack and toppled forwards.
Zerrex crawled up to his feet, then winced as the wolf took aim at the panther, Julian
wincing as he started to move… but then he froze in place when Sweet Lover pointed at him, his

movements hideously slow… and the Drakkaren snarled, lashing his arm up and firing out a pair
of tentacles that seized the wolf tightly, a grenade firing uselessly to the side before the lizard
yanked hard backwards as he half-fell on his ass, hurling the lupine down the road as his
tentacles snapped to the side and released him. He crashed to the road not far from the power
station, rolling hard into it, and the Drakkaren grinned as the tentacles retracted back into his
limb, Sweet Lover snarling before he screamed when Julian sliced through his features, knocking
him staggering as he grabbed at his face and howled: “Dude, you said this shit wouldn‟t
happen!”
“Shut up and fight!” The other voice roared in anguish, and the short rodent swung
miserably at the panther, but Julian slid out of the way before Zerrex staggered to his feet, then
fell back to a kneel when the leopard began a heavy bass beat, leaning over and vomiting
painfully again, his eyes rolling in his head in agony and disgust. Then Julian seemed to vanish
from the spot before he slammed his foot through the bass, looking pained himself, before he
half-spun and wrapped his arm around the neck of the leopard, performing a forwards flip that
smashed the hypnotized male face-first into the ground as Julian landed with a grunt on his back.
The capybara screamed as he dashed for his microphone, looking over his shoulder in
horror… and Zerrex stomped a foot down grouchily, a wall of earth ripping out of the ground in
front of the rodent, and he smashed into this and bounced off before the reptile made a beckoning
gesture, and the same earth wall collapsed into heavy soil overtop the short male, pinning him.
He coughed and wheezed, shaking his head back and forth… and then his eyes turned black and
he roared furiously: “I‟ll kill you! I‟ll kill you, I swear I‟ll kill you!”
“Dude, chill, please… like… this… this was all just a misunderstanding, I… I was put up
to it!” Sweet Lover wheezed a moment later, as the darkness in his eyes faded to fearful chestnut
irises. He looked up pleadingly… then his body rocked back and forth violently, vomiting insults
and fury in the rage-filled, grating voice, before he clenched his eyes shut and screamed: “What
was I supposed to say dude, was I supposed to just say no to the offer of all this fucking power
from the big black lion? All I had to do was share my body with this asshole, but this asshole‟s a
fucking nutcase, I didn‟t think he really would do all this shit, honest! I thought he‟d go away
after a while and all the power would be mine, but he said only after he killed you and… and
what was I supposed to do? It‟s not my fault!”
“Magnus told me I would have my revenge, that I could use my knowledge of you in this
mortal‟s weak body, but the mortal was too weak and pathetic!” the voice roared, and then the
capybara grinned insanely as Zerrex frowned, tilting his head down towards the male as he
shivered violently, before he rasped: “I had to give this mortal all my knowledge in return for
this chance… let him apply all my magical expertise through the use of his fucking dances and
sing-songs… and once I was renowned for my abilities, I was almost godlike, and you, look
what you have reduced me to!”
Zerrex frowned a bit, and then he leaned down and touched the face of the rodent,
concentrating, feeling his emotions, the energies… and then violent memories ripped through his
mind, of an Inquisitor who had left him to die, who had tortured and mutilated him, who he had
fought to the death in the Northern Provinces… and then he said quietly: “Ose. I remember you
now.”
“Yes… how could you forget a handsome face like mine?” Ose hissed through the mouth
of Sweet Lover, and Zerrex snorted before he seized the forehead of the rodent, and darkness
filled the eyes of the capybara before he screamed in agony as the Drakkaren slowly pulled,
gripping into the terrible, psychotic energies he felt writhing inside the rodent, and the capybara

spasmed under the blanket of earth and mud before the Drakkaren grunted as he pulled a terrible
darkness out of the rodent‟s skill, and then Ose screamed: “No, no, I won‟t leave, you can‟t force
me to, you can‟t, you can‟t!”
Sweet Lover howled in agony as the smoky blackness was pulled out of him, and then the
Drakkaren snorted before he finally staggered backwards as he tore the terrible energy free, and
the panther winced away as the evil spirit of Ose trembled in the lizard‟s grip before halfforming and screaming loudly, featureless, little more than limbs and a head… and then it slowly
dissipated away into nothingness, and the microphone laying a short distance away exploded into
shrapnel as the runes surrounding the colony walls sparked powerfully enough to send up a blaze
of purple light before it faded quickly out, and the Drakkaren looked down at the bleeding,
staring features of the capybara, shaking his head slowly as Julian rose his sword… but then he
grunted in irritation as Zerrex shot him a look, and instead he slowly sheathed it as the lizard
murmured: “I think Ose must have latched into his mind when I tore him out… and pulled some
of his mental processes with him.”
“Good riddance.” Julian muttered… and then he looked sharply to the side, spinning
around and snarling as he set himself… and Zerrex only sighed as he turned around, feeling the
same presence and unsurprised to see Camus standing down the road, Maria beside him, draped
and shackled in her chains. “Broken! I‟ll see if the mortals are awake, perhaps-”
“No, just stay calm. They aren‟t here to fight us.” Zerrex said quietly, but he was still
unsure as he looked at his granddaughter, who was staring at the ground, her body bristling with
dark energy as the chains around her quietly clanked together. Then the lizard slowly walked
forwards, holding his hands out as he said softly: “It‟s not fair to show me mortals are traitorous
when you offered him power first, Camus. Furthermore, I was saved by a mortal, too.”
Camus smiled a bit at this, saying quietly: “I didn‟t offer, Zerrex, he asked. Not me
directly, but he was searching for a contact in the realms of the supernatural, looking for anyone,
anything, that would give him power. He was willing to part with his soul, his youth, his life, and
obviously his sanity, for power: I warned him, I tried to dissuade him, and I chose a being that
had festered in the Unworld for quite some time now, that could no longer survive on its own…
Ose fit the bill perfectly. Ancient, furious with you, and thriving off hate and pain. No longer
sane, barely even sentient, but once hooked up to the mind of another, he was conscious and
plotting ruthlessly away once more.
“But all that is besides the point. Look, Zerrex. Look around you, at how this simple
mortal, in a quest for power and self-importance, was willing to sacrifice an entire colony. And
these aren‟t all mortals and supernatural entities you are unfamiliar with: Nature herself was
hypnotized, for example, and had they not left the colony, Mercy and Balthazar also would have
fallen under his spell. Admittedly, I did give him the implements to hurt you; it was part of our
deal. The actions, however, he took himself.”
“You expect a lot out of mortals, Camus. Maybe even more than I do.” Zerrex replied
quietly, stepping forwards… and then he looked at Maria, holding a hand out to her and saying
gently: “Granddaughter. Come here now. Come with me, let‟s go home.”
But Maria only trembled and lowered her head, and Camus shook his own, saying softly:
“It‟s not the right time yet, Zerrex, for you and her to have your battle, be it verbal or physical. I
brought her for a different reason, to show you something.”
Zerrex frowned, and then Camus rose a hand, and a rift tore slowly open in the ground,
the reptile wincing at the terrible essence that boiled out of it before a form slowly rose up,
draggled and weak, the Unworld Being rasping… and then Maria leaned her head forwards as

her chains snapped out and wrapped around the being, and it hissed for a moment, straining
against the chains before it solidified, and then the Unworld essence boiled off it like smoke,
revealing a naked, physical wolf. It staggered once, grayish, shaggy fur covering a strong,
masculine frame, and then it fell forwards with a groan as Zerrex frowned at the sight of it: eight
feet tall, the build and body of an arctic dire wolf, an extinct species… and a moment later, he
felt a chill as the ivory eyes of the lupine looked up and recognized him, before the wolf slowly
rose up on his paws with a groan, rubbing at his shaggy chest as he murmured in roughlyaccented Hez‟Rannan: “You look uglier than you used to.”
“Mengele?” Zerrex said stupidly, and the dire wolf snorted and spat to the side, giving
him a look like he was an idiot… and that answered his question, as he looked stupidly for a
moment longer at the dire wolf before glaring at Camus and asking sharply: “What the hell are
you playing at? Maria, how did you do that?”
“Serviteur can bring back souls from the Unworld and renew their lives, as long as they
haven‟t decomposed past a certain point.” Camus gestured to Mengele, who was rubbing at his
neck with a grimace, glaring back and forth but refusing to admit he was confused. “They
become immortal, retaining their memories from life… or in this case, their past lives.
“Mengele Tstegi was also a traitor, but in a different sense. He betrayed Ifret Narrius,
your father, to help save the world, in a way… even if it was for selfish motives. But he also
fought you to the death, again, for selfish motives… and even now thinks of you as his creation.”
Camus glanced at Mengele, murmuring softly: “A strange thing. Don‟t you know that even
mothers don‟t create their sons? They birth them only after their egg is mixed with male genetic
data, and often they don‟t nurture them alone, sometimes they don‟t nurture them at all… and
then the world and society treats the child as they will. They end up being created not by a single
entity, but by many, working together… and in the end, that entity ends up creating its own
identity, developing its own sense of self. Even creators create only the inanimate… that which
is sentient can be born, can be built, can be brought into the world… but can never be created
into solid existence by one thing and one thing alone.”
“Who the fuck is the babbler and where are my clothes?” Mengele asked grouchily, and
Zerrex snorted in amusement before he snapped his fingers, and a pair of jeans appeared in front
of the wolf, who looked surprised for a moment before he simply snorted and muttered, carefully
climbing into these with a grimace. “Wonderful trickery, other than the fact they‟re so tight…”
The reptile rolled his eyes, and Camus grimaced a little before Mengele turned on him,
examining both him and Maria, before he turned around and looked at Zerrex… then he finally
threw his head back and laughed, rubbing at his skull slowly and smiling grimly. “I see we have
opposition here… but please. I will not be part of some stupid game or fantasy. Destroy me or
kill me or torture me, I will not battle that which I have built, I will not participate in yet another
tyrant‟s idiotic schemes.” He paused, then looked mildly over at the Drakkaren,, then at Julian,
who glowered distrustfully at the lupine. “You seem to be in strange company. Where am I?”
“The mortal planet. Bad things have happened, Mengele.” Zerrex said softly, and then his
eyes flicked to Camus, who was looking at him calmly. “What do you want?”
“For you to make a choice.” Camus held his arm out, and Mengele stepped quickly away,
lowering himself in a ready pose as he snarled a bit at the portal that opened, hackles raised, fur
on end, and looking surprisingly bestial as another figure the reptile recognized rose slowly out
of it, a scrawny black lab with a white, V-shaped rune almost glowing on one cheek, his body
already restored and dressed in a long black leather trenchcoat over a flak jacket and dragonscale pants feeding into combat boots… and then his eyes slowly opened, and he gazed

sorrowfully at Zerrex as Camus said softly: “Blake Hannick, also known as Homicide… another
traitor, who betrayed you. The choice is a simple one, Zerrex… you can choose to save one of
these traitors, and I will let you do with him what you will. But the other one you must fight.
Zerrex, I don‟t mean to dredge up the memories I am, I only mean to show you that all are
capable of betrayal… and when pushed into a corner, traitors will not hesitate to kill even their
closest friends or most-beloved creations.”
“Then why don‟t you just fight me, Camus?” Zerrex asked softly, lowering his head…
and the lion flinched, looking away and flushing a bit before the reptile looked up coldly. “Or is
this just another way of showing me that you‟ll kill me if you get the chance?”
“I‟m trying simply to convince you to join me, to see how there is no longer even trust in
this universe… and Zerrex, come to me and I‟ll let you save them both, gladly…” Camus
stopped, looking at Maria, and then he looked back at the Drakkaren, saying quietly: “But I
know you won‟t. So make your choice, Zerrex, and keep one other thing in mind: should you
save one or the other, it may have more terrible consequences than the one you kill. Mengele
Tstegi is hated even to this day for the things he has done… and Blake Hannick is known only to
your intimate circle of the crimes he committed, but few of those would ever forgive him. The
world will be kind to him… while your friends may understand why you would choose to save
Mengele, but even in Hell, they will treat him cruelly, and some will look upon you as evil for
saving his life.”
“How long did you spend planning these riddles out, Camus?” Zerrex asked finally, but
he felt a sudden fierce worm of dread through his body as he realized how complex the choice
was. He looked at Blake, who smiled faintly, and then at Mengele, who crossed his arms and
waited calmly, not showing fear or nervousness, before he closed his eyes and sighed… and then
Zerrex shook his head slowly, saying quietly: “Camus, you know who I‟m going to choose. I
think you knew even before you offered me this choice… but did you know, too, about the
dissent in Heaven and Hell?”
“Of course. My job is to stay informed… and time still moves much differently in the
Unworld, Zerrex. It gives me a leading edge.” Camus smiled faintly but sadly, and then he
nodded slowly, before he asked quietly: “Are you sure? Zerrex, remember, sometimes you must
put the world before yourself-”
“But only when it‟s the right thing to do. Honor comes before pleasing the masses.”
Zerrex looked from Camus to Blake, and then he saluted as memories twisted through his mind:
not of the Legion, but of smiling, meeting him by surprise and chance in the library… of good
times spent together… and then of Vampire, telling him silently of how the terrified, panicked
Homicide had sold them all out to try and save his own hide. “I‟m sorry, Blake. And I want you
to know, I forgive you for what happened between us. But I also know that I would kill the entire
Legion before I allowed Mengele to die needlessly.”
Mengele looked shocked, and Zerrex smiled faintly at him, saying softly: “Hell does
exist, Mengele, and I‟ve been there. I‟ve seen souls even more bloodstained than you, with less
compassion and love than you, and I heard understanding in your words before you died in the
snow. You helped me. You helped the world, as one of your last acts.”
“You idiot, you should have killed me.” Mengele muttered, but he smiled faintly even as
he looked away and shook his head in disgust. “It‟s the logical thing to do.”
“I‟ve never been a fan of logic.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he looked at Camus, who
was rubbing thoughtfully under his chin. “We don‟t fight here. This battle is on my terms,
Camus. You owe me that much, at least.”

The lion nodded slowly, and then he gestured to Maria, who glanced at him, then nodded
quietly… and her eyes stared longingly at Zerrex as darkness bubbled up from the earth beneath
her and she slowly sank into it, before Camus asked softly: “Was that exaggeration, or a true
challenge, Zerrex? That you would fight the entire Legion, before letting Mengele die?”
Zerrex slammed his fist into his other hand, and Camus shook his head slowly, then he
said quietly: “Shall we place a wager, then? I‟ll give you a decade of peace, and Mengele may go
free… but only if you kill all the Legionnaires I can dredge out of the Unworld by yourself. You
may choose the place, but they will attack with all the equipment they choose. Do you accept?”
Zerrex lowered his head, closing his eyes in thought for a moment, and then he said
quietly: “Some of them were my friends, Camus. Do you want me to kill my friends?”
“No, but sometimes we have to in order to achieve a goal.” the lion said quietly, and
Zerrex grimaced as he looked up at Camus, who looked back at him silently. And then the lizard
took a long, deep breath, steadying himself… and he nodded coldly, as the silent Homicide
winced and looked quietly away, and the Broken closed his eyes. “Very well.”
The air around them seemed to ripple, and then both Zerrex and Camus were standing in
a strange, gray zone, the area around them seemingly perfectly flat, the horizon some vast
distance away and touching against a misty sky. The two looked at each other, and then the
Broken sighed a bit, shaking his head slowly as he murmured: “Before you ask, this is just a little
pocket dimension… and by now, Serviteur will be raising the other dead members of the Legion
and snapping them together from pieces of Unworld essence, although it‟s very possible one or
two of them have faded completely.”
“I don‟t know, Camus. Some of them were hardy… and not the kind of people who
would let life go, at any cost.” Zerrex said quietly, glancing away… but it would be far easier if a
few had, even if he would at least be able to go without fighting three members of the Legion
already. “What‟s your angle here? This is a little direct for your usual methods, Camus. Now I
think you‟re just trying to piss me off so I‟ll actually fight you if the stakes come to that.”
The lion grimaced, holding up a hand. “Later, Lord Zerrex. Later. For now, is there
anything you need to prepare yourself? And have you selected a location in which to battle?”
“Yeah, I got a place in mind but I‟m not sure if it‟s still intact.” Zerrex said softly, and
then he turned his armlet up to eighty before he snarled in pain as energy shot over his body,
half-staggering as the lion looked at him with anxiety before the reptile managed to stand straight
and take a deep breath, the last arcs of energy travelling over his form before he held a hand out
and muttered: “And just one thing.”
Blackheart appeared in the Drakkaren‟s hand a moment later, the huge, heavy sword
gleaming before the Drakkaren rested it against his shoulder, and then he narrowed his eyes at
Camus, asking quietly: “What stops me from trying to kill you, though, right here and right
now?”
“Nothing stops you from trying, Zerrex. Nothing stops anyone from trying to do
anything, except for things that block the progress to the actual action.” Camus paused, and then
he made a face when the Drakkaren readied himself, holding a hand as he said quietly: “But keep
in mind this is my pocket dimension. If you kill me here, we both die: more importantly,
Serviteur and Rot will be leaderless. Would you unleash them both upon the world?”
“Maria would…” Zerrex stopped, realizing what it would be like for Maria to join with
Camus for revenge on Marina… only for Camus and Zerrex to kill each other. He could only
imagine the pain it would put her through… and the Drakkaren closed his eyes as he shook his
head slowly, relaxing a bit as he muttered: “Good move, Camus. Although it seems like a weird

goddamn coincidence that you brought her back, and then I happened to appear and seal your
plans together so nicely.”
“If you‟re suggesting I somehow dragged you out of the Nothingness, you overestimate
my abilities. Even I have limits to my powers.” The lion smiled a little, and then he shook his
head slowly as Zerrex half-glared at him, half-questioned him with his eyes, and Camus looked
awkwardly away, murmuring: “I said we‟ll talk afterwards.”
“So you expect me to survive.” Zerrex said softly, and Camus sighed and gave him a
look, the Drakkaren smiling a bit at the annoyance he was beginning to see. “Now I feel better.
Bring me to Ridgetown, Lekvados.”
Camus nodded after a moment of consideration, and a moment later, Zerrex found
himself standing in ankle-deep water. He made a disgusted face as he looked down, then realized
the streets had permanently flooded here, as he looked to the side and saw an immense,
elongated building that had the remains of a Mechanaut laying in shattered pieces overtop it,
wrapped in electrical cables and barbed wire. It was the military barracks for the entire area,
seemingly oversized… but Ire had installed this after the area had been devastated by both the
Legion and the rebels, pretending to come in for security purposes and that they hadn‟t been the
ones to send the Goth Legion to destabilize the government and military in the first place. This
military facility, state-of-the-art in its day and capable of housing half a million soldiers and
„security personnel,‟ was just another of Ire‟s heavy-handed steps in securing more region and
more profit for their own economy.
The lizard jogged through the flooding, making a face as he looked at the other side of
the street, which was piled with overturned cars, metal mailboxes, and long-decayed corpses. A
makeshift barricade, likely against the citizenry instead of the incoming monsters, knowing Ire‟s
tastes for self-preservation… and then the lizard found himself passing away from the military
facility and jogging up a long, gently-sloping hill, over cracked asphalt and past a wrecked tank,
before he made a face as he almost stepped on a moss-covered skeleton with a satchel filled with
mines at his side. The reptile knelt and picked one of these up, examining it… and then he
muttered: “Old school stuff here… guess they couldn‟t keep up with the times, but then again…
Balthazar did withdraw all Irenic operatives from Lekvados. Looks like a few decided to stay
behind anyway from the look of this guy‟s uniform, though… not that it surprises me.”
He gently removed the satchel from the skeleton – winced when he broke the skeleton
anyway and pieces of it rolled down the hill – and he slid the strap over his neck, making a face
at the moss growing here and there on it as he rested Blackheart on his shoulder and continued to
move lightly up the hill. Camus was nowhere in sight, and nor was the Legion… but he had a
feeling it wouldn‟t be long now before they showed up.
And then he winced as he heard a very distinct rumbling, looking at the cracked and
collapsing buildings to either side of him on the ruined city street, before he took shelter behind a
wrecked car and cursed under his breath with a wince as he leaned around it and an enormous
armored military transport rolled around a corner ahead, smashing its way through a stack of
wrecked cars. It was long and ugly, with no visible weapons on the body of the black, shipshaped vehicle, but the tires and front of the machine were both covered in small spikes and the
Drakkaren didn‟t want to place a bet about whether or not he could take it down with his bare
hands. A horn roared at him as someone inside pounded on it, and then the transport halted some
thirty feet away as Zerrex muttered under his breath and turned one of the mines on, tossing it
out into the center of the street as he stood up and only hoping they were paying more attention
to him than what he‟d just thrown. “You lost?”

“That‟s funny, Captain Ravenlight.” retorted an irritated voice through a loudspeaker, and
a moment later there was a hiss of steam as a door opened in the roof of the vehicle. Then a
coldly-smiling orca leaned up out of the open door, spreading his arms almost benevolently as
his impatient, dark eyes glared down at the lizard. “The stakes are high in this game, Zerrex.
Why don‟t you just give up now?”
Zerrex looked at the male for a few moments, and then he smiled ruefully as he took in
the silver and white, rubbery features of the Cetacean, as he rested comfortably back in the open
turret. He was wearing what looked almost like anti-explosive armor, except the reptile knew
that beneath the metal plates were packs of water, keeping his skin wet and giving Silverfish
easy access to his supernatural ability: control over liquids. “Silverfish, you always were a
greedy son of a bitch. Tell me, who else is in there with you?”
Silverfish glanced down as Zerrex‟s hand slid into the satchel, turning on another of the
mines, and it clicked as it began to arm itself… and before the orca could answer, the Drakkaren
seized the satchel and spun it in a circle, the strap falling from his shoulder before he snapped it
forwards and threw it hard at the front of the armored transport, and then he shot to the side to
run down the street past the wrecked cars as the mines struck and exploded, Silverfish yelling
angrily as he fell back inside the vehicle. It took little damage from the blast, but whoever was
driving it had been rattled enough Zerrex was able to get a fair distance down the street… before
he looked to the side as his instincts screamed at him, and then he cursed as he saw a glint of
light on top of a building before a shot rang out, but thankfully went high over his head and
smashed through a boarded-up window.
The reptile cursed under his breath, then he glanced to the side and threw himself against
a door, smashing through it before he spun around the corner and pressed tight against the wall,
another shot ringing out and ricocheting off the doorframe… and the lizard gritted his teeth
before he looked down at the door he had completely knocked off its hinges, carefully putting
Blackheart aside before he leaned down and hefted it up into the doorway again. As he held it in
place with one hand, it vibrated violently under his right palm as two shots tore through the
wood, ripping fist-sized holes near the center of the door, and the reptile grimaced: whoever was
sniping wasn‟t as good as Cherry, certainly, but they were good enough… and trigger-happy
enough they would score a shot sooner or later if this kept up.
He flexed his hand against the door, and it glowed blue before ivy spread slowly over it,
Zerrex staring dumbly as this locked the door into place just as the armored carrier began to roll
by. The Drakkaren breathed deeply as Silverfish started to yell at him, apparently now in the role
of team leader… and he grimaced at this thought, knowing he shouldn‟t underestimate the orca,
but also that he had never been able to see very far past his own greed and cowardice. He only
hoped that the Legion didn‟t have any other vehicles available to them, and wondered again what
Camus‟s game was, as his eyes roved slowly over the room he had shoved into; it had a low
ceiling his head was almost brushing against, and a broken elevator at the rear, with a smattering
of furniture around the area and two boarded shut doors… and Zerrex carefully slid past the door
he had just shut with ivy, then ducked under a window barred only by a chair that had been
crudely shoved into it, wondering on the one hand why he wasn‟t going into a direct attack… but
on the other, knowing that until he knew who was out there, this was the best thing to do. Some
of the Legion had abilities that could pin him down, after all… and enough bullets being shot
into his body would undoubtedly kill him, even now.
He pried several boards off one of the doors, then opened it carefully… and let out a sigh
of relief as he saw it led down a narrow corridor… before the door suddenly shoved itself

violently open, knocking him staggering backwards. He cursed, staring stupidly back and forth,
and then the door slammed itself closed… and Zerrex snarled as he focused himself and ducked,
concentrating and focusing his vision. This had to be the work of Ghost: a snake who could
project himself in a very dangerous astral body, and who had always held a grudge against him.
Not that he could entirely blame him… and then he winced as he heard a tearing sound behind
him, looking over his shoulder and cursing as the door was ripped off by a shimmering, grinning
snake-like form floating in the air before it puffed out of existence as someone tossed a flashbang
into the room, and the lizard cursed as he swung Blackheart out on instinct, rotating it so the flat
smacked the projectile flying back out into the street.
There was a grunt as it struck someone before exploding, and two loud cries of agony
before Silverfish shouted angrily: “Bondage, flush him out with the recoilless rifle!”
The reptile winced, and then his eyes bulged as the cement next to his face seemed to
simply explode, before he spun around and simply rammed through the door, cursing under his
breath as he ran down the hallway and fist-sized holes seemed to punch themselves straight
through the cement on either side of the corridor, before the Drakkaren skidded around the bend
and shot straight down the next hall, resting Blackheart with the flat against his back before he
winced as several powerful shots from whatever immense weapon Bondage was shooting at him
with smashed into the other side of the sword, the gun‟s force tremendous. Then there was a
slight pause, and Zerrex assumed Bondage was reloading as he reached the end of the hall and
kicked a door open to stagger out into an alleyway, cursing as he dropped to a kneel behind a
dumpster before peering carefully to the side, his eyes focusing on a large figure running across
the rooftops, an immense, cannon-sized rifle resting on his shoulder: not the chubby Bondage
Zerrex knew while he had been alive, but obviously more like demon that the zebra had become
after his death, which meant none of the Goth Legion would likely go down easy.
“Great, so they all have superpowers, they‟re as hardy as Vampire, and there‟s five or six
of them.” Zerrex muttered… and then the dumpster he was beside was magically lifted into the
air, the lizard looking stupid before a shimmering outline of Ghost appeared, the snake grinning
viciously before he slammed the dumpster down on top of the Drakkaren, crushing him but
thankfully also blocking the doorway as the lizard wheezed and then retched at the terrible reek
of the container. “Oh fuck me!”
The lizard hefted the dumpster as he half-rolled backwards, shoving it over his head to
completely block the door and hopefully stall his pursuers… and then he winced and looked up
at the glimmer of the scope in the distance as Bondage aimed at him, before the lizard created a
solid wall of energy in front of him. Cracks shot through the sapphire wall as three powerful
shots hammered into it, and then the lizard snarled before he kicked Blackheart up to his hand,
his eyes flashing as another shot rang out and the shield exploded… but then it hammered
uselessly into the ground.
The muscular, tall zebra – dressed only in leather pants and a loose vest, his mane done
up in a black Mohawk and his eyes dark and strangely-distant – frowned a bit as he leaned away
from the scope, looking into the now-empty alley with confusion… and then he screamed, one
hand knocking his radio off the edge of the building wall as he spasmed violently, blood gushing
from his mouth before he looked down at the sword blade protruding from his chest, and Zerrex
muttered from behind him: “Sorry, old friend.”
Then he jerked hard downwards , sawing Bondage almost in half as the leather covering
his body vibrated and twisted over his form, trying to form into armor from the zebra‟s strange
powers, but far too little, far too late, as his insides and blood gushed out of the immense rip

from chest to crotch in his form, and he keeled slowly forwards on one side of the gun. Zerrex
grasped the back of his mane, jerking his head up… but before he could even check his pulse or
just his eyes, Bondage slowly disintegrated under his hand, and the reptile grimaced, glad that at
least it had been quick… before he tossed Blackheart to the side and dropped by the gun, gritting
his teeth and realizing he had no time to mourn as he watched the dumpster fly out of the alley.
Blake ran into the alley first, holding a heavy assault rifle and followed by a scrawny
horse dressed in a bulletproof vest and ragged shorts, his fur black and his eyes soulless, carrying
a machinegun loosely in his hands as he breathed through his mouth. Gape: that was bad news
for Zerrex, as he gritted his teeth and leaned away from the scope to check the armored carrier…
but Silverfish had closed the hatch on the top, and Zerrex was willing to bet he and Ghost were
holed up there, and likely another member or two of the Legion as well… and then he shook his
head in slow disgust as he took aim through the scope again, slowly bringing the huge rifle to
aim at Blake‟s skull, muttering: “But at least I‟ll get rid of the two I can‟t meet in close combat
effectively anyway…”
Then something seized him from behind, and Zerrex felt himself simply yanked and
thrown high into the air, flailing his limbs before he landed on the edge of the building and rolled
a few times, grasping weakly at the ledge… before a ghostly snake floated slowly over him, form
still indistinct as it reached down with a sick grin towards him… and Zerrex snarled as he
reached up, seizing into Ghost‟s wrist and making the astral projection stutter violently and
scream in shock at the fact Zerrex was able to touch him, before the Drakkaren used the snake‟s
body like a ladder, clawing up it to get back on the rooftop, and then he smashed his elbow hard
down into his skull, and the ethereal snake fizzled before vanishing entirely.
The Drakkaren snorted… and then a slow wind began to push against him, the lizard
looking up in surprise before he snarled and ran forwards, diving to the ground to seize
Blackheart and then shove it hard down into the roof as the wind rapidly picked up, soon
blowing with hurricane force directly into the building beneath him and making its worn, rotting
foundations groan as Zerrex skidded backwards, Blackheart ripping through the rooftop as the
lizard snarled in desperation, unable to see or get a sense of anything in the winds violently
ripping past him… before he yelled wordlessly as he was thrown high into the air, battered
backwards as the entire building beneath him collapsed, and the lizard fell to the streets behind
the ruins as a great plume of dust and smoke blasted skywards, crashing onto his side and rolling
several times with a curse and grunt before he landed flat on his stomach, shaking his head
slowly and groaning as he grabbed at his skull, head throbbing and vision fading in and out.
Then he winced as he heard the rumbling of the armored vehicle as it moved to reposition
itself, and the Drakkaren looked back and forth, taking in his surroundings. He was on a wide
street that may have once led into a highway, but the overpass to his back had long collapsed,
and there was no way he could run down the street in front of him fast enough to outdo the
armored vehicle that would be turning down the T-shaped fork any second now… before the
reptile frowned a bit, looking at the dirty pavement beneath his feet. He was thinking like he was
still mortal, or even still a demon, trying to outdo other demons and mortals with military
thinking, even if it was improvised… before he snorted and cracked his neck, gritting his teeth.
“They want to fight so badly… then let‟s fight.”
He vanished from the spot and reappeared on an exposed girder that bent only slightly
under his weight, standing out from the burnt husk of a building that had crumbled over the
years, now little more than three standing walls and a hollow center… and the lizard looked
down as the armored carrier passed beneath him, Gape and Blake following at a short distance

behind it, the other members of the Legion either inside the armored carrier or hidden in the
ruins. The reptile let the two get their back to him, and then he leapt into the air and let himself
drop as he aimed himself at the more dangerous of the two, Blackheart held out beside him…
and then he chopped hard downwards, not taking any chances as he landed in a flexed crouch
with enough force to crack the pavement and his enormous sword slicing outwards and sinking
deep into the streets, and Gape staggered another step…
Or rather, half of him did: the left half of him stepped forwards, and then tore itself away
from the right half, which shuddered violently as blood fell in a waterfall with the other loose
parts of his body, before it collapsed slowly to one side… and then the left half fell slowly down
on one knee, and Gape let out a long, soft sigh before he fell face-first into the ground and
dissolved. Blake, meanwhile, yelled inarticulately as he opened fire on the Drakkaren, but Zerrex
snarled as he stood up, flicking Blackheart to the side as his scales became metallic, wincing at
the sparks that shot over his form from the electrified, high-caliber bullets that managed to dent
his body here and there, but otherwise ricocheted uselessly off him until Blake ran out of ammo.
Immediately, the armored carrier sped up to put some distance between them, likely so the others
could better use their powers… and Blake snarled as he tossed the assault rifle away, his coat
fluttering around him as he flexed his hands slowly. Zerrex‟s eyes narrowed, and he slowly took
a ready stance with Blackheart, before the canine roared and charged at him… and the reptile
dodged backwards from his seemingly-wild grabs, not daring to test if his godlike strength could
withstand Blake literally jacking into his nervous system and directly stopping his heart or brain
from working.
Blake lunged, and Zerrex slipped to the side and slashed low with Blackheart, cutting one
of the canine‟s ankles out from beneath him and knocking him flat: before Zerrex could slash
downwards, however, the canine rolled to the side and kicked the lizard hard in the shin, making
him stagger before he attempted to pounce on him… and the reptile winced, creating a wall of
energy in front of himself that the dog landed on before he clenched his fist, and Blake screamed
as spikes of blue tore out of the sapphire barrier, ripping through the dog and leaving him
gargling and impaled… then Zerrex winced as the back of the armored carrier some hundred feet
away opened and the remaining members of the Legion all opened fire on him, the reptile
immediately moving to block the bullets with both the shield of energy and the living shield of
Blake, who howled in pain and desperation as bullets fired from machine guns pounded into his
body and tore him apart faster than his dying corpse could disintegrate on its own.
The Drakkaren slowly approached, and Silverfish snarled, standing beside Ghost: Twister
and Baskervilles, meanwhile, were both kneeling, larger machine guns on tripods resting on the
ground in front of them. Then Silverfish yelled some order, and Twister immediately climbed to
his feet, grabbing an assault rifle from a rack on the side of the armored carrier and walking
boldly out of the vehicle with it, dressed in an Irenic uniform and the black bear looking
strangely-proud as he marched on Zerrex alone, as Silverfish yelled incoherently at the shivering
Baskervilles… before he screamed when Zerrex simply pointed, and the shield portion of the
energy barrier the Drakkaren had created exploded and sent the blue spikes smashing into
Twister, ripping through his body and turning him into a pincushion before the cones of energy
vanished.
Twister staggered a few more steps forwards, then he dropped the assault rifle and
saluted silently as Zerrex approached, his form flickering as he began to literally fall apart… and
Zerrex smiled sadly at him, reaching up and squeezing his shoulder as he looked into the lost

eyes of the black bear, saying quietly: “Your tour of duty is over, soldier. You have served your
country well. Rest now.”
And the marine who had lost his mind after knowing no other life than a life of servitude
smiled before he collapsed backwards and vanished before he could even hit the ground, before
Zerrex watched in disgust as Twister and Ghost simply threw Baskervilles out of the assault
carrier and tossed several guns out after him, the orca hammering the button to raise the open
ramp as the cheetah clawed his way to his feet, his own Irenic uniform loose on his body as he
screamed: “No, let me in, let me back in! Let me in!”
He looked over his shoulder in terror as Zerrex approached, then he grunted and fell
forwards when the armored carrier roared into life and drove quickly away, the cheetah clawing
for a weapon as Zerrex allowed his scales to return to flesh-and-blood, switching Blackheart to
his left hand and rubbing the blade slowly against the palm of his right, not minding as it cut
through the scales and ground with a gentle growl against the metal of his palm beneath, and the
cheetah shook his head violently, trembling and spasming as he whispered: “No, no, don‟t kill
me, don‟t kill me, I‟m… I‟m not worth it, please, have mercy!”
“Mercy for us is a quick death.” Zerrex said quietly, and Baskervilles screamed, eyes
going wide before the Drakkaren whirled Blackheart in a wide movement over his head and
seized the handle in both hands, slashing hard downwards and cutting his head from his
shoulders. Baskerville‟s head rolled away for a few moments, frozen in horror, and Zerrex
frowned as he found this familiar for reasons he couldn‟t remember… and then he grimaced and
looked up as the armored carrier turned around and the engine revved, realizing what Silverfish
intended to do before he smiled darkly as a plan formed in his mind, putting his sword on his
back and feeling it cling against him with his energies as he spread his arms and roared: “Come
and get me then, you stupid son of a bitch!”
Silverfish took the bait as Zerrex set himself, watching as the armored carrier rolled
towards him slowly at first, but picked up speed and momentum as it bounced over the cracked
pavement, closing the hundred meters between them with rising quickness… and then, as it shot
towards him fast now, only ten meters away, the Drakkaren slammed his hands into the ground
and the street in front of him shot violently upwards, forming into a steep ramp that curved
slightly to the side, and the assault carrier roared up this before twisting, trying to follow the
curve of the ramp but only succeeding in falling on its side to continue to skid forwards for
several meters, the back of the vehicle fishtailing before it continued the slow half-roll and
landed on its top, skidding a few more feet before it slowed and gently came to a stop when it
bumped into a building.
The reptile approached, examining the vehicle before he noted there was no escape hatch
on the bottom, and he smiled grimly at the sight of the ramp slowly being forced open, gears
stripping loudly before Silverfish half-fell out with a groan, visibly disoriented… and Zerrex
walked forwards with a snort of distaste, reaching up to grab his sword before he frowned a bit
as the orca turned his head away to hide his face… and then something smashed hard into the
lizard‟s chest, and he flew backwards to crash to the ground some twenty feet away, rolling back
to a crouch to halt himself as he drew his sword off his back and slammed it down against the
street, gritting his teeth as Silverfish snarled and climbed up to feet quickly, brushing himself
down as he shouted: “We aren‟t that stupid, Lord Zerrex!”
Zerrex narrowed his eyes, looking back and forth, but Ghost was staying in the vehicle,
likely projecting himself only when necessary so he wouldn‟t risk being grabbed again… and

then Silverfish rose a hand, a shimmering sphere of water forming slowly in it as he said darkly:
“Do you know how long I‟ve been waiting for this?”
He threw the sphere hard, and Zerrex rose Blackheart in a defensive position… but
Ghost‟s shimmering astral body appeared and shoved the sword firmly out of the way, Zerrex
stumbling before he cursed as the pressurized sphere smashed into him like a wrecking ball,
leaving a visible bruise even as his scales became metallic… but several pieces of metal scale
simply fell out of place, blood ebbing from the wound as Silverfish shouted: “Always
downplaying me, always treating me like dirt, even after I started running the operations in Hell
you came begging to help you!”
He created another sphere of water and threw it hard, and Zerrex held up his right arm…
but Ghost‟s projection appeared again, kicking him hard in the kidney and making Zerrex wince
and stagger before the orb of water smashed directly into his face, knocking the Drakkaren on his
ass before he turned his head to the side and spat out a tooth, and Silverfish grinned, whispering:
“Hard being on the losing team, isn‟t it?”
The orca held out both his hands, and two large spheres of liquid appeared before he
threw both hard as Zerrex began to climb to his feet… and Ghost‟s projection pounced on his
back, holding him in place as both spheres smashed into his shoulder and face, knocking Zerrex
flat on his back as blood exploded from the wounds, tearing through the metallic scales covering
the lizard‟s body and leaving raw, fleshy patches exposed over his body, as Silverfish laughed
and Ghost‟s shimmering projection floated slowly beside him, the snake silently joining in his
merriment… and then Zerrex slowly began to get up again, shaking his head out briskly as his
wounds sluggishly healed, and Silverfish snorted in distaste. “Well, Zerrex, time for you to die
like I died. Crushed under sheer, unyielding pressure.”
Silverfish held both of his hands out, and water flowed from between the links of his
armor, forming slowly into a large disc… but then it wavered in midair, a bit of water uselessly
leaking out of the disc as the orca frowned, looking back and forth in shock before he snarled…
and Zerrex slowly climbed to his feet, saying darkly: “This world is dying, remember? There‟s
not enough water molecules in this dry air for you to control… no weather apart from the
weather we create. Now who‟s cracking under the pressure, Silverfish?”
The armored male stared at him with horror as Ghost‟s projection snarled and looked
desperately back and forth, and then the Drakkaren began to walk forwards, before he glanced up
as Silverfish shrieked and shoved his hands out, the disc of water shooting at him… but Zerrex
simply slashed Blackheart outwards, cutting through the pressurized water and sending fountains
of it shooting out from the disc like blood as it dissolved around him, splashing uselessly to the
ground before Silverfish clawed at himself, looking wildly for a weapon… and then Zerrex
seized the orca by the throat, making him gargle as he hefted him into the air before he grinned
and grabbed Zerrex‟s arm… then winced as he touched metal, the reptile saying calmly: “Can‟t
draw the water from my body out of that, now can you?”
“Please…” Silverfish rasped, wincing… and Zerrex threw him hard backwards into the
exposed underside of the armored carrier, the orca grunting in pain as he shivered and held his
hands up, smiling weakly: “Just… it was just a test, a joke, you… you can let us both go now.
You can take us prisoner but… but please, I… Zerrex, have mercy…”
“Twister deserved mercy. Just a soldier caught in a web.” Zerrex‟s eyes narrowed, and
then he created a sphere of energy, saying coldly: “You two can suffer.”
He threw the sphere hard forwards into the exposed machinery of the armored carrier,
and then he winced backwards as it exploded and the vehicle‟s fuel source went up in a massive

explosion, setting fire to the very metal of the vehicle with how hot it burned as Silverfish
screamed, not so much burning as he was melting, even as he tried to crawl off the bottom of the
carrier… and the visible projection of Ghost twisted and jerked, howling in pain before it
flickered completely out of existence, and the Drakkaren snorted in disgust as he watched the
vehicle slowly char and burn away. He wiped slowly at the ashes on his body, surprised at the
considerable heat as he placed Blackheart securely on his back… and then he turned slowly
around, unsurprised to see Camus looking at him as he asked quietly: “Do you understand what I
was trying to show you?”
“Traitor‟s just a word.” Zerrex said after a moment, then he lowered his head,
murmuring: “I killed friends. I killed my own unit, less a few people who are still… I don‟t know
if „alive‟ is the right word for it, but still here. Are you telling me that I‟m a betrayer too, Camus?
Or are you just telling me that in the right circumstances, anyone will kill anyone, grinding in the
lesson that those aren‟t just words, but demonstrating to me how even I can be pushed to it.”
“And you say I think too much.” Camus smiled faintly at him, and then he sighed a bit,
walking towards Zerrex and gently touching his bicep as he looked at the wreckage, murmuring
softly: “Why didn‟t you just blow up the carrier from the start?”
“I…” Zerrex halted, looking down with a frown, and then he gazed over at Camus as
confusion and a need to explain himself overwhelmed bitterness. “I guess… I… I dunno.
Maybe… maybe I got lost in the past and forgot who and what I was. Maybe I was scared.
Maybe I just… I didn‟t want to kill them. Who knows what the subconscious mind wants?”
“A good point.” Camus looked quietly out at the wreckage, and then he sighed and turned
around, hands behind his back as he gazed up at the sky silently, before he snapped his fingers…
and Zerrex heard a whispering behind him, before he looked over his shoulder with dumb
surprise to see that the wreckage, the flames, and the damaged carrier had all vanished. “Zerrex,
this is painful for us both, I know. And I can imagine easily that it‟s far worse for you…” He
stopped, turning around and meeting his eyes quietly. “But it is necessary as well. And I beg of
you, again, to come with me, even though I know you‟ll say no, I still must ask… all I want to do
is rid this universe of its plagues of evil and apathy and pain, create… create the universe the
Creator Gods meant to create…”
Zerrex shook his head silently, and Camus began to turn away… and then the Drakkaren
looked up, saying: “Wait. Camus… what happened to the Creator Gods? You told me we would
talk after I completed this… task.”
The reptile made a face at the last word, but it helped right now to distance himself from
what he‟d just done, as well as to focus on the lion across from him… and strangely, he didn‟t
know if he hated him or longed to be friends with him again at this moment. Camus, however,
looked surprised… and then he looked slowly around before he held up a hand and opened a rift,
saying quietly: “Come with me.”
Zerrex hesitated… but then he nodded slowly and followed as the lion vanished through
the portal, stepping hesitantly into it… and a moment later, he passed into an immense marble
room like the lobby of some grand opera house, the roof above made of beautiful painted glass, a
huge set of redwood double doors behind him and the floor beneath his feet red carpet, with
pillars supporting a long walkway that surrounded the first floor and two long, curved stairwells
leading up to this directly in front of him, twisted around a wide archway leading into another
room as if embracing it. It was beautiful, more beautiful than even the manses Zerrex had been in
inside Heaven, and Camus smiled faintly over his shoulder, saying quietly: “This is my home…
or rather, the place I have made my home. Come, come.”

He motioned for Zerrex to follow, walking to the right of the room… and the Drakkaren
did so, gazing back and forth at proud statues that lined the walls. One was of a Naganatine, he
noticed, and the reptile felt strangely drawn to this, gazing over the handsome figure of the male
in plain robes, a facemask in his hand and his eyes closed… and then they seemed to open and
wink at Zerrex, and the reptile staggered backwards before he shook his head, the eyes closed
again and the statue unmoving, before the reptile gazed down at a nameplate he couldn‟t read…
but he didn‟t have to, as he whispered: “Naganis…”
“The Creators must have still been alive when he first came into the universe, perhaps
even created him…” Camus said quietly, from where he was standing by a large archway… and
Zerrex looked at him curiously before the lion smiled a bit and shrugged slowly. “It‟s complex
work, translating the texts I‟ve found here. I still don‟t understand their language fully, even after
so many years of studying it and the books I‟ve found filled with their strange, shifting runes that
are readable to anyone… but here, it‟s easier to show you.”
Zerrex nodded, and the Drakkaren turned and followed Camus into the next room: an
immense, well-structured library, huge bookshelves against the wall, the tops of which supported
a second floor walkway that circled around the room. As the Drakkaren turned, he noted that
rows of the immense, beautiful shelves also supported long bridges that went between the
walkways surrounding the walls of the room, each with shelves down the center of the walk and
leaving just enough room to comfortably pass along the bridge on either side, and this was
repeated for a third level of the huge library. Zerrex enjoyed the structure of it, as he enjoyed
how there were wide, open spaces on the first floor left almost entirely open, so that long tables
of ivory with matching, polished white chairs could stand in them without crowding the library.
Camus led him down the rows, past several sections towards the other end of the
enormous room… and then Zerrex halted and stared, seeing the chained and shackled Maria
sitting quietly at the far end of a table, a book cradled in her chains as he locked-together hands
quietly clasped against her breast, before she looked up and started, almost knocking over the
chair as she stood and her chains swept around her, trembling a little as she stared at her
grandfather… and Camus said quietly: “He‟s… only visiting. Please, Serviteur, go and feed
Rot… it‟s best that he stays pacified while we have a guest.”
Maria nodded quietly, but she hesitated as Zerrex looked at her silently… and then he
finally said: “It‟s… it‟s good to see you, Maria. Take care.”
“I…” Maria fell quiet, and then she lowered her head and walked slowly out of the room,
Camus and Zerrex both watching her leave before there was a moment of awkward silence and
even worse tension, and then Zerrex winced and looked up sharply as something gave a
bloodcurdling roar of fury, the walls almost vibrating with it.
Camus merely grimaced, and then he walked slowly over to the table, muttering: “Rot is
almost as strong as Jupiter but easily twice as dangerous. He requires a handler at all times and
infusions of energy that come in the form of organic bodies; food to him. Almost all things are
food to that creature, though…”
“You keep strange company.” Zerrex muttered, and then he sat down at the other side of
the table, Camus looking at him with a grimace before the reptile pulled Blackheart off his back
and let the sword drop on the table, looking slowly back and forth. “This is the legendary Manse
of the Unworld, isn‟t it? I thought it was a myth.”
“Not at all. It was built by the Creators, and one of them always stayed here, to maintain
things… it‟s made of a substance completely impervious to Unworld essence, keeps even residue
from leaking in here, apart from the residue the Broken emit themselves. But Maria gives off

very little, and I only give off Unworld energies when I allow my body to channel it, so there are
only traces of it in the Manse now. Fortunate for visitors, I suppose.” Camus smiled a little at the
joke, but Zerrex only looked away, so the lion sighed and tapped his fingers against the table
before saying finally: “The Creator Gods.
“Ah, yes. The Creator Gods…” Camus was silent for a moment, and then he said finally:
“I‟m unsure of their exact fate… but… several tomes speak of the Creator Gods… „vanishing‟
one-by-one. Of their essences becoming malign, and then abruptly disappearing to no one knows
where. I have discovered journals that include mentions of creatures the Creator Gods didn‟t
create, of beings that came into existence even before they formed the universe from nothingness
or Nothingness with a capital N… but perhaps the only place that holds a clue is the Center of
the Universe.”
Zerrex remembered both Thanatos and Athéos‟s memories mentioning this… and then he
asked quietly: “Have you ever visited there?”
Camus was silent for a long moment, and then he finally nodded, murmuring: “Yes, but
only briefly. It‟s almost certainly where the Creator Gods set up their first true temple in the
mortal realm… but much of it was also destroyed and in ruins. The Old Gods have visited there
often themselves… and Thanatos also protects it these days, putting great effort into keeping all
beings away from it. He doesn‟t relish the thought of other Gods attempting to siphon whatever
power may still exist deep in those ruins for their own uses, after the disaster with Athéos and the
Old Gods.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, looking down… and then Camus said gently: “Now,
Zerrex, I have promised you a decade of time where I will not attack you. But can we agree upon
meetings here and there, perhaps, by accident or by arrangement? I do wish to speak with you,
and see if I can convince you to come to my viewpoint on things… and of course, there‟s always
the slim chance that you may convince me to look the other way, as well.”
Zerrex smiled faintly at this, murmuring: “Not if you‟re half as stubborn as I am, and I
get the feeling you may be even worse than me, Camus. But you should know how I get about
people who piss me off… much less people who end up betraying me in one form or another.”
The lion nodded, looking down for a moment before he glanced back up, saying quietly:
“But that isn‟t a no, is it?”
“Don‟t expect me to be your best friend, Camus, you seem to have this bad habit of
trying to get me killed one way or another.” the Drakkaren muttered, and the lion sighed and
shook his head, looking at him with exasperation. “I don‟t know, though. I… I understand what
you‟re trying to do. At times, I almost want to agree with you, because I‟ve seen firsthand how
this world is… is not the best of places, and worse, I think your technique of grinding in my face
how much my life and luck has been crappy, and how much this universe has gone to hell, is
kind of working a little bit.”
Camus looked at him quietly, and then Zerrex looked up, saying softly: “But then I look
at my baby boy, Naganen, and think of all the good things I have in this life. I‟m not going to
turn on him, or on them, and bring him up in a synthetic universe, with synthetic goals and
values. Sometimes unnecessary evil is necessary to balance out the good and make us appreciate
what we have, to make us realize how some people must suffer, to make us understand how
much we accomplish when we do find the light in the darkness.
“I won‟t give up, Camus. I‟ll fight until the end of the universe, the real end of the
universe.” The Drakkaren met the lion‟s eyes, and then he stood up, shaking his head slowly.
“And I‟ll never help destroy these worlds after I fought so hard to bring peace back to them. I‟ve

fought wars in Heaven, Hell, and all over the mortal world. I‟ve fought in the Unworld and been
dragged into the Nothingness, and gods know what happened in there. I‟ve lost people and I‟ve
killed people and I‟ve saved people and sacrificed people. But I won‟t help in a genocide like
this.” He quietly reached out and touched the swastika on his right arm, looking down at it
silently. “No matter what people think of me or assume about me, I will not become that great of
a monster.”
Camus looked at him silently, and then he sighed and rested back in his chair, looking up
as he murmured softly: “This universe is infected, is… diseased, Zerrex. Even the Creator Gods
thought so, and that was countless years ago. These journals are ancient, possibly before the time
of even gods like Thanatos… my qualm is that if they thought the universe was infested with evil
then, what would they think of it now? Of all the creative and atrocious ways mortals and gods
have found to torture themselves and others?”
“We aren‟t ants in an ant farm, Camus, or animals in a cage that have never known a life
outside the bars and laziness of their life imprisoned in fake environments!” Zerrex retorted,
throwing an arm out angrily, and the lion reared back in surprise. “Camus, they were Creator
Gods, but a mother‟s a mother too whether she‟s a bar slut who sells her baby for drugs or a
loving, compassionate female who would die to protect her child! An orphan owes no fealty to
parents who toss their baby in the garbage, then come back later when he grows up a success and
demand money and respect from him!”
Zerrex breathed hard, glaring at Camus… and then the lion shook his head slowly,
leaning forwards and saying quietly: “I know we evolved on our own, Zerrex… but without
them, there would be no mothers, loving or otherwise, no parents, no child, no anything. Maybe
we can‟t look at ourselves as property to them, or as pets they can give away when they like.
Maybe they did owe us some responsibility, some nurturing, some love, some… knowledge of
their very presence… but can you honestly say we owed them nothing in return, that they have
no right to fix us if they find us to be a failed project, when mortals start to lose their consciences
and gods start to strut around like peacocks who own the universe?”
“But that‟s exactly it, Camus, they didn‟t do anything, and they‟re dead.” Zerrex replied
in a frustrated, cold voice, and then he shook his head firmly. “I don‟t honor a corpse, I honor
their memory, and I honor who they were in life. The dead and gone from this universe can‟t
help you, no matter how much you beg, plead, rant, or want them to… and material things that
survive them must be passed down to the next people who have earned the right to them, and the
universe belongs to all of us, every single one of us, and can never be ruled by one hand alone,
and nor does it deserve to be destroyed by one hand or even two people, no matter how strong
they are or how good their intentions… the Creators are gone, Camus. They‟re gone… they…”
Zerrex reached up and touched his forehead, and Camus frowned at him as the reptile felt
memories flash through his mind, of someone beautiful, of someone he‟d lost, and he felt a
breath on the back of his neck that made him shiver before he leaned forwards over the table…
and Camus stood slowly up, saying quietly as he held his hands as if he was surrendering:
“Look, Zerrex, maybe… maybe this is enough for today. You have fought a long, hard war, and
you deserve to get some rest and renew your acquaintance with Mengele. Why don‟t I just send
you home now?”
“Allie…” Zerrex whispered… and then he suddenly lunged across the table, grabbing
Camus‟s front and shoving him back against a shelf, and the lion looked shocked by the ferocity
if the lizard as he shouted: “Is she here? God damn you, is she here?”

“Zerrex, what are you talking about?” Camus looked horrified, grabbing at the reptile‟s
wrists, and then Zerrex pulled himself away, touching his forehead and trembling a bit. Camus
looked at him for a moment, then he quietly stepped forwards, gently touching his shoulder as he
said softly: “Who are you talking about, Zerrex? I swear to you, there‟s no one in this Manse but
myself, M… Serviteur… and Rot. I have few other agents, but even the ones that exist would be
of no interest to you, know only your name at most, and only from me telling them it.”
The Drakkaren remained silent, then he grabbed either side of his head, closing his eyes
as he murmured: “I don‟t want to talk about it, Camus. Can we please go?”
Camus hesitated… but then he gently patted Zerrex on the back and said softly: “Alright.
I‟ll open a rift for you back to the mortal plane.” He stopped, seemed to argue with himself for a
moment as Zerrex slumped and stepped over to the table to pick up Blackheart, and then he
sighed and murmured: “I‟ll give you time, Zerrex. But call should you ever want to talk or need
my assistance with anything.”
“And here I thought we were enemies.” the Drakkaren murmured as he headed towards
the rift as it sparked into reality, then he looked at Camus oddly when the lion laughed a little.
“Enemies, perhaps, but friends too. And the enemy of my enemy is my friend, isn‟t that
right?” Camus tilted his head towards him with a faint smile. “Not all the agents that have
worked against you are mine, after all. Only the ones I have associated myself with in one form
or another. Take care, Zerrex.”
“You too, Camus.” the Drakkaren said finally, and then he stepped into the rift and
winced as he passed through darkness that seemed to lick along his scales for a moment, before
stepping out in front of the Ravenlight Estate… and the reptile quietly adjusted his armlet back
down to twenty before he threw his head back and cursed in pain as shocks travelled over his
body, falling to a kneel and dropping Blackheart in front of him as he gasped and then panted
hard, energy sparking over his form before it finally began to settle… but the reptile stayed low
for a few moments, memories tearing at his mind almost as badly as they had when he had first
woken up, and he clenched his eyes shut before he grabbed his skull and tore at his hair in
frustration, muttering: “Goddammit, focus, focus, focus on the present, on what has to be
done…”
He shook his head firmly, then he stood carefully and rested Blackheart on his shoulder,
walking slowly forwards as he pushed through the doors. He felt heavy with the weight of
choices on his shoulders, like he was trying to carry the entire world with him… and he grimaced
at this as he turned around and shoved the Estate doors closed, resting for a moment against them
as he murmured: “I miss her so goddamn much.”
The words felt like they echoed around the main hall, and he turned around and fell back
against the doors, sliding down them and simply staring listlessly out at the huge hall. It was
hurting to hold everything in, much as he liked to keep up his smiling façade… and he sighed,
hammering a fist against his head, muttering: “Stop that, now. Stop it. I own this whole Estate
and a palace in Hell, I‟m back from the dead, I have all kinds of friends and family and things to
live for here.”
Yeah, forget about all the responsibilities on your shoulders, or Camus, or the fact that
half your memories are still dead in your brain and all that other shit. Ravenlight said nastily
from somewhere inside his head, and Zerrex punched his skull a few more times. Stop that!
Anyway, all I’m saying is that you and Camus are both wrong. You can’t fix people, and you
can’t fix the universe: it will always spiral down into chaos and destruction, no matter what
happens. Just like someone will always think they’re more correct and better than you are, just

like how someone will push their beliefs on entire nations and they, in turn, with push those
beliefs on the rest of the world. Just like how positive and negative will always attract and
destroy each other, cancelling out everything but the eventual explosion that takes down
everything around them, too.
“And people say I‟m miserable.” Zerrex muttered, and then he sighed as he forced
himself to his feet, but he was tired and it was hard work. His feet dragged as he walked
forwards, not understanding why he was so exhausted… but at the same time, he knew. It wasn‟t
the physical strain on his body: that was minimal, his wounds mostly healed, the rest of the
bruises on his body fading bit-by-bit. It was the mental pain that was eating him up, the
emotional stresses on his body and his mind, and he sighed as he reached the stairs, then winced
as his bad leg spasmed and made it clearly known how little it enjoyed this turn of events.
The reptile took a good minute or so to get all the way up the stairs, Blackheart scraping
against his right shoulder as he pushed through the doorway… and he glanced into Lily‟s room
as he walked by, the female sitting and smiling gently as she went through baby books with
Anathema, neither seeming to notice him… but that was okay, that was what he wanted. He
continued forwards towards his room, but it seemed so far away… and then he heard footsteps
behind him, and he turned around to see the two females standing in the hall, gazing after him;
soft concern on Lily‟s features, hidden compassion in Anathema‟s eyes. “What happened?”
Zerrex grunted, and then he turned around, shoulders sagging as he continued to drag
himself down the hall…and then he winced as Anathema walked up and inspected him,
muttering: “That bad, huh?” She paused as Lily approached, and then said mildly: “Look,
Zerrex, we can-”
“Just leave me alone for a little while, okay? I need some alone time. No Cherry
harassing me and trying to make me smile, no Cindy inspecting me, no one poking or prodding
me.” Zerrex muttered, looking at the floor… and although he could hear Anathema grinding her
teeth in frustration that masked worry, he could also sense Lily holding the undead Naganatine
back, and he was glad for that. He and Lily had known each other for a long time now, after
all… and Lily had learned the hard way what happened when he was poked when he didn‟t want
to be poked.
He stopped at his door, pushing it open, then glanced over at their nervous features,
saying finally: “Thank you.” A pause, and then he sighed and pushed in through the door, letting
Blackheart fall to the ground as he shoved the door closed behind him, and walked silently to the
bed before he rolled over and looked down at his combat boots. It had become second nature to
put them on every time he got up, much as he hated wearing them around the Estate… and he
inspected them slowly, the scuffs, the lack of polish, the roughness to them. They looked ugly
and worn and broken-down, but he never bothered polishing them anymore… just like he rarely
bothered to fix his hair more than cutting it roughly here and there and combing it a little in the
mornings, or make sure his nanotech clothing didn‟t get wrinkled, or clean his armlet all that
thoroughly. He brushed his teeth on occasion, thankful that tooth decay wasn‟t exactly a problem
for demons, and he tended to eat food with his hands and drank out of the carton when no one
was looking, and often dribbled on himself. He hated showers and enjoyed baths on occasion,
but that was the extent of his hygiene.
Yet he was supposed to be important somehow? Yet he, of all people, had inherited
powers that would be terrifying even in the hands of the most responsible person of the world,
when he couldn‟t even remember to do up his fly all the time? And hell, that was before taking
into account that his list of favorite things to do included raping and torturing people and

gratuitously abusing his abilities for sheer personal gain and pleasure. He shook his head slowly,
looking miserably at the ceiling as he lay spread-eagle and whispered: “Maybe Camus is
right…”
He closed his eyes: the thought made him shudder, that maybe the universe really was a
sick and vile place where redemption really was a myth or a dream. After all, how many years of
punishment and learning did it take demons and mortals to finally come to understand the pain
they‟d inflicted on others, and why hurting people was wrong? And how many of them still
ended up being screwups, or so incurable they ended up being sealed in either the Abyss or Sin‟s
Tower? And now there was a growing almost-religion around himself, a following he was
building of not only admirers and friends but others who wanted to indulge in depravity and sex
and whom thought that“Enough.” said a gentle voice, and Zerrex looked back and forth stupidly before he
realized no one was here, that the voice had to have been imagined… and he shivered, hugging
himself tightly and trying to block out the memory of Ixin cheerfully reading the names of all the
gods who had gone insane and what a statistically-high probability it was for him to follow in
that wake. For a little while, he just laid in bed… and then, finally, he began to settle, calming
down even as he felt neurotic and tense, but it helped to remind himself he was already bordering
on schizophrenic and most certainly had more than one personality scurrying around in his
twisted little head.
Zerrex took slow, careful breaths in and out as he bowed his head forwards and sat on the
edge of the bed, just letting his thoughts ebb slowly to a halt before he stood quietly up and
walked over to his sword, then he made a face when Blackheart zapped him, muttering: “Oh,
don‟t you start too. You of all people should know how I get when upset.”
Blackheart didn‟t reply, and the Drakkaren felt a little stupid a moment later for talking to
his sword like he expected a response, before he shook his head a bit and turned, walking over to
the sword holder to place the heavy weapon carefully back in it. He knew that Blackheart might
have living energy in it, might be sentient to a degree, or it might just seem that way… but there
was no way the sword could talk to him. He thought of the voice that had spoken again, though,
and he frowned as he looked down, hugging himself for a moment before he mumbled: “No,
Blackheart is far too much a phallic symbol to be female, anyway.”
He glanced at the blade, and it glowed almost imperceptibly for a moment before the
light faded, and Zerrex turned slowly around before he walked towards the door… then he rested
his forehead against it, reaching a hand up to touch it quietly as he felt anxious emotions on the
other side. He concentrated, and realized he could easily recognize those energies… and then he
murmured softly: “How long have you been out there for, Anathema?”
Silence for a moment… and then something nudged against the door, and he could
picture the undead female crossing her arms and resting back against it, as she replied, muffled
slightly through the wood: “Long enough, anyway. Are you done in there, or do I have to break
in and drag you out?”
“Stop being a jerk.” Zerrex smiled a bit, and then he sighed before asking quietly: “Has
anyone come looking for me?”
“Cherry, she said something about the mortal colony and picking up some guy who‟d
shown up out of nowhere.” Anathema replied disinterestedly, and then Zerrex stepped back and
pulled the door open, and the female almost fell on top of him, the reptile catching the undead
creature in his arms, and she made a face up at him even as she let herself rest back against his

strong chest. “So I take it this is important, huh? And why do you only ever get this worked up
about guys, not about girls?”
“Obviously I‟m secretly gay. Explains why I like a no-chested girl like you so much.”
Zerrex replied dryly, and then he winced when Anathema stood up and glared at him, shoving
him backwards lightly before she grabbed him by the muzzle and jerked him down into a firm,
rough kiss, their mouths moving together as her tongue twisted deep along his muzzle, sliding
towards his throat before she drew suddenly back and away from him, grabbing his jaws before
he could even begin to properly kiss her back and shoving his head away.
He stumbled and grimaced, and she snorted in amusement, saying dryly: “Well, I‟m glad
you‟re feeling better. Come on, idiot, I‟m sure more than one of your daughters is upset by
now… but I have to wonder why no one‟s showed up here yet to drag you out of here.”
“Because this guy who showed up is kind of a big deal.” Zerrex muttered, and then he
rubbed slowly at his face, closing his eyes before he winced. “Oh goddammit, wait a minute,
what about Balthazar and Mercy?”
“Packed up and finished their work a while ago. Mercy sends her best, I think, she‟s
probably back at the Tower.” Anathema said dismissively, and Zerrex gave her a flat look.
“What do you want me to do, pretend I think it matters whether or not you learn basic math?”
Zerrex grumbled and rolled his eyes at this, and then he sighed when she grabbed him by
the hair, wincing as he allowed her to pull him along. “No, but it wouldn‟t hurt for you to
recognize that there are things other than yourself in the universe that are important… you can let
go now, by the way, and just tell me where you think I should head first.”
Anathema glanced at him for a moment musingly, her fingers still tangled in his ivory
locks as if afraid he was going to try and run off… and then she nodded almost hesitantly, letting
go of him and saying quietly: “Well, Cherry called the Tower a „base of operations‟ when I last
spoke to her. I suppose she‟s right about that: she probably brought whoever this new important
male is there.”
“You‟re not going to let go of that male thing, are you?” Zerrex asked mildly, and
Anathema shrugged a bit, but while her body played along, her eyes silently asked him another
question, and he rubbed at his head slowly, murmuring: “I‟m okay, Annie. Just… just a little
roughed-up. Hey, have you ever heard of creatures being brought back from the Unworld… not
just as Beings or even undead, but… physically revived?”
“Impossible.” Anathema said clearly, and then she frowned a bit when Zerrex smiled
grimly. “But somehow… you‟re saying that this has happened. Yet I just don‟t conceive how it
could be done… the undead are one thing, that‟s spirits manifesting themselves with or without
organic tissue or simply reanimated, mindless and soulless flesh and bone… but to revive
something from the Unworld, you‟d need not only enough scraps of a creature‟s very essence,
but a sense of their energy, a… a lock on their very soul, then pump them with so much energy
that the Unworld essence would be completely cancelled out by it.”
Zerrex tilted his head curiously, and Anathema said quietly: “It‟s like… putting down so
much material, the acid uses itself up trying to eat all the way through it, absorbed completely
into the materials you‟ve put down… or maybe a better metaphor is a fire you simply drown in
so much wood that it‟s smothered by it.”
The Drakkaren nodded slowly, and Anathema shook her head, finally motioning at him
impatiently. “Anyway, create a portal or something, I‟d prefer not to just stand here chatting all
day. I‟d also like to be gone before Lily and Naganen wake up…”

She looked sour at this last prospect, and Zerrex smiled a bit more as he crossed his arms,
asking mildly: “So you made it a whole… what, twenty-six hours without Lily‟s help?”
“Oh fuck you, it was almost two days.” Anathema said disgustedly, but she glanced away
as she spoke and rubbed slowly at one of her shoulders. “Besides, Lily was the one who came to
me, and… after you gave Naganen back, I mean… and…”
She stopped, then frowned a bit at Zerrex‟s chest before looking up at his face, saying
quietly as she reached into her chest and touched her own beating heart: “Tell me, Zerrex… am I
supposed to feel the way I do about my child? Love him more and more every time I gaze upon
his features, look… look at him and think wonderingly that this is our baby, something you and I
created together? I could make a thousand children from one single session of sex with you
Zerrex, I could replace Naganen with a dozen-dozen copies like him, I can bring to life and
shape Terrors or homunculi or craft not-alive, not-dead servants… but… but I look at him, and
every time I am struck by wonderment. Every time… my heart thuds in my chest, and he… he
looks at me like I am his mother, not merely the tool that helped create him.”
“That‟s because you aren‟t a tool… and you are his mother.” Zerrex said quietly,
reflecting on a not-long-past conversation as he stepped forwards and silently took her hands…
and then he smiled a bit, murmuring: “Sin felt the same way about the first children we had, you
know. Talked almost the same as you… how she‟s killed Terrors before, or helped seal others.
How sometimes she felt motherly affection for the creatures she birthed, at other times felt
merely like she had spawned them and then moved on from them immediately. It took her a little
while to get used to the idea that she could be a parent… just like you‟re a parent, Anathema. A
mother.” He reached up and stroked her face quietly, and she blushed beneath the bone-mask
covering her features, half-tensing as she swallowed thickly. “I know it‟s strange and hard, but
when you love your children, when you honestly care about them and want to see them excel,
grow up, lead lives of their own and help guide them along those paths… every child is an
adventure, every child is-”
“Oh shut up, you‟re rambling and it‟s irritating.” Anathema said rudely, but she squeezed
his hands quietly as she gazed at him softly, and then she murmured: “But we should go now.
Lily will wake up soon and I‟m not in the mood for another long, emotional speech about how
much she loves her children and how sorry she is about losing Dorian.” She winced at the look
on Zerrex‟s face, adding quickly: “Not that I mean it‟s not sad or anything, only that… her
speeches are very long… and very boring.”
The reptile grunted after a moment, and then he sighed and finally opened a portal,
Anathema walking through this quickly before the Drakkaren followed, saying dryly: “You do
realize that not all of us have your insight on the Cycle, right, and that we also can‟t bring souls
back from the dead as we see fit?”
“I‟m not an idiot, nor am I that callous, Zerrex.” Anathema said acidly, and she glared at
him irritably as they both walked slowly towards Sin‟s Tower, the portal snapping shut behind
them. “Besides, no matter what you believe in, losing someone close to you is still difficult. And
once a soul willingly moves on to the Unworld, there‟s nothing at all I can do to bring it back.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, and he opened his mouth again… but Anathema rose her
hand, saying dryly: “Forget it. But tell me who this new arrival is then: someone important you
found wandering the mortal world, supernatural or otherwise?”
“A bribe from Camus in some way, a gift in others, and a very difficult choice in a few
last.” the Drakkaren muttered, and Anathema gave him an odd look before the reptile smiled a

bit. “Hey, not my fault the truth is so goddamn weird. He‟s the male who gave me a lot of these
scars, though… and the one who put this on me, too.”
The lizard reached up, quietly touching his swastika, and Anathema nodded slowly after
a moment before she asked curiously: “Does that mean we should try to kill him, then, or does it
mean he‟s going to be an ally?”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but he couldn‟t deny the tingle of amusement it gave him
nonetheless as he said quietly: “Well, we‟re almost all allies these days, right? It doesn‟t ever
hurt to have one more on your side.” He paused meditatively for a moment, then added:
“Anyway, yeah. He‟ll probably help us, but undoubtedly it‟ll take some convincing… and I‟m
not sure if you‟re going to like him or not. Believe me, he… he grows on you, but… he takes a
little bit of getting used to.”
Anathema looked at him thoughtfully, but then she finally nodded grudgingly, and Zerrex
smiled a bit at her as they entered the Tower and headed for the ramps leading downwards… and
then he frowned a bit as he saw Daria sitting quietly at the top of it, smiling over at him: she still
looked a little low on strength, but she seemed better than he remembered as she waved to them
and stood up, saying quietly: “Cherry dragged some big wolf by… not Vampire, I mean some
other wolf. She seemed really agitated about something.”
The Naganatine looked disgruntled by this, crossing her arms and looking at him
moodily, and when Zerrex looked sourly back she said flatly: “Cherry and I may not always be
the best of friends, but I have learned she is a fairly good judge of character. Why exactly then,
Zerrex, would she be anything less than her usual self about someone?”
“I‟ll explain later.” Zerrex glowered at her, but Anathema only muttered under her breath,
looking irked as she rubbed slowly at the side of her neck. He smiled after a moment at her
nervousness, then he motioned for her to follow as he walked over and gently picked Daria up,
making her laugh a little bit before he set her down and said softly as he knelt: “Come on, I‟ll
piggyback you down to the facility.”
She blushed but didn‟t argue, the newt happily climbing onto his back and closing her
eye as she smiled softly, resting the side of her face against his back as Anathema gave him a
dour look, and he rolled his eyes, grumbling: “Hey, you can pull apart and attach yourself to me
whenever you want, so-”
“Why thank you, Zerrex!” Anathema interrupted in a simpering voice, and then she
became skeletal before breaking into pieces, snapping onto his body and making him wince and
grumble as bone plates slid between the bodies of himself and Daria‟s scantily-covered form,
small spikes sticking out of the Drakkaren‟s nanotech clothing as Anathema‟s voice muttered
from the skull on his shoulder: “Don‟t make yourself too comfortable.”
Daria, however, only reached out and stroked over the skull, making the golden flames in
the sockets flare up as she said softly: “I‟m not trying to take him away from you, Anathema. I
just love the company of Zerrex and his kindness… and I would be more than willing to serve
you, too, you know.”
She leaned down and kissed the skull, and immediately the flames in the socket whiffed
out, and Zerrex could feel Anathema‟s half-touched, half-creeped out shivers in his mind as he
smiled to himself and walked down the stairs, feeling the spikes of bone receding into
Anathema‟s armor as the plates of ivory slid to more comfortable positions on him. The reptile
let himself relax in the presence of both the females, however, feeling strange but also starting to
feel better as he descended down the long ramp and towards the facility in silence that lasted
until the clanking elevator, when Anathema muttered: “This feels dangerous.”

Zerrex snorted at this, saying quietly: “Mengele may not exactly be friendly or child-safe,
but he isn‟t anywhere near strong enough to take on me, you, and all my many Disciples at once,
Anathema. He‟s wily, but he‟ll be confused… bitter… and more likely than not, pissed as hell at
the fact afterworlds and afterlives do exist.”
The elevator clanked to a halt, and the reptile frowned a bit as he stepped into the hall
beyond and found Mist and Shine standing guard. They both smiled and saluted at him, looking
relieved even if he saw a nervousness in his eyes he wasn‟t used to, before Mist asked carefully:
“Lord Zerrex, are you sure this is the safest course of action? It‟s not that I don‟t trust you,
memories of what he did… are still very clear in our minds…”
“Of the tortures he inflicted, of the things he did to you and almost did to the world.”
Shine continued, and then she smiled as Daria slid quietly off the lizard‟s back and Anathema
peeled herself free, body forming with a grimace as flesh slid over her bones. “Daria, Lady
Anathema.”
“Oh look, more people who don‟t like this idea.” Anathema scowled and crossed her
bony arms, and then she winced when Zerrex shoved her lightly, growling at him.
Then, before she could come up with another retort or argument, Daria said quietly:
“Lord Zerrex trusts him, and therefore I trust him. No matter what evils he has inflicted…” She
stopped, looking quietly at the Drakkaren. “The core of our beliefs is that no one is beyond
redemption, isn‟t that correct?”
The Twins bowed their head forwards respectfully, and even Anathema looked like she
moodily agreed, before she muttered: “Still, it‟s unnerving.”
Zerrex only grunted in response now, walking down the rusted halls as he rolled his
shoulders, now joined by the Twins, who strode on either side of him as Daria and Anathema
followed a few paces behind. In only a few minutes, they were crossing the bridge into the
facility… and then Zerrex winced as he entered the hall and saw Cindy and Mengele shouting at
each other, while Cherry stood back before she glowered at Zerrex, lunged past the two, and
seized him by the shoulders, shaking him firmly. “What the holy hell is up with this shit, Boss?
Mengele is a fucking psycho asshole!” She halted, then sulked and added grouchily: “More
importantly, I can‟t understand a goddamn word they‟re saying.”
“It‟s impossible, the enzymes and nucleotides cannot bond or interact with the necessary
chemical components and electrical signals, you have no clue what you‟re talking about!” the
wolf said irritably, dressed loosely in spare clothes from Zerrex‟s shelves: someone, likely the
wolf himself, had already sliced them raggedly so they would better fit on his body, but the job
was messy and left him looking more than a little like a hobo. “Besides, electrical signals cannot
be transmitted at will via the air as you so please from the mind, we studied psychic apparition
and telekinesis and discovered no anomalies present in the static atmosphere when-”
“When you tested it with outdated equipment and outdated theories!” Cindy shouted
back, poking the wolf‟s chest a few times as she glared at him, but the rough-looking arctic dire
wolf wasn‟t deterred, snarling back at her. “You‟re the one out of his league, unable to cope with
the idea that radical concepts in your day are now simply common, everyday knowledge here, in
a place you steadfastly, ignorantly refused to acknowledge the existence of even after you
successfully brought a soul back from the dead… except oh wait, that wasn‟t you, that was
Hellabos, who you had to base your techniques off of. Prime geneticist my ass, you‟re a copycat
like every other „great scientist‟ of that day and age.”
They glared furiously at each other… and then a smile twitched at the wolf‟s muzzle and
he nodded slowly, then more firmly before throwing his head back and laughing, clapping his

hands together. “Well done, well done! Cindy, for a belly-crawling lizard, I must admit I am
impressed by your hardiness and scientific mind, even in such a… disgustingly illogical
environment as this.” He paused, then his eyes flicked to Zerrex as the reptile walked forwards,
others peering out of the room and regarding Mengele with distaste, nervousness, and simple
curiosity. “Well, what a surprise. You survived.”
“You put me through worse odds, as I remember. The Black RED, and the Toxin unit.”
Zerrex paused for a few moments meditatively. “And I even had help with Toxin, but did Ill
whatever-his-name-was ever put up a fight.”
“Oh yes, one of the Blind Ones.” Mengele waved a hand dismissively, and then he
frowned at Cherry when she blew a loud raspberry at him. “And I see you‟re as vile as ever. I
remember when we first began the experiments on you, your mouth ran constantly, until that
bitch Cherubim shut you up.”
“Cynterra, and she was my sister. Talk about her again and I‟ll stuff your face down your
throat and pull it out your ass.” Cherry said stiffly, and Mengele looked irritably at her before his
eyes flicked to the side, and he frowned a bit at the sight of Mahihko, who meekly peered out at
him from a doorway.
Then Mengele knelt slightly, taking a short breath before he whistled, the sound so high
pitched Zerrex could only vaguely hear it… but Mahihko‟s ears swiveled like radar dishes as his
eyes widened, and he quickly trotted over to Mengele, looking up at him with huge, round eyes,
as the wolf reached down and gently guided his face back and forth, muttering: “Yes, like I
thought. Same heritage, diluted over the centuries, but still an arctic dire wolf. You‟re not a
perfect model of the species but you‟re far superior to Alone… you see, the shape of the lower
jaw is very distinctive of the species, it‟s slightly larger, as well as the curve of the skull leading
down into the neck.”
Cindy nodded, then she added quietly: “As well as the muscle structure, correct?
Enlarged paws, the body built for running.” She smiled slightly at Mengele, who looked
impressed and delighted as he nodded to her. “I‟ve studied a variety of species for a project I was
running… collecting genetic data on every species and their genetic memories.”
“You must show it to me, it sounds absolutely fascinating.” Mengele murmured, and then
he glanced at Zerrex, waving a hand dismissively to him. “I‟m going to explore the more
interesting regions of this facility of yours and listen to the more interesting people. I‟ll return
here when I‟m done, or to what people call your Ravenlight Estate. What, why make a mansion
in the effects of your old home when obviously your home life was miserable?”
He cocked his head as he glanced over his shoulder, Mahihko sitting dumbly at his feet
and obviously not knowing where to go or what to do as Zerrex frowned and looked down
thoughtfully… and then he finally shrugged, saying mildly: “Well, I kind of… got it as a gift.
Besides, I basically have the one room there I use, the rest is for family.”
Mengele nodded after a moment, turning away as Cindy hesitated, looking indecisive as
the wolf said quietly: “Adequate reasoning. Anyway, Miss Cindy. Let‟s go.”
“Go ahead.” Zerrex encouraged after a moment, and Cindy smiled a bit, touching her
collar quietly as she nodded to him before turning away, and Mengele started another argument
as Cherry groaned and walked over to flop her body against Zerrex, and the male gently rubbed
her back, saying quietly: “Now you stop that, Cherry. As Daria just told me… everything‟s based
on the belief that anyone can find redemption.”
“Yeah, but seriously, this is going to be a public relations nightmare.” Cherry said
miserably, sulking as she looked up at him as several others came hesitantly forwards: Felicity,

with her head cradled in one arm; Mercy, who was rubbing at her collar; Desire, gazing up at
him silently. “I mean, even I‟m worried about this. Lots of the people here, after all, are people
who know who Mengele is… same shit goes double true up in Heaven. Anyone born all those
years ago, who had even been in school before the world got blown to Hell… Boss, like. What
happened? We all wanna know.”
Zerrex looked down as Anathema touched his shoulder silently… and then he sighed
before beginning to speak, telling them about the Possessed singer and his „band,‟ about Camus
and the choices, about the Goth Legion and the Unworld Manse. He made sure to mention
Maria‟s ability to bring back even souls lost in the Unworld to life, and that now they had a
decade before the Broken would attack again… but to demons, that was a short span of time, he
knew, and even more it only felt like he now had an idea of when he would be battling his own
granddaughter, possibly to the death.
Others showed up as he told the story: Priest, Driz, Sin, and even Firenze. They listened
intently, and Zerrex stood the whole time, looking quiet and lost, hugging himself without
realizing it. When he finished, there was a long, long silence that spiraled out… and Cherry
finally moodily kicked him in the shin, muttering: “You made the right choice, Boss. Fuck
Homicide. Fuck him in the face for what he fucking did. Fuck him. Better you bring back the
asshat you did.”
“Bringing back souls like that, though… it‟s a terrifying power. Her chains must have
something to do with that ability, channeling energy or perhaps entrapping it.” Anathema
muttered, rubbing at her face… and then she gritted her teeth when Firenze looked at her,
barking: “What?”
“I…” Firenze hesitated, then he asked lamely: “Perhaps you could speak to Thanatos
about this, then. Maybe he can tell us about Camus, or at least how souls could be brought back
like that. Maybe he‟s learned something about it, or at least noticed it and detected energy
signatures we could then reconstruct and see… what happens.”
Anathema looked moody, but then she nodded, saying dryly: “I‟ll make that new Great
Reaper of yours take me to the clockworks, then.” A pause, and she looked at Zerrex, saying
quietly: “You need to stop worrying though. There are other fish to fry, other things to attend to.
You have ten years to fix up that mortal world of yours, think of it that way.”
Zerrex smiled at her, and Anathema suddenly smiled back, before her eyes roved over the
others, saying quietly: “We‟re all dedicated to Lord Zerrex in one way or another, isn‟t that
right? Children who see him as a mentor, disciples, lovers, friends, Iuratus… let‟s make sure we
goddamn act like it. And let‟s also do our part to make it crystal-clear that no one messes with
Lord Zerrex without us doing everything we can to aid and protect him.”
“About fucking time someone said it.” Cherry muttered, and then she stood up on
Zerrex‟s other side, grinning a bit as she slapped his shoulder and gazed at him, even as the
reptile smiled a little. “We all got jobs to do, ain‟t that right? Let‟s get to „em. Fuck, Firenze, I
thought you were the workaholic High King.”
Firenze snorted at this as several others laughed, and then he said dryly: “I came here to
find out the situation, actually. Zerrex vanished and we found Unworld residue in the area…
obvious cause for worry. Then we had strange, scattered signatures over the mortal world,
detecting him here, then nowhere, then there, often with Unworld residue in the wake.” Firenze
stopped, then he quieted, looking at his father and murmuring: “I was worried. I still got a lot I
need to learn from you, Dad.”

Zerrex smiled a bit at this, gazing at him softly before he murmured: “And you have a lot
to teach me too, Firenze, and that‟s no exaggeration. But… I think Anathema is right. I do need
to get back to working on the mortal world, on rebuilding and on reconstruction.” He paused,
looking over the draconic warriors that were wandering here and there and standing guard, even
as they tossed the group confused looks. “Maybe I can take some of them with me, too. Speaking
of which, has the fate of Buluc-Chabtan been decided yet?”
The High King hesitated, then he half-nodded, saying quietly: “Somewhat. He‟s locked
in a prison right now, with his mental and pyrokinetic powers being repressed. He refuses the
right to trial, keeps screaming about chaos and revenge. Sabnock decided our best course of
action is to seal him in the Abyss‟s mid levels, where he‟ll be unable to do a lot of damage and
for the most part his abilities will be suppressed. I concur, of course… we‟ve got a lot of
firsthand accounts of the extensive damages he‟s done to the mortal world and the colonies, and
he‟s descended into what seems almost like raving lunacy mixed with stark terror.”
The Drakkaren made a face, thinking of the way the godling had spoken about chaos, and
Ravenlight clawed at the door to his mind for a moment before he shook his head quickly,
murmuring: “It‟s a good call. He‟s too dangerous to be let loose… perhaps after a period of
holding in the Abyss, we can negotiate something else, see if we can cure some of that crazy or if
he‟ll have to be locked away forever.”
Firenze nodded, and then he said hesitantly: “Dad… Zerrex… do you think you can
really… heal the world in ten years a significant amount? Priest, you keep talking about the
water problem…”
“Yeah, but I‟m really close to being ready to deploy my filtration bombs. I just need the
water samples coming on the next cargo ship.” Priest replied quietly, nodding firmly, and then he
rubbed slowly at his muzzle with a sigh. “I might be more useful at the labs here for now though,
Dad, at least until you get a good laboratory set up on the mortal world and the power running…
here, at least, I can build the machinery, then send it to you via vortex or cargo ship. I just wish I
could be more sure about these chemical bombs, I really don‟t want to fuck up the environment
worse than it‟s already been raped.”
“What are we talking about?” A voice asked mildly, and gazes turned to watch as
Mengele approached with his hands behind his back, Cindy blushing a little but looking pleased
with herself as she adjusted her hair, and Cherry stared at her with horror before Cindy gave her
a flat look, and the muscular female let out a wheeze of relief. Mengele favored her with an ill
look for a moment, then he said dryly: “Tell me the problem, and I‟ll fix it. Who are you,
anyway, lizard?”
Priest stood up to his full height, crossing his powerful arms as he glared down at
Mengele, who looked unfazed as he met his eyes easily. “I‟m Priest Narrius, you little asshat.
Zerrex is my dad and Cherry‟s my mom.”
“I could tell because you have the same fins as her. Strange a genetic mutation like that
was so easily passed on.” Mengele looked over him mildly, and then he cleared his throat,
adding: “And I still don‟t hear what the difficulty is, unless it has to do with getting an erection
because all your blood keeps rushing to your oversized head.”
Priest‟s jaw fell open slightly as his eyes flicked back and forth, obviously searching
desperately for a comeback, and then Zerrex interrupted, as Cherry leapt to her feet and growled
at the wolf: “The mortal world is trashed, Mengele. The water‟s also become toxic globally, full
of poison and blood and decaying bodies. Ancient bio-warfare mixed with tampering by gods. I
assume you know there are gods now.”

“Cindy explained it to me, showed me their DNA helixes. Interesting tidbits.” Mengele
rubbed at the underside of his muzzle slowly, then he said dryly: “And your problem is a simple
one. Allow me the tools and the chemicals and I‟ll develop a toxin targeting primers found only
in necrotic tissue. Zerrex, since you seem once more like the head of this insipid little movement,
I‟d also like to request my own residence. An apartment will do fine, as will a house, but I‟d
prefer someplace with a view.”
Priest and Cherry were both fuming visibly, dark looks on the faces of the Twins as
Anathema leaned back against the wall, smiling as she said mildly: “Zerrex, you were right. I
like this guy.”
“You would. And Mengele, you‟ll have to work for things just like everyone else. And
you‟re also going to have to go before one of the Judges to have your sins and wrongdoing in life
examined, and then you‟ll suffer punishment for it.” Zerrex said mildly, and Mengele frowned at
him, before the Drakkaren said quietly: “I went through it. Everyone does, unless they‟re born
here in Hell. We also need to determine just what you are… mortal or supernatural entity,
although if you were a mortal you should be dead by now.”
“I am a proud arctic dire wolf, who lived for my pack, and died for my pack. No other
label matters to me.” Mengele said firmly, tilting his head upwards before he added darkly: “Do
what you must to me, though. But I still expect to be given leniency in the form of time if I am to
work on this project as well, and correct the mistakes your son has undoubtedly already made in
the construction of such a bio-weapon.”
Priest glared and began to move forwards, but Cherry grabbed one of his thick arms,
muttering: “Leave it, kiddo, leave it for now, we gotta get the bastard to help us and if he‟s
broken to shit, he won‟t be able to do shit for us.”
“Just like the old days.” Mengele clapped his hands together, then he looked around at
the gathering and the glares he was receiving, before he said rudely: “Don‟t you all have
somewhere to go? Zerrex, take me to this judgment, I‟m tired of being stared at by all these
reptiles and aberrations.”
Zerrex couldn‟t remember where the Judgments of lost souls took place – in other words,
souls that were found wandering the ethereal or astral planes, or somehow ended up in Hell
without anyone noticing and had to be dragged off so that it could be determined where they
needed to go – but Firenze was more than happy to help him. Everyone else he had wait back at
the facility, but Cherry moodily insisted on coming along, shooting dark looks at Mengele as he
pointedly ignored her for the most part. Firenze ended up taking them all the way back to the
Central Spire, saying finally there was a chamber inside where the Judgment could be done…
and they ended up in a long, desolate, empty room made mostly of obsidian stone, Zerrex,
Cherry, and the High King standing behind a single waist-high dividing wall, Mengele hesitating
at the wooden, latticework gates before he pushed through to stand in a spotlight cast gloomily
from above, clearing his throat as he looked up the tall, tombstone-shaped podium that stood
maybe fifteen feet high, with the Judge‟s high-backed chair currently turned around. On either
side of the podium were high walls that protected it from being attacked, covered in ugly black
spikes that glowed with terrible power, so sharp they seemed to cut into the reptile‟s eyes just
from looking at them.
Then the chair turned around, revealing White sitting calmly in it, a book in his hand. He
slowly turned a page, his fedora resting over his brow and seeming disinterested in Mengele as
the wolf cleared his throat again impatiently and tapped a paw against the ground… and then the

badger quietly closed his red book and put it down, brushing against his vest as Mengele asked
dryly: “Will this take long?”
“Not at all.” White said quietly, and the chill in his voice made even the wolf pause and
humble himself a bit, before the badger‟s eyes slid over to Zerrex, as he asked: “How did a soul
like this end up in my chambers? I was supposed to be off duty today.”
“As a favor to me, White, please. This is Mengele Tstegi, a scientist from fifty, seventy
years ago, somewhere around there.” Firenze said quietly, stepping forwards and spreading his
arms as the badger turned his eyes to him, and then Zerrex leaned down and whispered
something to his son, and the male nodded, adding carefully: “He also lived many years before
that. He was revived because he was a scientist.”
“Scientists are dangerous. Killers, murderers, sociopaths who designate the value of their
projects over the lives of others. Second only to religious fanatics who seek to propagate their
views throughout the world.” White leaned forwards, rubbing slowly at his muzzle, and then he
sighed and opened a logbook on the table, saying quietly: “Tell me your story.”
Mengele looked confused at first, looking up at White, who stared impassively back…
and finally, he began to speak, moving slowly at first but picking up the pace as White only
watched, telling the badger about his childhood, growing up in the pack, learning about his
heritage and then the war with the cetaceans, as both sides sought to expand their influence. He
talked about hiding in the ancient Nazi bunkers, about how he‟d come to understand that even
the National Socialists from their now-collapsed nation had possessed families, loved ones,
ideals… how he had read their love letters, and been struck deeply by the emotion in them, the
fear, the solemnity, the sorrows.
He told about his death in short, bitter detail: he told about waking up to find himself in a
new body, a Drakkaren body, and being ordered to tamper once more into genetics, building
machineries of joy and of pain and of destruction and pseudo-life, creating and developing the
DNA patterns for the ultimate Dragokkaren soldier and a terrible, world-killing disease called
Godsmite, and of experimenting on the family of Zerrex and how he had come to take an interest
in the taboo subject of Subject 0, whose very existence was to be kept a thing of mystery:
Narrius wanted no one to know about the Fallen Prince, his child.
He had vague memories even after his second death of being awake for a short time, in
some kind of state of half-life and half-death as his mind was drained for information… and
Zerrex closed his eyes, looking away, as these memories came back to him at the same time.
Narrius had been so intent on getting the Godsmite formula that he had taken the brain of
Mengele and shoved it into a genetics capsule for extraction, leaving Ultima to gleefully rip his
way through the mind of the wolf.
Zerrex shook his head briskly as Mengele came to a halt, wiping the memories away as
they gazed up at White… and White leaned forwards, saying quietly: “You tortured more than
ten thousand people personally, Mengele, subjecting them to your experiments and your whims.
You destroyed countless lives and were responsible for building explosives, mixing toxic
compounds such as nerve gases and virus cultures, and constructed biological warfare agents that
still walk the world to this day in some places, and have been modified for use by factory and
property owners. You are responsible for millions of lives, perhaps tens of millions.”
“And what about the good I did?” Mengele argued, throwing an arm out with a snarl. “I
was the one who invented the alpha protein chain, I was the one who discovered at least thirty
different antibiotics and how to synthesize an enzyme variant that would ensure rapid healing,
and I-”

“You are a murderer.” White said calmly, and Mengele flinched back as the badger
continued: “You discovered those things because you were in the process of attempting to find
other ways to destroy people, to torture flesh, to modify your creations. I don‟t take kindly to
murderers. I take less kindly with people who tamper in the natural cycle of life and death; I have
a lot of personal experiences with that.
“Mengele Tstegi. You have a talented and cynical mind, but it is warped by your brutish
nature and your terrible pride.” White laced his fingers together on the podium, leaning forwards
as the wolf shrank away from him. “If the Circles were in a state of greater repair, I would
sentence you to hundreds of millions of years of hard labor, in Wrath and Pride, until you learned
your place. As it is, however, I must instead order you to a hundred and fifty million years of
punishment via an Inquisitor, and when you are not being punished, you will be imprisoned
in…” White paused, glancing down at his black logbook. “Oh yes. Charred Rock, a gulag where
you will find yourself… at home.”
Mengele looked like he wanted to shout something, but then he simply hung his head in
disgust before Zerrex spoke up calmly: “Judge White, if I may make a request?” White looked at
him, then nodded slightly. “Mengele has a lot of scientific prowess he can offer the world, even
now. I would like to suggest that he be placed on-call when not being punished by an Inquisitor,
so that we can make use of his scientific genius for the betterment of the world below.”
White tapped his fingers slowly against the podium, and then he finally nodded, saying
quietly: “Acceptable, but I want the Inquisitor‟s schedule to be worked around, not yours, is this
understood, Lord Zerrex?” The Drakkaren smiled a bit, and the badger looked at the wolf, who
had risen his head slightly. “I‟m also noting that the Inquisitor will change every few months, to
ensure a… well-rounded experience, and placing Mengele into one of your psychology classes.”
“His psychology classes?” Mengele sounded both disgusted and surprised, tilting his
head to glare over his shoulder at Zerrex. “When did you become a psychologist? Before or after
you learned the alphabet?”
Zerrex looked at him moodily as White calmly said: “Zerrex was the High King of Hell
for ten million years, Mengele. His rulership was stable, strong, and efficient, and he
implemented programs that have been a great help in the rehabilitation of demons at all stages of
their development.”
Mengele looked stupidly at the Drakkaren, blinking slowly and obviously wondering if
that was a joke… and then White clapped his hands together, and a portal opened beside
Mengele, two Royal Guards emerging and firmly shackling the wolf as he looked back and forth
with a snarl, but he wasn‟t strong enough to resist the two large demons as they each grasped an
arm and White leaned forwards, saying quietly: “I‟m going to send you to become acquainted
with your new home now. Zerrex, give him an adjustment period of ten days before you ask for
any help.”
“Alright.” Zerrex said finally, knowing it was better not to argue with the badger… and
White nodded before the reptile called to Mengele, as he was led towards the portal: “I‟ll come
by and visit you after a week or so!”
Mengele merely snarled something as he was led into the portal, and then he vanished
through it with the Royal Guards before it closed, and Firenze smiled awkwardly up at White,
saying courteously: “Thank you very much for-”
“Be careful with him, Zerrex. Don‟t forget how dangerous a rational mind can be.” White
cautioned, and Firenze looked dumb as he dropped his arms, before the badger stood and picked
up his book with a grimace. “I‟ll take my leave now. I‟d like to finish this.”

With that, he turned and opened a heavy door behind the chair, walking out… and
Firenze looked blankly at Zerrex, who shrugged before saying mildly: “Hey, he‟s a lot nicer
when Tinny‟s around. Anyway, well… what do I do now?”
“Wait a week, I guess.” Firenze hesitated, and then he smiled a bit as he sat down on the
separator, saying quietly: “But maybe… if you aren‟t busy then, we could just… sit and talk for
a little while? I have some problems I could use some help with, Dad, and it‟s… it‟s real nice to
just sit with you these days.”
Zerrex softened and nodded, smiling a bit at his son… and for almost three hours, he
simply sat and talked with Firenze, going over his memories, telling stories to each other about
their experiences with rulership, giving each other advice. It was a comfortable pleasure until
Firenze was eventually discovered by Selena, who stared at the two dumbly before she rolled her
eyes and simply asked him to come up to the Throne Room when he was done, but she seemed
happy that he seemed more relaxed… not that Zerrex could blame her at all, as he smiled at his
son. A relaxed Firenze, after all, would be a much easier Firenze to work with.
They parted ways, and Zerrex stared at Cherry, who was asleep in the corner of the room:
when he kicked her awake, she mumbled that White scared her and she much preferred to hide
back here and catch a nap. After dragging her to her feet, she looked over Zerrex and he gazed at
her quietly, and then they smiled awkwardly at each other before trading quiet hugs… and for a
little while, it felt like things might turn his way after all.

Verse IV: A Prayer For The Departed
In the time of a month, the Elysium version of a media war flared up, launched by
someone from one of the „protest groups‟ who wanted to stir up trouble, and Zerrex had a feeling
Heavenly forces had something to do with helping them get their information. There was an
uproar in the council up there as well, after all, and Zerrex was blamed for bringing Mengele
back to life, just as he had brought Anathema back: the sister of Sin who to this day still struck
terror into many of Heaven‟s beings when her name was mentioned, and the reptile wondered for
the thousandth time why it always seemed like Heaven was so closed-minded, while Hell had
become almost a symbol of openness.
Mengele, meanwhile, was miserable in the gulag: but then again, very few people
enjoyed being shackled up in a chain-gang and forced to haul several tons of rock up a steep hill,
while Royal Guards and police officers watched. The wolf was also being kept in solitary
confinement for his own protection, since a lot of the inmates had heard rumors about him… but
while many of the prisoners were full-fledged demons, Mengele was only a little stronger than
the average mortal and not even an Initiate yet. He made his distaste and his fears very clear in
the visits Zerrex – and sometimes others – had spent at the gulag, and the reptile did sometimes
worry for Mengele‟s safety: some of the inmates at the prison Zerrex had vague memories of
hunting down or fighting himself, and they weren‟t nice thoughts.
Priest was also frustrated and at first refused to work with Mengele, as he tried to get the
chemical compounds to work properly and not transform into flesh-eating bacteria that would
kill all organic life in whatever liquid it was poured into… and then Mengele had finally been
able to get out of the gulag on a short visit to work at Priest‟s lab, and in less than five minutes
he had located the problem with the compound the Dragokkaren had mixed up. It took him only
two hours to completely redesign the artificial bacteria while Priest sulked and worked on the
bomb itself, working on the dispersal chambers so they could cover the maximum amount of
area… but by his third visit, Mengele had finished the bacterium and muttered that it was far too
simple a task for his mind, but also admitted he had little else to do in the gulag but sit and think,
and he had always been able to keep track of a project in his mind without the help of papers or
computer programs.
Priest had doubted him at first, but then the wolf had applied the bacteria to one of the
vials of toxic liquid, then shoved his hand in with it… and before the Dragokkaren‟s eyes, the
water had been purified of its poison, becoming crystal-clear and clean while Mengele‟s hand
stayed intact. Finally, the Dragokkaren had grudgingly started to come around to rely a little on
the prowess and experience of the wolf, difficult as it was for him with Mengele‟s less-thanpleasant attitude on most days. On the bright side, he at least also managed to get Cindy to start
helping him work on adjusting and developing the chemical compounds, and she acted as a
buffer between the two males, translating Mengele‟s snobbery and Priest‟s half-assed retorts into
more pleasant lines than they actually were.
She also agreed to stay behind and help Priest, as well as work on genetic research, while
Zerrex took Cherry, Marina, Anathema, Daria, and Mahihko to the mortal planet, along with six
dragon warriors that he dressed up in simple coveralls, although most of them looked uneasily at
the clothing as if they were committing some kind of atrocious sin and all refused to take off
their golden masks. He had a feeling they would fit in well in Hez‟Ranna, however… and Huck
was looking eagerly to having them back so they could begin replanting efforts to try and restore
the lush jungle that had once been the glory of the Cradle of Life.

The cargo ride had been a little awkward: Anathema was quiet for the most part, but
Zerrex could guess why. Thanatos hadn‟t been exactly keen on sharing the information he knew
about Camus or the Unworld, and Anathema mentioned something about him pointing out the
simple white leather collar she was now wearing and asking her a few sharp questions. Was it
jealousy of someone else exploring romantic territory that had once been his that had propelled
the God of Death to poke the nerves of the undead Naganatine, or was it concern for her, Zerrex
wondered now and then… but his musings would have to wait until he had a chance to speak
again with Thanatos himself, although he was sure he‟d likely forget by the time that happened.
But once landed – and on a large, concrete pad instead of the streets this time – they had
all quickly been amazed by the progress that had been made… and even more, the vibrancy of it
all, as Dragokkaren – demonic and not – strode briskly back and forth, mortals often wearing
oxygen masks or filters over their muzzles, but often only as an extra safety measure in case they
passed into an area where oxygen convertors hadn‟t yet been set up. Uroboros was crawling with
people now, and everyone was working hard at restoring the beautiful city, with the immense
space colony safely docked in the huge pit in the ground in the far distance. They were a short
way away from where Huck was still set up in the Sunshine Family building, where they had
first found the composites and the genetic capsules, but the workers in the landing zone gladly
supplied them with a magnetic lift that would easily let them transport their cargo to the location.
They walked on either side of it, the dragon warriors looking back and forth with awe
behind them as they stayed in a tightly-knit group, while Zerrex strode at the head of the column
with Cherry to his right, both of them wearing backpacks that had been modified by Sin so they
were each far larger on the inside than they appeared. The one problem with them was that
everything still weighed the same… so while they could easily hold three times as much as they
should be able to, the wearer would still be carrying all that weight on their backs at once. A
problem for most people… but not exactly difficult for the two strong reptiles.
Daria, meanwhile, was only wearing her butterflies and a black loincloth that hung neatly
to her knees, a duffel bag at her side filled with her supplies, and Mahihko was bouncing along in
his stretchable military uniform, skipping on the other side of the magnetic lift even though he
had sized up to almost eight feet of solid muscle, an immense sniper rifle resting across his back
and a duffel bag of his own at his side as the newt gave him a curious look now and then. She
hadn‟t really known about that ability of the wolf, but she found it enthralling… and Zerrex
thought with a smile she might have a bit of a crush on the lupine.
Marina and Anathema were the last in line, Marina keeping the dragon warriors from
becoming too dazzled by the new sights and sounds around them and dressed comfortably in her
cloth wrap and loincloth, and Anathema grouchily looking back and forth, flexing her hands
every now and then as she uncomfortably carried a black briefcase, made of metal and with a
retinal scanner built into the lock. High security for a briefcase, but this was the most important
piece of cargo they were carrying with them, as a gift for Huck and the Hez‟Rannan colony: a
large, specially-designed disc of demonic crystal. It would act as the power source for the entire
colony for up to a hundred years before it needed to be recharged… but by then, Zerrex didn‟t
doubt they would have better, more-stable power stations up and running, and they would be
able to meet the demands of Uroboros and perhaps even all of Hez‟Ranna without straining the
damaged, rusted-out power generators.
The reptile knew that the other problem in Hez‟Ranna was the growing uneasiness about
the lack of food: recently, a cargo ship carrying fresh water and food rations had crashed, due to
either shoddy maintenance or sabotage or a combination of both. The pilot had ejected from the

wreck and landed safely – bruised and a little ragged, but alive – and he had been picked up
sometime later… but the ship itself had been completely destroyed, and all the precious cargo
had gone up with it.
One of the reasons they were here was to help establish farmland and greenhouses, while
the large part of the colonists put their efforts towards rebuilding and Huck and his team of
engineers could focus on repairing and building power stations. With all the colonists available
from the Asylum ready and willing to work, and so many of the ancient stone buildings still
standing even after being bathed in the great furnace Hez‟Ranna had become for eleven years, it
meant they were making leaps and bounds in terms of progress… but Huck was having a lot of
trouble getting anything to grow, from the hardy desert flax seeds from Hell to Hez‟Ranna‟s
native crops.
The Drakkaren was unsure how good he felt about abusing his abilities in such a way…
but as they approached the Sunshine building, he also thought about Nature, and how eager she
had been to continue developing Ire. He had received a report from the Irenic colony that the
administration was keeping her on board with the project, if only because clean water was so
hard to come by at the moment… but they weren‟t exactly fond of the Primordial, and nor was
she eager to be cooperative with them. At times she would vanish for entire days, only for scouts
travelling through the city to later discover entire streets and buildings covered in vines and trees,
and her dancing around, cheerfully continuing progress in her own way. Most people simply
didn‟t understand that Nature couldn‟t be ordered around: instead, it took guidance and gentle
suggestions to get her to do what was wanted.
Then the reptile looked up dumbly as they approached the double doors of the building at
a massive, brown-and-tan scaled quadrupedal dragon that was sitting to one side of it. It was
taking long, rumbling breaths in and out, its dark eyes looking over him disdainfully before it
shook its head on its long neck and made a barking sound, the frills on the sides of its face
standing up and its black horns gleaming. It was maybe ten feet tall at the shoulder, with a thick,
wide body and large, spade-shaped claws on its feet, the tail segmented and ending in a deadly
stinger and the wings of the creature were ugly and torn, obviously of no use for flying. Then
another immense dragon slowly walked out of the doorway, growling at them as well and baring
huge, curved fangs… but then one of the draconic warriors ran forwards, speaking in a growling,
hissing dialect, and both of the dragons let their heads hang low as they looked curiously at the
warrior, seeming to understand him.
One of them hissed loudly, and then it turned its head and gave a short screech: a moment
later, Cinderella appeared in the doorway, blushing as she ran out and smiled brightly at Zerrex,
before looking at one of the dragons and chiding: “Now stop, I told you to call when visitors
came, not to try and scare them off!”
It rumbled and hung its head in shame, then Cinderella flushed deeply and gazed over at
Zerrex, clasping her hands together with a happy look over him as she murmured: “Well, look at
all the company we have here… this is so exciting, truly, and… these must be the dragon
warriors you were talking about well, I‟m sure Huck will be very pleased! He‟s just inside,
working as he always is… he and Loki and my brother and I have all been so excited to see you
again, Lord Zerrex, and all your friends and family…”
Cinderella smiled and swept graciously backwards, and Zerrex gazed over her softly for a
moment: she looked the same as he remembered, dressed now in a black Hez‟Rannan Military
uniform that was tight against her V-shaped body, rubbing at one of her arms as she waited for
them to come inside… and then Cherry grunted and took the lead, peering at one of the dragons

as she walked past before squeaking when Prometheus came out of almost nowhere and picked
her up in a tight, warm hug, booming cheerily: “It‟s good to see you back, Cherry! And you,
Father, you as well, and all the others!”
Cherry wriggled herself free, then she wheezed and shoved Prometheus backwards
lightly, the male grunting and looking embarrassed as he rubbed at his arms, and she mumbled:
“Fucking hell, kid‟s got a grip like Priest. Tell you what, muscles, put those big biceps of yours
to use and drag that cart in and shit.”
Prometheus nodded with a blush, and Daria and Anathema stepped up close to either side
of Zerrex as Cherry sat down with a grunt in one of the chairs in the reconstructed lobby, a few
Dragokkaren wandering past as they chatted between themselves, dressed in simple business
suits. Zerrex adjusted his backpack as he noted that Huck, meanwhile, was at the center desk in
the main lobby, surrounded by computer panels as he shouted into a headset and hammered
across keyboards like he was playing a symphony, and Zerrex sighed before he stared as
Cinderella gently took one of his arms and smiled at him, saying softly: “We missed you greatly,
Zerrex. Our purpose, after all, is to serve you: and after you did so much for us in protect us from
the terrible creatures, we only wish to better be able to dedicate ourselves to you.”
“Thanks, I think.” Zerrex said dumbly, and then he winced as Anathema grumbled and
walked up to smack him in the back with the steel suitcase, before she made a face when Daria
nudged her firmly. “I better get myself oriented again for the moment, though, Cinderella…
what‟s the status of the situation here? By which I mean, how‟s Huck doing? Burnt himself out
yet?”
“Not yet. He‟s happy when he‟s busy, and he does a good job monitoring all these
operations at once…” Cinderella paused. “Even though he really doesn‟t have to. King Churchill
and Commander Albatross both have offered to send aides in to help, or to transfer some of these
operations to others or even move the demonic Dragokkaren to Skan‟Delah or one of the other
important sites around Hez‟Ranna, but Huck won‟t hear of it.”
“Huck, listen to Churchill and Albatross!” Zerrex shouted, and Huck squawked in his
chair before he toppled backwards, and Cherry cackled as she sat back as a few Dragokkaren
stared. Dragon warriors, meanwhile, were helping Prometheus unload cargo: just like in the days
before, the front of the lobby was still stacked with supplies, and Dragokkaren were popping in
through the doors now and then to label this crate or open that crate and such. “Where‟s Loki?”
“He‟s nervous around mortals, so he spends a lot of time on the long-range operations…
checking the old tunnel systems below the surface, exploring other cities to determine their
stability, and over at the port Huck wishes to repair. He‟s very helpful, even if he can be scathing
at times.” Cinderella replied with a smile, and then she looked up as Huck stood and grumbled,
pushing a few buttons on a keyboard before he pulled his communicator off and smiled despite
himself, heading around the desk and towards them both. “But Huck knows much more about
things that I do. I just work as security.”
The Dragokkaren snorted as he heard the last, saying mildly: “Oh hell, babe, you do way
more shit than that, don‟t even start with that again. And hey, Zerrex, it‟s good to see you!” He
grinned, pulling Zerrex into a firm one-armed hug… and then he paused, peering past him at
Daria, who smiled at him gently, his eyes roving up and down her slowly before he asked
dumbly: “Is she the gift for me? Please tell me she‟s the gift for me.”
Zerrex sighed, and then Anathema pushed past Zerrex and Cinderella before she shoved
the steel briefcase into Huck‟s arms, the Dragokkaren grunting and glowering at her as she said

irritably: “No, genius, this is. It‟s some kind of demonic crystal. And we brought supplies, too,
mostly food and water like you asked.”
Huck grumbled something, then he cowered away from Anathema when she glared at
him and peered at the case, mumbling: “It was just a question… and… demonic crystal, huh?
Like, an orb or two?”
“No, a power disc. You can place it into one of your power stations, it‟s shaped like one
of the current fuel discs, so… you know.” Zerrex said lamely. All-in-all, he wasn‟t exactly sure
what principal it was that the energy discs ran on, so he wasn‟t sure how it would even work…
only that one way or the other, Huck would figure it out. “It‟s keyed to my retinal signature, I
think, so don‟t go poking at the scanner.”
Huck grumbled, then handed the case over to him as Mahihko toddled curiously over to
watch, and then the Drakkaren leaned down and winced a bit at the glow before the lock clicked,
and the reptile opened the briefcase carefully as he cradled it on one arm, turning it around so
Huck could see the large, green disc that took up almost the entire suitcase, and the Dragokkaren
took the case and whistled loudly as he muttered: “Hot damn, it‟s got charge-point runes on it too
so it won‟t break apart once we do drain this baby… assuming we ever will.”
Zerrex smiled a bit, and Huck gazed back at him warmly before he put this aside on the
desk for a moment, saying quietly: “Boss, I got a question to ask, though. Rumor is that Mengele
is back, and I… you know. That‟s real weird, to have that son of a bitch back in action and
working for us. How the hell do you know he isn‟t going to just make another Godsmite or some
shit like that, after all? Or hell, he might do something even worse!”
“You just gotta have faith sometimes, Huck. That, and when Mengele made Godsmite, he
was doing it under orders from Narrius, remember.” Zerrex said quietly, and Huck grimaced a bit
but looked at him doggedly. “Okay, well… does it help if I point out he‟s been sentenced to a
hundred and fifty million years of punishment?”
“A little.” Huck said grudgingly, then he asked mildly: “So when the world ends, do I get
to punch you in the balls when it‟s because of him and all the other psychos you‟ve been so
lenient with?”
Zerrex groaned and threw his arms up in disgust, and then he asked flatly: “Where am I
supposed to be working, anyway? And if you don‟t tell me that right now I‟m going to punch
you in the balls.”
Huck winced, then he mumbled and looked down before saying finally: “There‟s an old
section of greenhouses that Narrius had installed way back during the Great War… they were
upgraded over the years, never taken down, and we‟ve been putting in soil and upgrading the
feeders and shit. It‟s next door to a water filtration site we set up, strains all the contaminants and
poisons and salt out of the seawater we bring in, you can‟t miss it. It‟d be great if you could give
the crops in there a boost, though… fuck knows I‟ve tried everything else, and food stores are
depleting way faster than I like.”
Zerrex nodded, and then he glanced at the others, asking mildly: “What about them?
Daria and Cherry are basically hanging around to protect me, Anathema‟s here to piss me off,
and Marina‟s here to help however she can.” The Drakkaren paused as Huck ran around the desk
and hid, peering awkwardly over it with Prometheus trailing behind her and staring at her back
wonderingly, as Cinderella tilted her head and gazed curiously at the female. “I see you
remember her, Huck. Although I‟d think it would be Cindy you‟d be more scared of.”
“I‟ll find a job for everyone, don‟t worry. Mahihko can help me today, as always…
Daria, maybe you and Cherry can work with the dragon warriors, let them have people they

know around so they don‟t freak out. They don‟t speak the local lingo, right?” Huck asked, then
he half-ducked when Marina leaned forwards with a smile.
“I‟m not going to hurt you, Huck, as long as you keep being a good boy.” she said gently,
then she paused for a few moments before adding softly: “I‟ll go with them, in that case, and
help keep an eye on them. And Anathema can help Daddy out. They work well together.”
“Thanks.” Anathema said awkwardly, and then she glowered when Huck mumbled
something and kicked the desk hard, making the computer equipment rattle and Huck squeak.
“Have the balls to stand up and take the heat after you open your big damn mouth!”
“I‟m… fixing something!” Huck said in a strangled voice, and Zerrex sighed before he
rolled his eyes and grabbed Anathema, pulling her along with him towards the exit and waving
to the others. He paused to look meditatively over his shoulder as Huck stood up, Cherry
approaching the desk… then winced as she punched him firmly in the shoulder and knocked him
over, sighing and shaking his head as he headed out to the streets.
It wasn‟t like he was angry over Huck‟s reaction himself: it was understandable that the
Dragokkaren would not be thrilled with Mengele being back in action, and even less with the
idea of working with him. As the two walked down the street together, Anathema looking
curiously back and forth at a very-different Hez‟Ranna that was quickly being restored to its
former glory, the undead Naganatine asked curiously: “Why was he so upset over Mengele? Did
he have something to do with this place?”
“I thought I explained this to you.” Zerrex said amusedly, glancing over his shoulder at
her, but she only grunted and walked up by his side, hesitantly touching his arm before letting
her fingers slide slowly down to take his hand… and the reptile softened, squeezing it gently and
making her smile at him as he began quietly: “Alright, so it starts… way back, when Marina was
just born and everyone was mortal, and… I was young…”
Zerrex told her the story of how Marina had been kidnapped and the going-on-forty
Drakkaren had gone to rescue her with the rest of the family; back then, it had only been himself,
Cindy, Cherry, and a very young Marina who was still in grade school. The story helped fill in
another blank for Anathema as well, about how Marina had become the way she was today,
overly-devoted to her father and more than a little unstable on the best of days… and Anathema
listened with interest and silent compassion now and then as Zerrex talked about Hez‟Ranna,
about losing his family, about finding Marina… and about his father, Ifret Narrius.
Anathema remembered bits and pieces of this story, from when they had visited
Hez‟Ranna a long time ago, before she‟d been „killed,‟ for lack of a better word, by the sun god
Helios. She only interrupted now and then, however, and only to ask a question or for
clarification on things, as they made their way through the city, more wandering than actually
trying to find their location. It wasn‟t just the story that enthralled Anathema, but the
studiousness of the Dragokkaren, who were happily working away on their homeland… and
Zerrex had smiled to tell her quietly that the Drakkai species felt this had been their Cradle of
Life since ancestral times: it was where a Crack had opened to the Goddess‟s world and the
Drakkai had escaped from after her defeat at the hands of Naganis, and it was a sacred land that
the Drakkai had defended from invaders for countless years. They had been a world to
themselves, outside of international rules and laws, deciding their own fates… and now the
Dragokkaren wanted to rebuild their kingdom, repair and renew the land they had lived in
harmony with, without need for advanced technologies for countless generations.
The two stopped for a moment to rest on a bench, a large sign to their left declaring they
were about to enter Agriculture Zone Three, but neither cared. Instead, they watched as

Dragokkaren and demons both carried enormous metal beams that had to weigh at least two
hundred pounds each on their shoulders like straw: an impressive feat, since Zerrex noted that
plenty of the dozen or so workers were still mortal. They were shoring up the inside of the
shattered building, while workers on the outside patched up cracks with a special mortar
compound: some were using short ladders, some were walking around the outside of the
building, and a few hung on simple rappels, one or two even upside down and with their feet
resting against the wall, looking perfectly comfortable as they patched cracks some eighty feet
above the ground.
Almost everything was being done by hand, by traditional, not-always-easy methods the
Dragokkaren had always favored: here and there, the process was being speeded up by workers
using machinery, but most of these were non-Dragokkaren or younger Drakkai who hadn‟t yet
developed the body strength of their elders. Their contributions were visibly appreciated
nonetheless, and they were neither mocked nor patronized: everyone had a part to play, a role to
fulfill, and it wasn‟t the method by which it was done, but the fact they were putting forth the
effort to do it that was so appreciated.
Zerrex smiled, taking a long inhale, then breathing out and gazing up at the sky for a few
moments. It was bluer now, and Zerrex was looking forwards to tonight, when they would have a
meeting with Albatross and Churchill and some others, and Zerrex could sit down at a linkup to
the Irenic colony and even transmit all the way to the Northlands, to finally attempt talking to an
old friend of his whom he hadn‟t yet had much discussion with. There were serious things to
discuss, and business to deal with… but there was also a chance to simply reconnect to the world
here, remember both what he was fighting for and why he had been so glad when he had been
selected as the Director of Operations for expediting the construction of the colonies and the
healing of the planet… and then he cocked his head as Anathema asked quietly: “You‟re happy
here, aren‟t you?”
“I… yeah. I am.” He gazed at her with a bit of a smile, and she looked at him softly.
“Why? You don‟t look exactly pleased with it.”
“No, it‟s not that… it‟s just curious.” she said softly, and when Zerrex tilted his head, she
looked skywards and murmured: “On Hell, you could be High King of Elysium, the country that
basically is the entire planet, at any time you wanted. You have connections to some of the most
powerful demons in existence and you‟re a very powerful god with anchors in both energy and
fertility. If you wanted, Zerrex, who knows what you‟d be truly capable of? The only thing that
scares me is that Camus still… has equally-terrible abilities.”
She stopped, then she smiled a little at him, taking his hand silently as she looked into his
eyes. “But you only seem to truly become relaxed when you‟re here. On the mortal world, on
Hez‟Rannan soil. I find it strange and interesting how tightly you cling to this place… even if it
does make you boring and difficult to annoy.” She squeezed his hand firmly, and Zerrex snorted
in amusement. “I‟m glad you have a sanctuary though, Zerrex.”
“It‟s only a true sanctuary when I have my family with me, though. And that includes
you, Anathema.” Zerrex said softly, and the two smiled at each other even as the Drakkaren
wondered in the back of his mind if he‟d be truly capable of defending this place when it came
right down to it… and if, at the end of the day, the fact he had so much love and so many roots to
this place on the mortal plane would only end up damaging his relations in Hell further than they
had already been.

Months passed, and in only a few months, Zerrex had used his abilities to help rebuild the
nation of Hez‟Ranna, and bring it back to its former glory. At first the Drakkaren had done so
with his armlet on, using his abilities to do little more than bring life back to the soil and to the
crops in greenhouses, and then he‟d fallen into an old well by accidentally walking on top of the
boards covering it, and after choking on toxins for a little while he‟d somehow purified the water
before being dragged out of it. Before Zerrex knew it, he had taken his armlet off… and he was
using his full powers to shove energy into the ground and make the jungle sprout before his very
eyes, trees, vines, ferns and all the beauty of Hez‟Ranna‟s past ripping out of the ground, water
splashing up where it had thought to have been dried out pure and clean, and in three months
Zerrex had restored the entire nation and even brought life back to the water around it, as Huck
dashed around, installing filters and dams to keep the water pure and cackling over the beauty of
his nation and the massive success of the project, absolutely brimming with joy.
Zerrex had come back so exhausted every night that putting his armlet on was literally
too dangerous, but at the end of the three months and five days of giving all the energy he could
muster to the country, the Drakkaren had been able to stumble off to an abandoned temple in the
now-wilderness of the jungle, curl up on a large futon Cherry had thoughtfully carried out for
him, and go to sleep in the company of the adoring Composites and fawning admiration of little
Mahihko, who had promised to zap him if he started dreaming and accidently brought those
dreams into existence. When Zerrex had woken up, he‟d found the Composites sleeping
peacefully, Cinderella‟s cuckoo dragons wandering the perimeter and eating leaves and ferns and
even some of the smaller trees, and little Mahihko snoozing and curled up against him while a
naked Lone sat in nothing but a leather jacket, pouting about the fact there were no clothes for
him until Zerrex had taken a large fern leaf and shoved it over his crotch, making him strut
around until one of the cuckoo dragons had attempted to eat it.
Zerrex rested for two days without wearing the armlet, then he put it on… but Huck
wouldn‟t hear of him doing any work. Then, as Zerrex lounged around one day, feeling tired,
Huck had shown up solemnly at the door and brought him quietly into town: Albatross, more
than a century and a half old, had quietly passed away in the middle of the night.
The funeral had been a calm and regal affair, Churchill striding at the top of the line as
they carried the casket that held Albatross‟s body from Uroboros and to the beaches, to set it
gently down on the simple funeral barge of tied-together logs. There was nothing fancy, nothing
ornamental: only Albatross in one of his fine suits, his eye closed and his hands crossed on his
chest, still holding his cane… and Zerrex had smiled, softly but sadly, as he had waded into the
water with Huck to help guide the barge out towards the sea, Churchill stepping into the waters
to drop the torch he held into the casket, and then reaching silently for his dead friend before he
closed his eyes and let his hand fall, stepping quietly backwards onto the land.
Zerrex and Huck pushed the barge out towards the ocean as the flames greedily spread
over it, and they looked at each other before Huck smiled weakly. Cindy, Cherry, Marina and
Mahihko all watched from the water, and the Twins stood nearby, heads bowed respectfully, as a
line of Dragokkaren walked down the beach, tossing offerings of flower petals and traditional
braids of grass into the water as they passed.
Two weeks later, word came from Heaven of Albatross‟s arrival there, and that he was a
little disgusted with where he‟d ended up, which had made Huck and Zerrex both smile. To the
Dragokkaren, Hell was the homeland beyond home, paradise where souls could become truly
pure, and whether Albatross liked it or not, he‟d come to believe that as well. Ending up in

Heaven was no blessing for a Dragokkaren from the Cradle of Life, but rather like a smear
against that person‟s character and soul.
So, while Huck consoled a grouchy Albatross, Zerrex had returned to rest, glad to know
that their friend was alright: as he‟d returned to the temple, however, he‟d run into Camus on the
road… and they had ended up in a brief debate about the merits of belief in the afterlife and the
worlds that awaited even though both worlds were now physical planets, before they had gone
their separate ways. The meeting had been strange, them both sitting against trees, arguing as if
they weren‟t trying to kill each other, Zerrex‟s mood somehow refusing to be brought down by
the presence of the lion… but the Drakkaren‟s mind also refused to permit itself to be dragged
down by bad thoughts, and soon the reptile was thinking about something else.
He set up plans to go to Lailland next: the dragon warriors could be safely left here, as
they were now beginning to understand some basic Hez‟Rannan. Mengele and Priest had also
both almost finished the last of the chemical bombs, both assuring Zerrex multiple times over
that they would work: they would need to be dropped in a specific sequence in specific areas,
however, to ensure maximum coverage… and determining this pattern throughout the world‟s
oceans was taking quite a bit of time for Priest to figure out.
Mengele had adjusted to Hell, and Cindy had spent a lot of time with him, explaining the
way things worked and what had gone on in the years since he‟d died. The wolf was still in the
gulag, slaving away, but he had been transferred to a different cell and the buzz about him had
died down once they had all realized he was just another ex-mortal, leaving him as just another
inmate instead of the guy everyone wanted to kill. The wolf had also been assigned one of Hell‟s
nastiest Inquisitors, so he was quickly learning to stay in line or suffer the consequences for his
actions as well.
He was greatly interested in the Composites, but also seemed to realize the chances of
actually meeting them were slim: the Composites themselves, meanwhile, were travelling now
with Zerrex. When Daria was recalled to Hell in order to continue her training under Serenity,
they were the ones who had taken over bodyguard duty. Cherry and Anathema both clung
stubbornly to the reptile as well, and Marina followed him where he went with a smile on her
face, glad to help out and serve however she could, becoming almost dreamy-eyed every time
her father gave her an order or instruction.
Time moved on: it felt like all of a sudden Zerrex had gone from miserable, after
defeating the never-vanishing specter of the Goth Legion yet again, to proud and happy. It was a
year later now, and the Drakkaren stood on the shores of Lailland as a massive warship rolled
overhead, a ship that had once belonged to a sick and insidious god named Ah-Puch. Yet now,
Priest had modified the Muan, redesigning the outer hull completely to remove the spikes and
instead layer the armor so that it became almost impenetrable, and he had further redesigned the
figurehead, ripping off the broken hulk vaguely shaped like an owl from the front and instead
putting on an enormous figurehead in the shape of a raven, with a massive, gleaming dome
behind it that glowed like the sun.
Priest had piloted the ship himself on the course he‟d plotted out, and his crew had been
made up mostly of engineers and a few trusted warriors including Vampire, Serenity, and
Felicity. The huge black wolf was airsick for the first four hours of the flight, but then he got
used to the rocking and the bumping of the ship as it rumbled along its course travelling up and
down over the ocean. Over the twenty hours of flight, Priest dropped fifty bombs that each
exploded some hundred feet above the ocean to pepper the water in a wide radius with bacteria
capsules that immediately disgorged their contents into the toxic oceans.

There had been some concerns voiced from others about whether or not it was exactly a
good idea for Mengele to be permitted to participate in any form of chemical-mixing, and even
more about the long-term effects of dropping such a bacteria into as complex an ecosystem as the
ocean was… but Zerrex had vouched for him, and thus Firenze had vouched for him, and Cindy
had said quietly she looked the genetic sequences up and down as well as examined the chemical
makeup of the bacterium, and determined that it would do its job, purge more than enough
poisons from the ocean for the natural processes of the water to take over and destroy the rest,
and that afterwards it would self-destruct. The space colonies had been nervous nonetheless, now
that they were finally starting landing operations in earnest… but as the Hez‟Rannan colonies
voiced full support, others had come forwards as well, and Priest had been permitted to run his
bombing operation.
It took ten months, during which Zerrex moved his operation to Lailland and
exterminated two of the few remaining Mechanauts with an ease that left him almost scared of
his own power, but then the oceans were quiet, calm… and clear of poisons, just as Mengele had
promised. Mengele had bragged about it in prison, and been stabbed in the stomach for this,
which had only made him even more bitter than he already was… but then White had given him
ten thousand years off his sentence for the good deed after the wolf had humbled himself a little,
and Mengele had gone back to his old arrogant self, despite the nasty hole in his side. He wasn‟t
an Initiate yet, so his wounds didn‟t heal as rapidly as a demon‟s did… but he also had
discovered the nasty truth that dying in Hell took a little bit more effort than it did on the mortal
plane.
With the oceans clean, smaller bodies of water also began to purify slowly… and Zerrex
was able to use his abilities on lakes and even rivers to clean sludge from them and remove the
toxins that had built up around shorelines and in the beds of bodies of water. Mostly, however,
he focused on setting up a colony base in Lailland… and just before he entered into the second
year of the decade he‟d been promised by Camus, the Lunis colonies set down into the ocean
around where their home had once been, chaining themselves together and anchoring themselves
into place as they began excavation operations.
Zerrex half-wished he could be there, helping to dive to the bottom of the ocean to
uncover Lunis… but his business was aboveground, as the World Council began to contact him
directly and treat him with a little bit more respect. All of a sudden, Zerrex was important
again… and several months later, he made a face as he was asked to attend a council meeting,
dressing up in a neat suit for the occasion and taking a shuttle to the space station he had once
defended: that was one thing the mortals never had and probably never would thank him for.
Of the thirty-two colonies, five had decided to stay in orbit: a colony from Ire, two
colonies from a country that no longer existed, and three smaller colonies from different places
around the world that had no wish to return to the ground. The colonists who did not wish to stay
would be taking passenger shuttles to other colonies, and supernatural entities had also been
politely asked to leave from one: meaning any demon or angel found in the colony after a certain
date would be slaughtered.
At the end of the discussion, which at least included a face or two Zerrex recognized
around the immense, C-shaped table that had the six members who made up the World Council‟s
ruling core itself in the center, it was decided the colonies would remain in space, and would
continue to receive supply shuttles as normal until all the other colonies had landed: then the five
would have to trade for their supplies as any nation would, and each colony would be free to
declare its own rules and regulations and laws while still continuing to attend World Council

meetings and would obey the inter-colonial charter that had been set up when the colonies had
first realized they would be in space for the long term. They also acknowledged Zerrex‟s efforts
on rebuilding the planet, and the few countries who had sustained themselves even through the
destruction of the world until now, mostly through the use of bio-domes, air purifiers, and sheer
raw determination.
Zerrex had to start compiling reports on his progress now, however… and although at
first it was difficult, eventually Mercy took over for him with a smile and acted on his behalf at
the World Council and wrote the reports for him… and now, like the Composites, she gladly
followed him around wherever he went, helping him with the administration of operations as he
set up colonies and used his abilities to restore some of the ecosystem… except that outside of
Hez‟Ranna, his abilities were far more muted, the soil not responding to him as it did in the
Cradle of Life, unable to feel the pulse of the land as easily.
Five years into the peaceful decade, Zerrex found two Unworld Beings in the wreckage
of New Tears City, which had been mostly rubble even before the Old Gods had attacked, in
various stages of reconstruction here and there… but before the Drakkaren could call for help,
Camus had appeared and simply snapped his fingers, and both beings had simply dissipated into
black smog that faded slowly into the air. Unable to help himself, the reptile had asked why
Camus had helped him… and the lion had simply smiled a bit and said it was what friends did.
Silence had followed this remark, and then Zerrex had sat down on an exposed girder
sticking out of a building nearby, and they had just talked for a little while, until Mercy had
appeared. She had looked silently at Camus, touching her collar… and he had excused himself
after a few moments, leaving quickly. She had been curious what they had talked about, and
Zerrex had only been able to reply „the world,‟ barely able to explain how he and Camus could
sit around and philosophize and ramble to each other, much as the Drakkaren hated
philosophy… or rather, hated what philosophy could do to a person, and how academic a
practice it could become.
Eighteen colonies had landed now, and the world was starting to bloom: stranger still was
the fact that wildlife had been sighted in places like Hez‟Ranna, and around Valise. The
atmosphere had already grown more stable with both the trees and air purifiers doing their job as
well as Nature, who sometimes inexplicably popped up to talk to Zerrex whenever he was on the
continent of Ire. When he asked how the hell she could pass a thousand miles in the blink of an
eye, however, she had simply replied cheerfully that it was easy if you put one foot in front of
the other and just continued to do so until you reached your destination.
Sometimes Zerrex had the help of Priest, and other members of his family: at other times,
he was alone except for the company of the Composites, even Mercy and Anathema both off on
their own duties. And sometimes Zerrex returned to Hell, to help father the children in Lily‟s
ward: three boys, Pallas, Naganen, and little Darren, who was now four years old.
Lily had been pregnant with Darren for eleven months, a strangely-long time… but
unlike the mortal realm, where gestation periods were regular, in Hell a demon could take a
month to a year to be born. Most of Lily‟s children had come out of her quickly, however, but
Darren was a special case: he was born after only a few hours of labor, Zerrex rushing to the
Ravenlight Estate from the mortal realm so he could be there with Lily, holding her hand the
entire time… but it had been short and easy for her, as Darren had almost seemed to want to
come out and see the world.
He had a little bit of pudge on his body, but a surprisingly-small amount for a baby, and
Sin murmured that he was a little bit small, but very well-developed already: his scales were a

polished burgundy, and his eyes emerald with a beautiful multicolored flaw in one, and he had a
black mane of hair already starting to grow in that went from his forehead and all the way down
his spine to the base of his tail, which was long and thin. His features were leonine, even if he
had scales over most of his body and golden fur over only his face, but he was a handsome
boy… and Zerrex knew he‟d grow up strong and happy from the first moment he saw him.
The Drakkaren had worked on the mortal world in those days, then come back to Hell,
and eventually Lily had told him gently to visit when he could, but otherwise not to worry about
her and the children, that she would be fine with all the help she was getting from everyone else
and that they all loved their father. Zerrex was loathe to be apart from them, but he had a duty
now to the mortal world that he needed to see through… so finally, he‟d parted and gone back to
the schedule of building colonies, but visiting when he could.
Now, however, these five years and some months of peace after his agreement with
Camus, Lily had come to the mortal world with a smile, arriving out of the blue with the three
young boys and surprising the Drakkaren. But she had said they wanted to see their father work,
and that they were all interested in the mortal world… even the well-developed Pallas, who
grouchily regarded Zerrex as a parent and had grown now into a fine, powerful male, some eight
feet tall and covered in rippling muscle and armor-like scales, the gator-like demon possessing
broad, minotaur like horns and thick plates of rock-like natural armor down his back,
overlapping like shingles and nearly impervious even though he was still only a child. He looked
much older than he was, however… and Zerrex wondered sometimes if he was sneaking
corruption baths still when no one was looking.
Naganen, meanwhile, was a happy, bright little boy, his scales a regal mix of purple and
navy blue, his features calm and already wise, his eyes the same color as Anathema‟s; his four
tall black horns were also the same as his mother‟s, standing at the front and back of his skull in
pairs, and his tail was long and flexible, the boy easily able to hang by it and often doing so with
a smile. He always wore simple robes and boxers beneath these, and like his father, was already
enthralled with the mortal world and wanted to help heal it, for the good and benefit of everyone.
His younger half-brother, Darren, looked much the same as he had when he‟d been born,
except he was already taller than Naganen and had filled out a bit in terms of muscle and had lost
the little baby pudge he‟d had. Darren had also already started to develop supernatural powers, to
the point where he had to wear runed leather bands around his wrists and neck that suppressed
his psychokinetic abilities. The leonine demigod had already caused one or two accidents back
on Hell, but thankfully nothing serious, although he displayed the potential to develop incredible
abilities at this rate, according to Sin.
Mercy had been delighted to see her siblings, and the Composites almost entranced.
Zerrex had certainly been happy to see all of them… and had laughed when Sammy had popped
out of nowhere as well with a chirp, pouncing on his muzzle. Although the Drakkaren often saw
him when visiting, the pseudodragon and the lizard hadn‟t spent much time together, the little
friend of the lizard often roaming throughout Elysium and acquainting himself with the changed
world… but it wasn‟t like either could forget about the other, especially with the pact that still
connected them so tightly.
But together like this, with Cherry and Marina close at hand too and glad to sit with the
children, Cherry giggling stupidly as she played with building blocks and Pallas staring at
Marina like she was the most beautiful female he‟d ever seen as she sketched the others… it was
strangely pure, and as Zerrex leaned against Lily and Anathema and Sammy rested at his other
side, Mahihko and Lone trying vainly to talk to Pallas… it was good. It felt like a family… and

even if he was missing plenty of his family members at the moment, it was one of the best
gatherings he could remember in the last long while.
Lily stayed for almost a year with him, bringing the children back to Hell only for a few
days every month, in order to keep them from suffering from „rusting,‟ as the term went. Most
demons could only spend so long outside of corruption before they began to lose their strength,
as it was… but now, with Hell a physical world floating slowly through space, it emitted
corruption in waves that at times were able to actually reach the mortal planet, as Priest and
Huck both recorded with curiosity. Not enough to have serious effects on it, but enough to give
demons the minor boost of energy needed so they didn‟t start to lose their supernatural
abilities… perhaps even enough that a demon in the right place at the right time might even be
able to focus that corruption enough to cast a minor spell or two.
Demonic children, however, needed corruption in slightly-higher doses to continue their
normal development, otherwise they risked having their growth stunted, or even death: Naganen
and Darren, however, were obviously not standard demonic children, while Pallas had already
developed almost to physical maturity. In fact, despite the fact that Darren seemed like the most
powerful of the three, it was Naganen who might well be the one who possessed the greatest
supernatural powers: Lily told him quietly one night, as the children slept – as well as Mahihko
and Lone and Cherry, who all acted like children anyway – that Sin had been training him in
magical arts already, and that even though he was shy about it, Naganen had a lot of potential.
Anathema, lurking nearby, had been surprised at this… and then she had flushed when Lily had
told her quietly that Naganen also knew very well who his real mother was, and that he was
always talking about making her proud.
Zerrex realized that Naganen hadn‟t seen much of either of his blood parents during his
life so far… and he felt determined to remedy that, as time passed on. And as they entered the
sixth year of promised peace, Zerrex realized that he had helped restore enough of the world that
only seven colonies were left in space… and he approached the World Council himself instead
of sending Mercy to file his reports for him, announcing that he had done enough in official
status now, and he felt his job was complete: that mortals could do the rest.
Their response was predictable: they had panicked and asked him to reconsider, to help
more, to put in just one more year of duty aiding the mortal world. Zerrex, however, had only
smiled and bowed, saying kindly that he had done enough now, and they could finish the job. He
would still be there should some disastrous event occur, and still help with other projects… but
he had set up colonies all over the world and helped establish enough of a foundation that
mortals could do the rest… and they had to do the rest anyway. He thought to himself about how
first they had tried to stop him from „interfering,‟ and then they had grouchily agreed to let him
work, and then they had patronized him and pooh-poohed his efforts… and now here they were,
now that he had done all the hard work and was telling them to do the rest themselves, begging
for help. Not because they thought they actually needed him… only because mortals always
wanted to take advantage of a situation until they no longer could. But he knew if they were ever
to learn to function on their own, as mortal society was supposed to… they would have to carry
the burden the rest of the way. He had done his share: now, he had another responsibility to
attend to that he realized he had been neglecting in his rush to work on the mortal world while he
had the peace and time to… and that was his responsibility towards his family.
The reptile had left shortly after, returning to Hell and spending a little while just sitting
on the roof of the Ravenlight Estate, staring dreamily up at the bluish planet above and thinking
of how much had come back, how life had started springing up and growing once more in so

many ways, shapes, and forms… and he had sighed softly, lowering his head and closing his
eyes, unsurprised as a second presence made itself known and sat quietly beside him. Camus had
asked him curiously why he had done so much, knowing he would get so little in return… and
Zerrex had only murmured that he had gotten more than he‟d dreamed back for this. He had
restored his home to some of its former beauty, and mortals would be able to rebuild the rest of
the colonies and the world themselves. To him, that was fixing the world… and even though
Camus pointed out they‟d probably screw it all up again in fifty years, Zerrex wondered a little
about that. People were capable of learning in the right circumstances: and the right
circumstances had certainly come about at the end of the day on the tough little world up above.
Motives had been revealed, masks had been stripped away, armor had been torn off: people had
come out of their shells and shown their sticky, soft insides, and that was enough to start the
process of emotional and social evolution.
Camus was interested in this idea, that people could change, could learn and adapt
mentally as well as physically… and Zerrex thought it was curious that the lion thought it was
such a radical concept. It made him wonder if Camus thought he too was just a prisoner of his
own fate, but the lion made himself scarce before Zerrex could ask… and instead, the reptile was
left to sit alone for a few more minutes before going inside and finding a party waiting for him.
They served all his favorite things on a buffet table, from foods to delicacies to desserts,
people dancing in the ballroom together and others lingering in the main hall, the entire
Ravenlight Estate aflutter with activity. Zerrex laughed as he found himself the center of
attention, being toasted for his success and blushing every time he was: he felt, after all, that he
had only done his part, and not out of false modesty but fears that he had overstepped his bounds
on the mortal realm. Everyone congratulated him, though, celebrated with him and helped him
along… and all his surviving children were there, even the young ones. Everyone seemed to be
enjoying themselves, though, and they did so for almost two days, during which Zerrex was
barely able to get some time to himself… and often when he was able to find a room, he was
shortly joined by someone or other who dragged him quickly to the bed for something other than
sleep.
But when it was over, after everyone had left, after Zerrex cleaned up the mess and
mumbled about how surprise parties were great because you could destroy someone else‟s house
„for them‟ and then leave them with the wreckage, Zerrex went to ask Firenze if he needed any
help with running Hell… bringing Naganen with him. Not because he wanted to look like a
responsible parent, or wanted to show off to his child… well, the latter, a little… but also
because Naganen was curious and interested in Hell‟s workings and design, and had already
started to grasp concepts that even Pallas simply didn‟t care about or didn‟t seem at all interested
in. Firenze, admittedly, had been a little thrilled at seeing Naganen, as he had become incredibly
attached to the little brother Zerrex thought he might be grooming to be the next High King…
but then Firenze had simply told Zerrex that he was to take the next half a year or so to rest,
relax, and work on his own projects. That Huck, Priest, and the few demons left on the mortal
plane would be seeing to it… but he did inform him that the Composites would be coming to
Hell, as they had passed a medical clearance run on them by Huck. It was unknown how they
would react to the corruption – or even if they would react at all, a scary thought – but just like
they had been able to survive easily in the mortal atmosphere while it had been toxic, they would
be able to survive in Hell‟s thinner, slightly-poisonous air.
Zerrex grumbled about not being told about this sooner, but then he nodded… and
instead he‟d spent the day with Naganen, just wandering and talking… and then Anathema had

shown up, and the three had been their own awkward little family, Naganen peacefully holding
the hands of each as he asked a curious question every now and then, seeming to work out all
kinds of things from a single simple answer from either one of them.
The next day Zerrex spent with Darren, helping him train, teaching and working on both
mental and physical discipline. Lily stayed nearby, watching with a smile as the two stood out in
a field with a set of practice dummies, Darren urging his father into showing him this or that as
Zerrex muttered about how annoying kids were, but feeling admittedly a little proud of himself
when he showed off different abilities and his son clapped for him, delighted by the way his arm
could morph and the energy powers of his father. The child trained hard, though, and Zerrex was
impressed and pleased with how fast he was picking up on a simple form of martial arts: if he
continued to excel, Zerrex would start teaching him more advanced techniques likely sooner
rather than later, to see how he handled himself.
Pallas, on the other hand, was simply awkward to be around: big, brawny, older than his
other children by about eight years but built like he was twenty and not fourteen, seeming like he
got larger and more muscular every day. He had a tattoo down one arm now that Lily had been
horrified about, and they had argued for days about it; it was a minotaur skull with a pair of
crossed red swords behind it, standing very clearly out against the scales of his arm and rippling
with every movement of his muscles. Not that he wanted to emulate Zerrex… only that he didn‟t
want to do anything he was told.
It was also the symbol used by Pallas‟s friends – or perhaps a better word was cronies –
for their little gang. Nothing serious, Zerrex thought, more childish nonsense than anything else.
Pallas wanted to be seen as big, and tough, and pretend that his father‟s death hadn‟t affected
him as deeply as it had while at the same time like he would never, could never forgive Zerrex
for what happened… but as Pallas grew up, even as the days passed, the Drakkaren knew his
insane sense of logic was starting to slip. He knew that his mother had dealt the mortal wound,
he knew that if Zerrex hadn‟t finished Paluth off, Pallas himself wouldn‟t exist right now, and by
now he knew who was really responsible for the death of his brother instead of thoughtlessly
blaming everything on the new mentor in his life.
The Drakkaren understood that it would take time to adjust, however. It had taken him
thirty or so years to adjust to Requiem as a father-figure, after all, by which time it had been too
late… but all the same, Zerrex didn‟t know how to get through to Pallas. He was obsessive, used
anger to hide all his emotions, was determined to honor the memory of a father he likely wasn‟t
even all that fond of anymore, and he wanted nothing more than to be the biggest and the best.
And then a curious idea had come to the Drakkaren, and he had taken Pallas out to see another
son of his, named after the male the reptile had most looked up to in his lifetime.
They found Markus at his favorite hobby, the huge, brawny Dragokkaren tilting his head
back and forth, his eyes closed, as his fingers moved rapidly over the keys of a piano, tapping a
soulful, soft melody gently away, dressed in a full tuxedo to blend in as best he could with the
rest of the restaurant. It was a posh place here, and Markus much preferred this simple yet
elegant work to fighting in the pits, as the reptile asked for a seat and two menus, and invited
Pallas to order something as he leaned back, a waiter in a simple vest and dress shirt pouring him
a coffee as he watched his son play.
Markus finished up some thirty minutes later, standing up and bowing to the audience as
there were a few quiet claps, before he picked up the tips left on his piano and tucked them into
his pocket without counting the money or even looking at it as his eyes settled on his father and
he smiled. He came over to the Drakkaren, who had finished his meal as Pallas took his time and

frowned, and the reptile introduced them to each other, making Markus nod slowly as he
understood a bit of what was going on.
They left as a group once Zerrex paid for the meal, Pallas looking disgruntled as they
arrived at Markus‟s cozy home, a sprawling house with a deep, wide basement. His wife was
home, and while Markus took Pallas to show him his training room, Zerrex stayed upstairs and
sat down in the kitchen, the quiet, kind little demoness giving him a coffee and sitting in the
chair to talk with him happily. She was a beautiful lupine named Fable, a Pride minor demon
who was executed for refusing to wear her burka to cover up her beauty. She wore simple
wrapped cloth over her forearms and chest, with a long, flowing skirt down to her ankles, and
had very few visible demonic characteristics: the only reason she had ended up in Hell at all was
because she had believed she was committing a terrible sin even while refusing to listen to the
regime in the serious and religious lands near Lailland.
They also had a son, Myth, who was training for a fighting competition. And while he
had inherited his father‟s huge size and physique, he was a wolf like his mother, with only a few
demonic characteristics of his own that made him a clear mix of Pride and Wrath. He was
friendly and boisterous, glad to sit down at the table with them when he came back, shirtless and
wearing only baggy shorts as he grinned widely at Zerrex. He had heard a lot of stories about the
Drakkaren from his father… but the reptile knew that Markus was equally proud of his son,
Myth.
Pallas and Markus came back eventually, Pallas looking sullen and Markus a little
grouchy, but he cheered up at the sight of everyone… but Zerrex excused himself after only a
few moments, however, and took Pallas back to the Ravenlight Estate. He refused to talk at all
on the way back, and stormed off for his room as the Drakkaren decided to find Lily for now and
let them know they had made it back in one piece… and then he wandered off himself,
surprisingly tired by the events of the few days.
So it continued, Zerrex spending his days with his youngest children, sometimes
alternating, sometimes all at once, for several years… but as the ninth year of peace loomed, the
Drakkaren‟s disciples came and fetched him, taking him down to the completed facility: it
included a wide variety of rooms, reinforced walls, a barracks for his Iuratus and a barracks for
the dragon warriors and several storerooms of weapons and goods, and in its depths, a throne
chamber and a torture room that would let the reptile tend to his every want and desire. The only
thing beneath the torture chamber was an immense, revolving chamber filled with prison cells:
the cubical chambers ran on a track, and whenever Zerrex wanted, he could simply select a cell,
and the tracks would rotate, then roll the cell forwards onto a lift, which would then rise up and
the cage would lock into the outside of the torture chamber, behind a thick, clear metal shutter
covered in runes. Then, Zerrex could get the prisoner at his leisure… and there were a multitude
of ways to deal with dead bodies in the expansive chambers.
Zerrex, however, wasn‟t brought to simply gaze in awe over the immense facility that had
been built for him in the depths of Sin‟s Tower: they also wanted to resume serious, heavy
training with him. While the lizard had been working with Cherry and others over the years, he
hadn‟t been concentrating as much on building up his strength and skills, nor on retrieving
memories not yet filled in yet… and Zerrex was forced to agree, however hesitant he was. Yet he
couldn‟t deny he had the best team he could ever ask for to work with him, and the reptile was
well-aware there were plenty of others he would be able to get some help from as well.
For a year, they trained almost relentlessly, and the reptile felt like he was trying to cram
several centuries‟ worth of knowledge into his mind over the course of only a few short months.

But it wasn‟t like the hard work was without any reward: Zerrex felt his abilities becoming more
attuned with his body, felt more of his old reflexes coming back, and even more, his old
knowledge of what to do in the situations that could arise awakening deep in his brain, giving
him that old edge he‟d always had in battle: experience and knowledge coupled with obsessive
analysis and a knack for improvisation.
In that year, the reptile also felt like he‟d started to settle down about this whole „being a
god‟ thing that had been bothering him almost since he‟d returned to the physical universe. He
had come to understand that it really was just a word, a label, and he hadn‟t been affected by it in
any extreme ways: his tastes were still the same, his enjoyments were still the same, and he was
more powerful than he‟d ever imagined becoming, true… but at the same time, he had limits to
his powers, there were ways even mortals could hurt him… and strangely, that made him feel…
almost safe, like there was a security net beneath the tightrope he was walking between abuse of
power and not using his abilities enough. Like if he screwed up and something terrible happened
– such as him going out of control – there would be someone there to stop him.
And even more, there were his Disciples, all his family and friends and Iuratus and
lovers: so many people who had faith in him, and who he could trust to protect him, even from
himself if need be. Disciples which now included Mahihko, Lone, and Vampire in its ranks:
three wolves who had begged, wheedled, and pleaded their ways into the ranks, but whom the
reptile had a more-than-slight affection for. Vampire‟s black rose collar had simply required a
gentle tap, and suddenly the black wolf was even more firmly-bonded to the reptile than ever…
and Mahihko, meanwhile, he‟d given a leather collar with crystal studs along it that changed
color based upon the wolf‟s mood… but interestingly, when he changed to Lone or split into two
lupines, Lone‟s collar was much different, with almost a bow-tie look to it… but when the tie
was pulled apart, it was revealed that the black cloth ends were simply attached to either side of
the collar, so they could cover up the black half-circle of the clasp, which was the opposite site of
the white half-circle on Mahihko‟s clasp… but when the lupines combined together and melded
into the body that took characteristics from both of them, the collar was studded with steel
instead of crystal and the clasp was in the shape of the yin-yang spiral of eternal balance between
darkness and light.
Before the Drakkaren knew it, they were approaching the end of the ten short, soproductive years of peace, as Zerrex stood silently with Blackheart on his back on the roof of
Sin‟s Tower, his armlet resting on his arm and set all the way down to five percent. It was
terrifying, but five percent now was like the armlet being set at twenty when he‟d first used it…
and he looked slowly at his worn hands, flexing them to watch the scales move and bend before
he gazed up at the darkening sky, overlooking what felt like all of Hell from here.
He knew that Firenze was in session at the moment with Eslovius, because they were
threatening war if they didn‟t get more land for their country, but it was likely a bluff. The water
denizens of that country had very few demons living in their borders who could fight with full
power on land: they would be forced to rely on catapults and machinery, which by now Elysium
could easily counter and crush out of existence. At any time, at any moment, Zerrex knew
Firenze could obliterate Eslovius from the map with a simple wave of his hand, that even in the
water the fish-demons would end up being eradicated due to the sheer amount of mages they
could press in with to freeze them solid or electrify them… but the High King was like a
forgiving but firm parent, always gently telling them no, they couldn‟t have more land, but
letting them withdraw their threat of war after every time it was made. He never fortified the
borders, never put the Royal Guards on unnecessary alert, never worried that they would attack:

Firenze was a shrewd leader, and he knew his lack of fear put a confidence into his Royal
Guards, so that even should Eslovius one day try to storm the borders, they would be quickly and
savagely repelled with little trouble.
Zerrex also knew that the Lost Lord, on the other side of Elysium, was developing a
beautiful farming center in the deserts, and that he and his people were having trouble with
Damned that had started to reemerge from the sands around there, but refused to ask for help
even if he also seemed to recognize he needed it. The reptile had candidly suggested to Firenze
that he send a cargo shipment with minimal guard out that way as a gift of appreciation…
because, should it be attacked by the Damned, the battle would also become Firenze‟s. It was
less a gambit on the idea of politics, more based on the honor system the Lost Lord seemed to
follow, even if they risked him feeling like his intelligence was being insulted… but Zerrex
thought that the Lost Lord, too, might be looking for a reason to ask for Firenze‟s aid by this
point, but he was simply ensnared in a system of rules and honor.
Hell was functioning: the wild lands around the arctic region were still… well… wild,
and controlled mainly by mermaids and freakish demons so foul that even the Eslovius fishpeople didn‟t dare to try and annex that territory… and the mortal planet, too, seemed to be
functioning well. Zerrex looked longingly to the night skies as he grasped the tall spike jutting
from the top of Sin‟s Tower, holding on to it as he leaned away from the rooftop, not afraid in
the slightest of the hundred foot fall to the bottom of the repaired Tower that was already
overgrown with beautiful lengths of ivy.
Urban centers – it wasn‟t right to call them either cities or villages – were slowly being
reestablished now: Hez‟Ranna, due to the diligence and hard work of its people and the beautiful
jungles quickly renewing themselves, was already pulling quickly back to its prime… but they
had suffered more than one disaster over their past, and learned to rebuild from even the worst of
blows. The world, too, had learned a few of these important lessons, and mortals had moved out
of the colonies and into some of the smaller cities, tearing down buildings here and there to leave
wide areas, ripping up pavement and parking lots to plant crops inside „safe zones,‟ and fixing up
larger buildings to use as dormitories for safety in numbers. There were still many undead
roaming at night, and not a few monsters… but they were adjusting to the new lifestyle, and with
surprising speed, as many were anxious to get their old comforts back.
Factories had restarted in several areas, and basic businesses had also started up again,
shops selling supplies, weapons, and a few choice comfort items using the ICF and PIC system
until other forms of currency could be reestablished. The landed space colonies themselves
functioned as the new major cities for the moment, as well as business hubs where major
banking, investments, and planning was done and proposed. There were no borders in most of
the world, except for the borders formed by rivers and cliffs: nations called themselves different
names, followed different cultures, but no one checked the passport or ID of newcomers into
their borders or cities, especially if they were there to work or had some kind of special skill.
They had learned, Zerrex thought, and he was glad to see the world building itself back from
what had been thought to be certain death, even as six space colonies slowly still circled the
world: five who had decided firmly to stay as they were, as their own orbiting countries for a
select group of people, and one that was still undecided if it wanted to stay or go.
Then Zerrex closed his eyes as he felt time tick onwards in his mind… and without
looking up, he said quietly: “Camus. You‟re a few days early.”
“Yes, I know.” Camus replied softly as he brushed himself off, a rift sparking out of
existence behind him as he sat down on the other side of the conical roof, and he braced his feet

against the rooftop as he gazed skywards and murmured: “I have to admit, I didn‟t think it was
possible. But I also never fully gauged your abilities… and being able to restore so much of
Hez‟Ranna so quickly helped the ecosystem tremendously. Much of the world‟s oxygen was
produced in those jungles, you know… one of the last great jungles of its time, but… I suppose
at the rate the world is growing at, and the fact that Primordial friend of yours has broken away
from civilization to cheerfully grow as she pleases, where she pleases… jungles will be
reemerging worldwide long before mortals start cutting them down in abundance again.”
“Balance in all things.” Zerrex smiled a bit after a moment, glancing over at him before
he looked back at the sky, leaning backwards as he let go of the bar sticking up from the rooftop
to stretch out slowly, murmuring: “I learned a lot these past ten years, Camus. Exercising my
powers… I felt my body adapting better to them, felt myself becoming more in control of them.
Not just that, I feel… stronger.”
“You should. It‟s much like a muscle, Zerrex… the more you use it, the stronger it gets.”
Camus said softly, glancing at the reptile with a bit of a smile. “Not that you aren‟t already gifted
to begin with… but you know, it does feel like those other Gods have been further absorbed into
you. And you seem… a little saner, if you don‟t mind me saying so.”
“You, inferring that I‟ve been more crazy than you have.” Zerrex said dryly, and Camus
laughed a little, shaking his head after a moment.
“That‟s not what I meant at all.” he said softly, then he sighed a bit, rubbing at his hands
slowly as he murmured: “Are you sure you won‟t reconsider, my friend? I… mortals will simply
repeat their cycles, they always do. For thousands of years, they‟ve simply… killed themselves,
in more and more creative ways, with and without magic or science. You rebuilt the world, but
already the space colonies grow jealous, despite the choice they themselves made to remain as
space colonies, orbiting the planet. I‟m not saying I haven‟t become… bitter, perhaps, as other
Broken have over the years, and acknowledge that perhaps I‟m even a little insane… but the
universe is smudged and evil, and perhaps insanity is all that can save it.”
Zerrex was quiet, and then he looked over at Camus, saying softly: “I can‟t, Camus. I
can‟t. In the decade that‟s passed, we‟ve met each other, and… and okay. It‟s hard for me to be
angry at you. Harder still to hate you. But I am determined to fight you, and I‟ve come to the
conclusion that… perhaps we are friends. I might not even want us to be friends, but still, we
seem to be. You and I… can talk in ways I‟ve never really been able to talk to many others, we
philosophize and debate and I can kill countless hours with you. You‟re like Balthazar, except…
a little more stubborn, a little more bitter. I‟ve told people before that I believe it‟s better to show
someone you care about them, even if they make you all kinds of frustrated, even with the
danger it puts you in, because nothing sucks worse than regretting all the things you never got to
tell them if they die before you. Yet… I‟m a coward, and half the time I hide from the people I
care about because I‟m scared of disappointing them, of upsetting them, of… what they‟ll think
of me.”
He stopped and glanced down, laughing a bit. “I mean, I hide so much of myself, about
myself, about my goals and dreams and aspirations, because I‟m worried what my family and
friends and even disciples will think. It‟s stupid, and even childish, I know, but… still. I do it,
because I‟m content without stirring the waters here. And I try to hate the people like you, who
piss me off endlessly, but I really… am friends with. Friends, a person I would fight for, am
honored to fight beside.” He quieted, saying softly: “You… you took good care of my
granddaughter, Camus. I know that in my heart, in my instincts. Every time our eyes met,
whenever I saw… Maria, be she with you or at the Unworld Manse those few times I visited, I

knew… she was okay. That you helped remove some of those slivers of insanity from her mind
that Mary had warned me about.”
There was silence, and then Zerrex shook his head, holding out a hand quietly. “I have to
be your enemy, Camus. But I can accept being your friend, too. I just don‟t want to have to kill
yet another of my friends in a fight we don‟t need to fight.”
Camus took his hand silently, looking at him quietly, and they shook slowly, testing each
other‟s grip before their fingers slid apart… and then the lion smiled faintly, murmuring: “Honor
and integrity and strength. Admirable, Zerrex… and you again earn my respect and friendship.
Yes… friends until the end.” Camus halted, looking away, and then he said softly: “I just fear
what the end holds for one of us. And whether this will weigh heavier on our souls than if we
had never been friends at all.”
Zerrex was silent at this, not knowing the answer, even if he felt like things would be
purer, easier this way… and then Camus nodded slowly, saying quietly: “There are still heavy
challenges ahead before we battle, though, that may hurt you far more than fighting me.
Serviteur is conflicted, but Rot is a monstrosity. You will be hard-pressed in the coming months
to defend the things you love from an abomination and a lost successor to your family.”
The Drakkaren remained quiet, looking at the lion for a few moments, and Camus nodded
slowly before he stepped backwards and simply vanished with a murmured „farewell,‟ and the
reptile frowned after him, surprised at the suddenness of him leaving… and then he sighed and
turned his gaze skywards again, looking at the mortal planet and suddenly afraid for it,
wondering how he was going to put a stop to a statuesque monster even Camus seemed to fear
and his own granddaughter.
A week later, a few days after the ten year mark and as Zerrex was becoming unbearably
tense, Driz appeared in the Cloister, as they had come to call the facility beneath Sin‟s Tower,
and shouted: “Heavy Unworld presence detected on the planet below, something big is
happening down there!”
Zerrex leapt to his feet from where he‟d been trying to relax between Cindy and Cherry,
and they both nodded and opened portals, vanishing through them as Zerrex picked up
Blackheart and asked calmly, already prepared in black clothing and polished combat boots:
“Where is it, and what‟s going on exactly? Have they pushed through or are they forming a rift?”
“It was a rift when I last checked. I came here as fast as I could, so that was about thirty
seconds ago, gods know what could have pushed through since then.” Driz replied quietly, and
Zerrex nodded as he reached down and adjusted his armlet up to fifty, wincing at the pain that
shot through his body but quickly shaking it off as energy twisted over him, the adrenaline
pumping through his system drowning out the agony. He snapped Blackheart onto his back and
then opened a portal, stepping through it… and Driz followed him as they emerged into the
Ravenlight Estate, before he grabbed his father‟s arm and looked quietly but firmly into his eyes.
“I‟m coming too.”
Zerrex looked at him for a moment… and then he smiled a bit, saying quietly: “Gonna be
dangerous as hell, you know. With the troubles brewing in Eslovius and how they don‟t seem
prepared to back down this time, I‟ve put most of my Disciples on standby. Not that I‟m worried
about them… only that the Broken will use any attack by the fish-demons as a diversion to attack
here in Hell. We‟ll be a skeleton crew: me, Cherry, Cindy, and you, against gods-know-what.
Even Anathema is gone with Lily, taking care of the kids.”

It was strange but true: Naganen had brought out some part of Anathema not perhaps
meant for mothering, exactly, but that was caring and compassionate far beyond her usual
measure. Even when Naganen got hurt somehow, Anathema would just pick him up, and her
thudding heart always soothed the little boy: she made for a strange parent, but with Lily‟s help,
she was doing well in caring for the children. Furthermore, she was there to protect Lily, if
something happened: almost everyone was paired or even tripled up with someone, so they could
protect each other if an ambush occurred.
Driz, however, only grinned, shoving his father lightly as he said amusedly: “Dad, you‟ve
barely even seen me fight. Believe me, I‟ve learned a few tricks over the years… and I can lock
onto the Unworld residue faster than even you, and exploit their vulnerabilities. At worst, I‟ll be
able to draw fire while Cherry and Cindy go in for the kill.”
Zerrex nodded hesitantly after a moment, and then he turned his head and whistled
sharply, and Sammy appeared a moment later on his shoulder, bouncing up and down and
chattering excitedly before the reptile rolled his eyes and flicked his muzzle, muttering: “Shut the
hell up, you‟re going to give away what we‟ve been working on with Anathema‟s help.”
Driz tilted his head, but before he could ask, Cindy and Cherry both appeared through
another portal, Cherry with the Great Diviner sheathed at her side and the chain hanging with a
comfortable amount of slack, clothed not in her normal outfit but instead body armor made of a
shimmering substance that clung to her. It was made of overlaid plates, accenting her
musculature and making her look even more masculine than she already was, squeezing her
breasts more than a little beneath the chest-plate and with her chain whip resting on her other
side. Only recently, it had been through the forges, treated by Cherry, Priest, Markus, and Zerrex
and redesigned with a deadlier, slightly-more-squared network of metallic links, the long,
cylindrical handle with a customized leather grip on it now and a deadly, pyramid-shaped spike
sticking out of the bottom, and the large claw at the end of the chain whip had been expanded
into a vicious hook, with the inscription: „Cherry Cutter‟ on the blade itself.
Cindy, meanwhile, had a pair of black gloves on that went up to her elbow, made of a
rubber-like material and with plates of metal over the knuckles… but while they would expand if
she shifted her size, they also wouldn‟t let any energy pass through them. It meant that if Cindy
became ethereal – an old talent she didn‟t often use these days – they would still remain solid…
but they would also move with her, and best of all, they wouldn‟t allow Unworld residue to pass
through them and into Cindy‟s body if she struck an opponent. They likely wouldn‟t stand up for
very long if an Unworld Being grabbed them and tried to tear them apart, but they would more
than suffice as weaponry… and that was what Cindy planned to use them as.
Otherwise, she was clothed in an exercise top and dragon-scale jeans, the top leaving her
belly bare and part of her lower back… enough to leave part of her new tattoo visible. It was
something she had gotten after she and Cherry had gotten into an argument over how much time
Cindy was spending with Daria: a tattoo of a cherry tree in full blossom that spread over her
entire back… and over her lower back, the tree‟s system of roots transformed into thick, long
vines dotted with black roses, the tattoo extending down to the base of her tail and slightly onto
her sides. When Cherry had seen it, she had tackled Cindy… and Zerrex had heard sounds of
pleasure from both of them for the entire night he‟d spent trying to rest: that is, until they‟d
moved into his room and gotten him to join in.
Then he shook his head, wiping these memories away to remember the matter at hand
instead, as he looked at them both… and when they nodded, Cindy quickly tying her pigtails
back into one single, long tight braid, he said quietly: “We‟re going in together on this. If it‟s

Rot, attack with full force. If it‟s Maria, we use takedown tactics, try to stop her with minimal
damage. If it‟s… something else, listen for my order. Understood?”
They saluted and nodded, and then Cherry asked with a frown: “Wait, where‟s Marina?
Isn‟t she going to come with us on this one?”
Zerrex shook his head quietly, however, saying firmly: “If it‟s Maria, Marina‟s presence
will only escalate the situation. Remember who Maria is, what she‟s suffered, and treat her
kindly, okay?”
“Fuck, Boss, you act like I piss people off or something.” Cherry retorted with a grin, and
Zerrex rolled his eyes before she gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, muttering: “Okay, fucking
hell. Let‟s do this.”
Zerrex closed his eyes and concentrated… and they vanished from the spot, reappearing a
moment later in the middle of a damaged square. The reptile had positioned them as close to the
Unworld energy as he dared, feeling the presence ripping at his body even as he tried to block
out the worst of it, looking in the direction it was coming from as Cherry staggered and Cindy
shook her head briskly, only Driz seeming unaffected as even Sammy mumbled in pain on his
shoulder… and then all eyes settled on the dark bolts of energy that were moving with a hideous
slowness through the air, twisting upwards and shaped like lightning, as if trying to mock nature
in every way. Mortals were running away from the scene, and the reptile only needed to glance
back and forth to realize they were in Ire… and that the rift was opening near the ruins of the
Marble Dome, the senate building in what had once been the capital city of Ire.
The building itself had long lost its ivory allure, chunks of metal sticking out of it and
covered in black stains and brown smears, the stone worn away to gray instead of white over the
rest and literally only half of the dome still standing, the pillars that had guarded it long
collapsed… and Zerrex looked back and forth before he held his hand out, Sammy leaping down
into it as Zerrex muttered: “Go through the wreckage and watch. Tell me if you spot anything,
we‟ll work our way around the building towards the rift.”
Sammy chirped and nodded, and as he leapt down and ran off, Zerrex looked at the
others, Cherry gritting her teeth and muttering as a strong wind blew up: “Shit, bad fucking vibes
here, Boss… I don‟t like where this is going.”
Zerrex grunted in agreement as the wind died down as suddenly as it had come, looking
to the darkened sky overhead to see swirling, ominous clouds as the rift continued to tremble,
and Driz added with a mutter: “This isn‟t good at all, Dad. There‟s a lot of energy buildup in the
air here, and that rift is emitting all that power. It must be anchored into place somehow, we have
to snap those anchors to close the rift.”
The Drakkaren nodded, and then he motioned at a parking lot to the right of the building
that had become a junkyard for ancient cars, piled all over and on top of each other but with what
looked like a narrow path leading through. “We‟ll try to sneak forwards, then. No way we‟d pass
unnoticed through that crowd over there, anyway.”
Cherry cursed under her breath: most of the mortals were trying to run for it, but a group
of gawkers at the other side of the senate building had formed, and there were other lingering
people behind him, as she muttered: “Just like the old days, huh Boss? You can shoot someone
in the face in the street, and guaranteed one or two assholes are just going to stand there and
watch dumbly. You know, the ones natural selection forgot about.”
Zerrex mumbled something, but even he didn‟t know if it was in agreement or just for her
to be quiet, as they slipped carefully into the wreckage yard… and Zerrex cursed as he wormed
his way down the path, turning sideways to slip carefully through a narrow gap, Cherry

following with a frustrated grumble as her armor ground against the rusted metal of old, broken
cars, and Driz simply passed through the wrecks, his body losing consistency as he became a
dark bolt of energy that shot from vehicle-to-vehicle, before his weightless body halted on top of
one and he frowned as he looked outwards, muttering: “Is that… someone there?”
The Drakkaren edged forwards into an empty space, then he looked ahead as Driz
pointed, half-crouching behind one of the few broken cars left in the space… and he realized that
yes, there was someone floating above the rift, chains extending from her body and hands
clutched together as she levitated above a massive, swirling cyclone of Unworld essence.
Beneath her, dead center in the immense portal, was the statue of Rot… and as Zerrex watched,
goo seemed to bleed out of the cage in the center, dripping into the portal before it suddenly
transformed into a solid net, and then slowly hauled up several Unworld Beings at once, the goo
exploding upwards the moment it was free of the portal to hurl the beings past the edge of the pit,
and Zerrex cursed as all three of them landed awkwardly… but then simply began to stand up,
groaning and looking back and forth as they staggered slowly forwards, before one of them
twisted his head towards them and immediately began to head in their direction, reaching its
arms out for them as it shambled towards them with a moan.
Zerrex cursed under his breath, and then he created a sphere of energy in his hand before
he stood up and threw this hard, gritting his teeth as it shot past the Unworld Being and then
curved slightly upwards to smash into Maria and explode in a shockwave of force, Maria‟s eyes
snapping open as she yelled incoherently and jerked backwards, her chains snapping up from the
edges of the portal… and it gurgled loudly before the cyclone of Unworld essence vanished in a
terrible blast of dark essence, Rot rocking violently as the computerized base it stood on whirred
angrily.
Then it began to roll forwards, but Maria winced as she dropped to the ground and
shouted an order, and the statue halted in place with a rumble. She only stood there silently as
Zerrex stepped forwards, the Unworld Beings lumbering towards him… but then the closest was
struck by a blast of dark lightning released from Driz, and it staggered backwards with a weak
whistle before falling to its knees as the energy tenuously holding it together broke apart, and it
simply dissolved into dark smog.
The dozen or so Unworld Beings around the area locked on to Driz as he turned into a
bolt of dark energy that slammed into the ground in the open area behind the ruins, and he led
them away even as Rot turned hungrily in his direction, before Maria shouted another command
at it in a strange, dark language… and Rot hesitated again before slowly turning forwards as
Cindy, Cherry, and Zerrex strode towards the female, the Drakkaren saying quietly: “Maria,
enough is enough. Come with me now. We‟ll help you. We don‟t have to do this.”
“Zerrex… grandfather…” Maria looked at him quietly for a few moments, and then she
shook her head, stumbling backwards… before she yelled another command at Rot as it rolled a
few feet forwards, sounding almost desperate. It halted, and then she snarled a bit, shouting at
Zerrex: “I am Serviteur now! The world is nothing but a corrupt place, and it needs to be
purged… please, please, please leave, before I lose control over Rot… I can‟t, I don‟t want to
fight you…”
Zerrex gritted his teeth… and then Maria yelled something incoherent as Rot suddenly
rolled violently forwards, dark goo leaking out of the cage, Zerrex feeling something with a
terrible, disgusting energy inside it, something that was hungry and primal… and then the reptile
leapt forwards, snapping Blackheart off his back and slicing through one of the arms of the
statue, and the trapezoid-shaped limb slowly fell off with a splatter, crumbling slightly as it

struck the ground and the reptile landed only a few feet away from Maria, who staggered
backwards with a tremble as she whispered: “Oh no.”
Then Zerrex frowned as he felt a pulse behind him, and he looked over his shoulder in
horror to see that a long string of some elastic, gooey red substance was attached from the
damaged limb to the shoulder of the statue, dripping the same crimson goop slowly downwards
like viscous, syrupy blood… and then the goo suddenly convulsed before the limb was jerked off
the ground and slammed back into place on Rot‟s shoulder, and the statue turned around as
tentacles of Unworld essence snapped out of the cage, long and semisolid, Zerrex wincing as he
stood up and staggered towards Maria, pincered between the Broken but at least feeling no
hostility from the female… and then Rot‟s tentacles lashed downwards instead of at him,
snapping into the ground as shattered pavement rippled and transformed into boiling black water.
A moment later, as the reptile watched in horror, Rot‟s tentacles dragged upwards and pulled
Unworld Beings slowly from the dark puddles, the rifts closing and leaving rotten ground behind
them as the burning beings staggered stupidly towards Zerrex before they seemed to lock on to
him, hissing and reaching out towards him.
The Drakkaren winced as he heard the snap of chains behind him, but it was only the
sound of the metallic, strange links shrinking back around the female‟s scarred body, Maria
dropping her head to cover her face as best she could in her hands as she turned and ran… and
Zerrex cursed, torn between two decisions before Rot howled as Cherry‟s Great Diviner tore
through the head of the statue, knocking chunks of rock out into the air, where they floated and
slowly gyrated, attached by the strings of thick, terrible blood as the female shouted: “Cindy and
I got this, you go after her!”
Zerrex grunted, leaping away from the Unworld Beings as they tried to close in on him,
and then he turned and sprinted after Maria as she ran away, staggering back and forth as she
tripped now and then before leaping into the air and gliding eerily over the ground even as she
curled up and sobbed brazenly. Behind him, the Unworld Beings lost interest in him after a few
stumbling steps after him, instead turning around to stagger past Rot and towards Cindy and
Cherry, who were both standing ready as the statue healed itself and the thing inside it roared at
them, dark goo spilling out of the cage and slamming into the ground to rip another Unworld
Being through a rift.
“So how the hell do we fight this thing?” Cherry asked in a mutter, as she slung the Great
Diviner hard into an Unworld Being, and the creature staggered backwards, screaming, as the
blade glowed white before Cherry winced and snapped the weapon back, making a face at the
fact the sword was steaming weakly. “Because babe, we ain‟t gonna hold up for long at this rate,
okay? So put that huge fucking brain of yours to use!”
“Shut up, then, and let me concentrate!” Cindy snapped, and then she cursed as she leapt
backwards before picking up a sizeable chunk of rubble and simply throwing it hard at Rot as it
began to roll towards them, and the platform beneath it whirred angrily as it stopped in mid roll.
“Cherry, target the thing it‟s standing on, we can at least stop it from moving!”
Cherry grunted, and then she threw the Great Diviner hard forwards again, the sword
narrowly passing by an Unworld Being as the two backstepped away from the four staggering,
thankfully-slow creatures before it slammed home into the front of the machine… and simply
bounced off as some kind of energy field reflected the sword. Cherry cursed under her breath at
this as the weapon shot upwards, but then it snapped around Rot‟s arm, the chain tightening itself
automatically as the sword blade buried into the statue and anchored there, and the female
grinned as another idea struck, shouting: “Hey, babe, gimme a hand!”

Cindy looked over at Cherry dumbly as she seized the chain and grunted, her armor
groaning as her muscles flexed hard against the metallic plates as she pulled forwards… and then
the Drakkaren grinned as she jumped forwards, seizing the chain herself and yanking with a roar,
Cherry squawking as she staggered backwards at the ferocity of Cindy‟s tug, which almost tore
off the arm of the statue as well… and then it toppled forwards with a hiss, crushing one of the
Unworld Beings beneath it as the other three continued to stagger towards them, looking
unperturbed by the fact Rot had toppled over.
Cherry snorted and jerked hard on the chain, the sword blade tearing free before she
simply flicked it outwards, and it loosened itself from the statue, seeming almost to slither by
itself down to the ground before she yanked it hard, the blade twisting slightly to slice a leg out
from beneath one of the Unworld Beings and knock it on its back before it returned to her hand,
and Cindy stepped forwards and punched another of the Beings away, the creature landing on its
back some twenty feet distant before the two simply retreated from the last one, and it seemed to
lose track of them, moaning and stumbling around as Rot lay on its face. “So goddamn easy at
the end of the… oh shit, look!”
Rot trembled as a puddle of black goo spread around it, before it slowly began to push
itself up on long tendrils extending from the cage, the thing inside hissing… and Cindy cursed
under her breath before she readied herself even as one of the Unworld beings simply dissolved
on its own with no energy to absorb, the female muttering: “Looks like this is going to be a little
harder than we thought… I just hope Zerrex has caught up to Maria by now…”
Zerrex , meanwhile, sprinted after the other Broken, who had moved a fair distance from
the Senate Building and slipped down a side street, moving towards the inner city… but then she
twisted suddenly and instead began to float up along the wall of a tall office building, and Zerrex
cursed before he snapped Blackheart on his back and charged forwards, leaping upwards and
kicking off the wall to propel himself along it before he clawed a hand outwards and seized one
of the chains dangling from her body, and Maria screamed before he twisted around and dragged
her heavily down to the earth, slamming the female onto her back.
As she lay stunned for a moment, Zerrex snap-drew Blackheart, slamming the sword into
the ground next to her neck and angling it so it almost pressed to her throat, straddling her with
his foot on the other side of her neck as he shouted: “Maria, stop it!”
“I am Serviteur now!” Maria wailed, and then she began to cry harder, shouting: “I lost
you! I lost you, my only true family left, what was I supposed to do? Marina murdered my
mother and my aunt, the two who had raised me, always cared for me, always looked after me
and even after I had so disappointed them with my inelegancies and my childishness, before I
could ever apologize to them or ever repay you for your vast and indescribable kindnesses…”
Maria‟s accent was sinking in and out, her speech pattern lilted and almost schizophrenic,
and Zerrex wondered silently how damaged her mind had been as he looked down at her and she
heaved for breath before trembling and whispering: “Are you going to kill me now, grandfather?
Does my life end here and now, at your hand, at your behest?”
“I…” Zerrex halted as he heard a scream cut through the air, and he cursed under his
breath, looking silently down into her dark, sad eyes, before he felt a tremble rock through his
body… and then he snarled and leapt to his feet, tearing his sword out of the ground and
sprinting away from her, leaving Maria laying in the dirt and ruins as he charged back towards
Rot, cursing himself, cursing Camus, cursing most of all his life and the sick, twisted ironies that
made him wonder silently if everything really was worth fighting for in this depraved, indifferent
universe.

Then Cindy screamed again, and Zerrex snarled as he speeded up retracing his steps,
Blackheart sparking in his hand… and back at the Senate Building, the female snarled in agony,
Unworld essence crawling slowly up her legs from stepping in a puddle of the stuff before
Cherry lashed the Great Diviner out, the chain wrapping several times around her body before
she yanked hard backwards and pulled her free from it, as Rot finished pushing itself to its feet.
The statue turned slowly towards them, goop sucking slowly back into its cage as it hissed and
Unworld Beings staggered slowly towards the two females, before Cherry cursed and rose a
hand, a wall of fire exploding into existence between them… but the flames were greedily
absorbed by the bodies of the Unworld Beings as they waded into them, their bodies steaming
slightly as they chased the fires down into the very cement, while Rot simply rolled forwards…
Cindy shook her head out, then she snarled as she lunged to her feet, blood exploding
from terrible, black lacerations down her legs before she threw both palms out into the statue,
falling forwards into the blow… and Rot flew backwards, cracking almost in half as it collapsed
to the ground, thick streamers of blood connecting base and body as more of the same red
substance bubbled from its torso and dark essence leaked from the cage, the creature hissing
violently. It began to piece itself back together, but it was a slow process, as the little platform
buzzed and trembled as dark tentacles pushed out of the cage to try and get it back into a better
position, the red strings tugging and convulsing on both sides of the body… and Cindy rasped, as
she climbed back to her feet from all fours: “Be right back, Cherry.”
She vanished from sight, Cherry staring stupidly… and then she reappeared behind Rot‟s
feet, the bottom of the mechanical platform facing her as she slammed her hands into it and
cursed as energy immediately shot over her body… but she roared and arched her back as it
surged into her, her eyes blazing with power as it crackled over her body. All five Unworld
Beings currently present, however, immediately turned towards her like she was a beacon… but
Cherry snarled and stood, creating a white ball of fire in either hand and holding these out as she
walked forwards, shouting: “Over here, you sick fucks! Here, here!”
The Unworld Beings hesitated as Cherry half-circled them, blocking Cindy from them as
she waved the fire enticingly back and forth, and the mindless creatures slowly began to stagger
towards her, tilting their heads back and forth and clawing weakly at the flames as Cherry
carefully sidestepped, wincing at the pain it put into her body just to be near to these creatures,
not wanting to imagine what it would be like to contact them. Slowly, she led them away as
Cindy hissed and then finally pried a panel off the bottom of the machine, the energy sparking
over her abruptly dying as Rot roared in its cage and dark essence vomited outwards, curling in
towards her even as Cindy clawed at the inside of the machine before she tore something free
and leapt away with a yell, staggering backwards on legs that had mostly healed now as dark
tentacles snapped at her and stung into the ground, transforming the concrete into boiling black
water that spread greedily towards her.
Then Cindy leapt upwards and flew into the air, and Rot roared at her, tentacles weakly
swinging back and forth after her, but not extending far from the beast even as its body
reattached, before the tendrils shoved downwards into the ground, slowly forcing the statue back
up onto its base as the last chunks of stone fitted themselves again. At the edge of the open yard
behind the Senate Building, Cherry wheezed in relief and dropped both balls of white fire,
running quickly around the side of the group of Unworld Beings, as they greedily converged on
the flames, absorbing their energy quickly: not quickly enough to save one of them, however,
which dissolved into smog as the others mindlessly stood and began to search out other sources
of power, staggering dumbly back and forth.

Cindy touched down, her glowing wings vanishing as she fell to a crouch and tossed the
useless motor away, and Rot roared as it shook back and forth on its base, obviously unable to
move and displeased about this… before the statue shuddered, bits of gravel falling from it
before two tentacles ripped out of the cage, anchoring it into the ground before it yanked itself
forwards as it somehow kicked hard off the base, tearing itself loose. It slammed down several
meters away, the statue roaring as dark sludge vomited out of the cage on the chest and slammed
into the ground, melting whatever it touched away almost instantly and leaving holes almost a
foot deep in seconds that continued to burble and boil with dark essence that ate ever deeper,
before the tentacles extending from the cage ripped into the pavement and half-turned the statue
so it faced them, and it yanked itself towards them in another hop before Cherry and Cindy both
leapt out of the way when Rot lashed the appendages of dark energy towards them again.
Cherry hit the ground and rolled, and Cindy cursed as she landed on her feet but then fell
over, grasping her injured legs before looking up in shock as Rot turned slowly at the waist. It
vomited a stream of the terrible dark acid, and Cindy held up a hand and created a shield of
energy; the liquid splattered against this, but it immediately began to eat through the energy even
as Cindy scampered backwards, before she snapped an arm out and tentacles of her own snapped
out to wrap around part of a broken lamppost half-buried in the field, letting her yank herself
hard to safety as her shield dissolved and the remaining acid poured down over the ground.
Rot roared mindlessly at her… and then Zerrex leapt in from the side with a roar of his
own, slashing Blackheart hard down into the neck of the machine before the sword struck
something it couldn‟t cut through, and instead it screamed against some metallic substance as he
scooped instead of sliced most of the shoulder and arm of the statue off, sending chunks of stone
and crimson goo flying before he landed in a crouch and spun around to stare in surprise at a
black metal box that made up the walls of the cage inside the beast, scarred from the strike and
thrumming strangely as the reptile narrowed his eyes, chunks of stone and crimson blood quickly
snapping themselves back into place over this before Cherry snapped the Great Diviner forwards
into the staring head of the creature as it floated in midair, and the stone face shattered in half
before she snarled and yanked backwards with a slew of furious curses.
When she yanked back, the Great Diviner sliced through one of the long strings of
almost-solid red stuff, dislodging roughly half the stone face… and Zerrex watched as it flew
through the air before smacking against the ground and dissolving entirely to dust, the reptile
back stepping quickly as Rot healed itself… but was left without that chunk of stone face, the
wound bare and clearly visible in its body as Cherry gaped… then grinned slowly as she leapt up
by Zerrex, saying coldly: “Look, Boss. Cindy‟s out of this fight, her legs are fucked up and she
keeps losing balance. But I think we can take this son of a bitch ourselves.”
Rot turned towards them, hissing violently as it guided itself around on its appendages,
and Zerrex was about to agree before he felt some sharp, powerful presence in his mind… and a
figure dropped like a flash from the skies, a huge sword ripping through the other arm of the
statue before it snapped briskly to the side, and an entire limb was torn off in a spray of crimson
goo as Rot screamed before the huge figure leapt smoothly to the side as the ground around the
statue shattered and dark energy vomited upwards like water. And Zerrex stared in shock at the
sight of the Archangel Lucifer as he rested his massive greatsword on his shoulder, the divine
being who ran most of Heaven with the aid of Lord an amalgamation of two distinct species: one
entire side of his body was that of a lupine, including the cold, metallic-colored eye and grizzled
timberwolf gray of his fur, while the other side was that of a Dragokkaren, with deep crimson
scales and a reptilian amber eye and vertical pupil. He was enormous, perhaps fourteen feet tall

and with the right side of his body athletic and thinner than the reptilian left side, which was
powerful and muscular; and despite his status, he wore simple black clothes and a halfbreastplate that covered his upper chest and shoulders only, made of thick, unornamented steel as
his black cape swayed slowly between his immense wings: one with feathers of brightest ivory,
the other with feathers of deepest obsidian.
He flicked a hand out, sending a purple blade of not energy, but powerful gravitational
force slamming into Rot‟s side and crushing in the stone there, before Lucifer clenched his hand
into a fist, and the broken side exploded outwards, sending chunks of rock flying in all
directions… but Rot roared, and the stones immediately slammed back into place before dark
goo spread over the effigy, the statue‟s body solidifying further as heavy rock became layered
with black webbing. Lucifer only snorted, however, and then he spoke, his voice cold and calm:
“Zerrex Narrius, Cynthia Blossom. We detected a distinct abnormality from Heaven. It was
suggested that we check this out.”
“We?” Zerrex had time to ask dumbly, and then Raze landed beside the Drakkaren, the
black-scaled reptile‟s golden stripes almost glowing as he stood in silver breastplate and with
Darkheart readied, his wings flapping as he stood protectively beside the lizard, and Zerrex‟s
confusion spread into a slow grin as other angels touched down around Rot: Tinman, the
badger‟s features calm and ready, wearing only simple mortal clothing but with a heavy utility
belt around his waist; Francis, the white mouse‟s taloned greaves scraping along the pavement as
he rose a sword made of flames in one hand and kept his other arm out, the gun in the spring-clip
built into the mouse‟s arm glinting dangerously, his athletic body flexed against the combat vest
he always wore; Little Arcy and Mary, the kitten and the older feline both attending to Cindy‟s
legs, their hands glowing as they healed her quickly and efficiently; and more, angels he couldn‟t
name with spears and swords and golden shields, wearing beautiful white armor that fully
protected their bodies and heads. “Oh. We.”
“Rot! Retreat!” Maria screamed from an alleyway, and eyes turned to her before Cindy
said something urgently to Little Arcy, who shot immediately from the Drakkaren towards the
Broken. Lucifer‟s cold eyes glanced at this, then over at Francis with a simple tilt of his head in
the direction of the Broken, and Francis barked a quick order, leaping up into the air as his
angelic wings spread in a burst of light and feathers, the armored angelic warriors leaping up and
following before one of them screamed as Rot vomited dark acid onto him.
The armored warrior fell to the ground, clawing at himself, violently twisting back and
forth and shrieking in agony… and then his armor peeled off him as he rose slowly up, covered
in dark flames and hissing, steam rising from his body as flesh burned away and blood boiled
into nothingness, bones decaying in seconds as only the spirit was left behind, feasted on by the
Unworld essence as the angel became an Unworld Being for a few sparse moments. It staggered
slowly forwards, moaning, before it simply collapsed and dissolved… and then Zerrex stood and
Cherry snarled as tentacles tore out of Rot‟s cage and slammed down into the ground, a rift
spreading around it before Lucifer simply shoved a hand forwards, and a blast of immense force
rippled visibly through the air and smashed the creature across the field as if it had been struck
by a freight train, the Archangel saying coldly: “Rip through its armor and tear off the pieces you
can. Pettigrew, Raze, aim for the blood chords. Sever its connections while Zerrex, Cynthia, and
myself rip the hide from its body.”
“I‟m going to let you get away with calling me that for now.” Cherry muttered, and
Lucifer gave a slight half-grin before the three of them tensed as Raze and Tinman both leapt
backwards, Raze snarling and Tinman pulling three gleaming white blades shaped like

ornamental suns from a side pouch. Then Rot‟s tentacles lashed outwards, and it yanked itself
back to its feet and literally threw itself forwards with a roar as the black ooze over its body
pulsed violently, the reptile wincing as he felt its fury, its anger, its mindless rage.
Then he dodged sideways as it vomited black ooze, Lucifer immediately charging in at its
side… but the Archangel snarled and leapt straight up into the air, halting his attack as Rot
twisted violently to the side before he shoved a hand downwards, gravity around the creature
increasing just as Cherry threw her Great Diviner… and she cursed in irritation as her sword was
knocked out of the air as Rot was crushed slightly at the same time, before she yanked the
weapon back and shouted: “Fucking hell, we got to time our attacks together!”
Lucifer flapped his enormous wings once, sending him hurtling backwards before he
landed in an easy crouch as Zerrex ran forwards, and as dark tentacles tore out of Rot‟s body,
Lucifer flung two blades of gravity forwards that sliced neatly through the tentacles nearest
Zerrex, making Rot snarl as the appendages immediately burst apart into smog and giving Zerrex
a chance to land a hard slice against its remaining arm, Blackheart catching in the dark goo
coating it for a moment before the reptile roared and leaned forwards, his sword glowing white
before it tore through the limb and sent it flying apart, floating eerily in the air as Zerrex winced
and leapt away when Rot vomited dark acid at him, twisting and straining the red strings
connecting body to limb… and then two white, serrated discs tore through the chords, and the
statue roared in fury as the arm of the creature collapsed to the ground. As the metal discs spun
back towards Tinman, they both dissolved in midair from the contact with the blood-goop,
however, and the badger winced before he yelped when tentacles of darkness ripped out of Rot‟s
back and slammed into the ground, tearing Unworld Beings free from the earth as more tentacles
tore from the cage and snapped downwards to repeat the process. It left the statue surrounded by
ten of the Unworld monstrosities… but as they groaned and began to stagger towards whoever
was closest, Lucifer rose a hand and ordered: “Raze, crush!”
Raze grunted, and then he shoved Darkheart into the ground before shoving both hands
out as his eyes glowed with psychic wrath, and Lucifer swung his own hand down hard at the
same time, adding gravitational force as Rot roared, black goo dribbling out of the stones of the
statue and flowing out of the cage as the Unworld Beings surrounding it were dragged down,
before all ten of them simply whiffed out of existence… and Raze grunted, grabbing at his skull
in obvious pain and Lucifer paused for a moment to breathe.
The few cracks that had spread through Rot, however, healed faster than either could
catch their breath, and the creature roared in fury as tentacles of dark energy exploded out of its
sides… but before it could attack anything, Cherry whistled sharply and flung the Great Diviner
past the creature, and Tinman immediately rose a hand and made a spinning motion, the chain
lengthening rapidly as it twirled around and around Rot‟s legs before Cherry roared as she pulled
it taut, and Rot was dragged forwards a step before it collapsed on its back, the tentacles of
darkness writhing as it vomited acid upwards only to uselessly splatter itself. Immediately,
Zerrex ran forwards and snapped his sword down through the creature‟s waist with roar, severing
the legs from its body, and Cherry snarled as she hauled hard backwards, ripping several thick
red chords of bloody goo free before Zerrex spun around and slashed through the last, and Rot
roared furiously inside of its cage before it squealed loudly, and Zerrex winced and backstepped
as the ground around it began to boil, as Cherry snapped the Great Diviner back to her hand and
the group stood ready around the remains of Rot, as the last of the stone pieces of the statue
collapsed from around the creature, revealing a thick steel box with several large holes in it that

the creature‟s terrible energies had presumably fed through and a front that was left open as the
stone bars fell away from it.
The metal began to rust before their eyes on contact with the air, and acid vomited up
before tentacles lashed out of the open front of the cage, snapping back and forth… but even as
one struck the ground, it dissolved rapidly before the thing inside the cage squealed again, and
Zerrex had the feeling that Camus had preserved the whole statue for a reason, before everyone
present winced and tensed as the metal box cracked… and then there was silence, before a thick,
ugly goo boiled slowly upwards out of the opening in the box, a disgusting, filthy dark slime that
pulled itself onto the surface of the ground… and then it roared, vibrating violently before it
lunged at Zerrex‟s face, and the reptile leapt backwards with a wince, the thing splattering to the
ground a few feet away, splotches of goo flying in all directions that burnt into the ground like
acid before Rot screamed and vibrated violently again, twisting and turning on itself, slowly
forming upwards to almost take on a shape like an upper torso, an arm that reached skywards and
a head that tilted back, before the body split apart into what was almost a screaming face as it
howled in agony again… and then the slime began to turn gray as it dissolved, whatever energy
that was powering it vanishing as it quickly rotted away into nothingness.
The group was left staring down at the remains of the creature, and Zerrex finally poked
it with Blackheart once or twice… and the pile of gray cinders crumbled inwards and then
floated away. The reptile looked dumbly at this, and then he finally glanced up and smiled faintly
at Lucifer, murmuring: “Uh… hey. Thanks.”
“Like I said. We took an interest.” Lucifer glanced at him, and then he simply nodded
and turned around, holding a hand up as he murmured a short spell and opened a vortex. Without
a look back, he walked into the swirling black-and-white portal, and Zerrex watched him go as
he made a face: he never knew what to make of the Archangel, before he grunted as Raze
hugged him tightly from behind.
He smiled a bit as the male rested against him quietly, and then he gazed down at Tinman
as the badger embarrassedly walked around to the lizard‟s front, gazing up at him softly. “Hey
there, Boss… how are you? I hope we didn‟t get here too late, but… you know, I do hope we
didn‟t come across as… you know… you certainly looked like you and Cherry had it handled, is
what I mean to say.”
Cherry snorted, then she walked over and affectionately gave Tinny a one-armed hug,
picking him up and making him squeak as Raze let go of Zerrex to stand beside him and scowl at
the muscular female. “Oh, shut the fuck up, Tinny! And… wait, where‟s fancy-pants and his
army of angels?”
“Francis and Little Arcy will come back in time. Besides, they‟ll only speak to… that
Broken, they won‟t harm her after what Cindy told us.” Mary said softly, and she smiled quietly
at Zerrex as she approached, dressed in a simple black-and-white dress, blushing a bit as Cindy
leaned against her, favoring one leg. “It‟s good to see you, Zerrex… you need to visit more
often.”
“I hear that from a lot of people.” Zerrex smiled a bit, and then he looked at Cindy before
saying quietly: “Thanks for helping my daughter out… are you okay, Cindy?”
“Yeah, I‟ll be fine… just a little embarrassed, I guess. I forgot to mind my surroundings.”
Cindy replied with a bit of a smile, and she looked softly at her father before hugging Mary
gently, who hugged her tightly back. “Thank you, Mary. Say, why don‟t you come down to Hell
with us for a little while? Daddy could use some company, I think.”

Mary gazed over at Zerrex softly, and then she smiled a bit and nodded, saying quietly:
“If you don‟t mind at all, Zerrex, I‟d love that. Heaven is… well. It‟s a very strange place to live
in right now, isn‟t it, Raze?”
Raze grunted, then he shook his head slowly as Zerrex frowned a bit, looking from one to
the other as Tinman fidgeted and made a face. “It‟s true. Council is worse than ever, everyone‟s
being scared by fear tactics. Political bullshit for the most part, but it‟s not helping the situation
we‟re in at all. These Broken inspire terror in people, especially the old Naganatine… but they‟re
afraid of doing anything about it, especially after Lovecraft made idiots of the Council‟s
„security measures‟ and all that shit. I could use the break myself.”
The godling had a moody look in his eyes that told Zerrex it wasn‟t just because of the
Council and whatever turmoil Heaven was going through that Raze wanted to get away for a
little while, however, but possibly also dealings with his own father. Lord and Raze didn‟t get
along the best at times, no matter how much Lord tried… but Zerrex thought it was because Lord
tried so hard that Raze often ended up so grouchy and pissed off. Then the Drakkaren smiled a
bit as he held up a hand, flicking his thumb upwards and creating a single black rose in it that he
held out to the angelic godling, and Raze looked surprised before he took it with a smile,
murmuring: “Rosa Hez‟Ranna Raris. A beautiful specimen, too.”
“Feel better?” Zerrex nudged him with an elbow, and Raze gave him a sour look, turning
away to continue to examine the flower. Zerrex smiled after him, then glared at Cherry when she
opened her mouth, and she sulked and closed it before he looked at Tinny, asking quietly: “You
coming with us too?”
“I… I dunno…” Tinman hesitated, and then he squeaked when Cherry half-playfully,
half-threateningly put him in a headlock, grabbing at her arm and wheezing: “I guess I could
spare a few hours.”
The Drakkaren shook his head with a bit of a smile, and then he frowned a bit, looking up
as Francis and Little Arcy flew over the rooftops, the angels trailing behind them… but they
were bruised and battered, their armor disjointed and damaged before the mouse landed with an
awkward grunt, half-staggering as Little Arcy landed beside him with a flush on her features, and
Francis breathed hard in and out, several large slices visible over his face before he looked up at
Zerrex with teeth grit, shrugging Mary off when she tried to tend to him. “Zerrex, what… what
the hell is that thing?”
“My granddaughter.” Zerrex said icily, but he frowned a bit when Francis shook his head
numbly, recognizing it wasn‟t exactly like the mouse to be tactless. Blunt, yes; but even then, he
was careful about what he judged and talked about, and as the reptile looked over him, he
muttered: “What the hell happened?”
Then Sammy popped into existence on Zerrex‟s shoulder with a chirp, and Francis almost
fell over as he staggered backwards, then grabbed at his head with a groan, muttering: “Sorry,
her chains… I don‟t understand it. They hurt my mind as they hurt my body… I feel like my
brain‟s just gone ten rounds against cheerful there…”
Raze grumbled at him moodily, and Zerrex made a face as he looked at Little Arcy, who
shook her head and murmured quietly as she gazed up at him with soft, soulful eyes: “I‟m sorry,
Zerrex, but we just weren‟t able to stop her, not even to slow her down. But… but maybe the fact
she didn‟t kill anyone is a good sign. She simply tore her way through us, then fled the moment
she got the chance, but badly as she hurt us… she didn‟t kill anyone.”
Zerrex looked at Little Arcy for a few moments, and then he nodded slowly, murmuring:
“Alright. In any case, there are only two Broken left now, Maria and Camus. Gods know what

else Camus has up his sleeve, but… most of his group is gone.” Not that I actually think it
matters… Zerrex added mentally, reflecting on how Camus seemed to see most of his minions
and underlings as problematic more than helpful.
The others needed the morale boost, however, and Francis nodded grudgingly before he
muttered: “I‟m going to report back to Heaven, then. Pettigrew, Raze, are you coming?”
Tinny started to fidget awkwardly, and then he finally murmured embarrassedly: “Well,
Mr. Francis, I thought that I would perhaps… you know-”
“We‟re going down to Hell with Zerrex.” Raze said shortly, and then he dropped the rose
into his hand and crushed the top of the flower, plucking the stem off and tossing this aside as
Zerrex felt a twinge go through his body, and black-red liquid dripped from Raze‟s hand before
he opened this, revealing a mostly-liquefied flower before he began to pluck something up from
the remains, adding sourly: “Besides, we could use the breather. Lucifer was here, anyway,
there‟s no need for me to make a report.”
Francis looked as if he wanted to argue, but then he sighed in defeat and glanced at Little
Arcy, who smiled faintly up at Zerrex before walking over and tugging gently on his pants-leg,
getting his attention as she said softly: “You make sure you take good care of yourself, alright?
Zerrex, things are going to heat up for all of us, I fear… I think the only way we can pull through
this is together.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he knelt and traded hugs with the kitten girl, who pressed
herself tightly up against him as he murmured: “Thanks, Little Arcy. You take care too then,
we‟ll need every hand on deck for when things get bad.”
She smiled at him, stepping back and kissing his nose, and then she gazed up at Francis,
who sighed and nodded, rubbing slowly at his side. Then the kitten produced an orb of demonic
crystal, holding it up and concentrating… and a moment later, a vortex slowly rolled open, and
the other armored angels went through first before Francis and Little Arcy followed, the small
girl gazing affectionately over her shoulder as they vanished through the vortex and it trembled
before beginning to close.
The Drakkaren looked at this for a few moments, and then he shook his head and glanced
around at the others, asking quietly: “Ready to head back to Hell, then?”
Cherry grunted, patting Tinman firmly between the ears and making him wince, then nod
with an awkward smile even as he tugged at one ear lightly in an old anxious gesture, and Zerrex
smiled at him before his eyes roved to Mary and Cindy, who were standing quietly side-by-side.
They both nodded to him, and he nodded again in return before he closed his eyes as he felt Raze
grasp one of his shoulders lightly… and a moment later, they all vanished from the spot before
reappearing inside the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, Tinman groaning and holding his head
as Cherry wheezed loudly and Cindy and Mary both winced and leaned on each other, only Raze
seeming relatively unaffected besides Zerrex himself.
“Okay, okay. Like. Let‟s go find somewhere to rest. Fucking Hell, we should have
portalled to the facility or some shit.” Cherry muttered, and then she winced when Zerrex gave
her a thoughtful look. “Oh hell no, I do not want to shoop again! Besides, I gotta put my shit
away, I need to let my boobs hang out freer with all these cute boys and girls around.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes as Cherry twisted back and forth at the waist, grinning stupidly
with her hands on the back of her head… and then the lizard simply pointed away from them,
and Cherry mumbled before creating a portal and stepping through it, turning around to blow a
raspberry at him before she vanished completely. The Drakkaren shook his head slowly, and
Raze muttered: “I hate her.”

“Oh, you do not. I‟m going to put Blackheart upstairs for now, though… Raze, want to
put Darkheart up there yourself?” Zerrex asked curiously, and Raze nodded with a grunt. He
looked around at the others, then paused and gazed quietly at Cindy, as Mary slowly tried
another healing spell over her legs, the reptilian female leaning back and wincing visibly.
“Cindy, you should get to hospital…”
“Oh, no, this is fine…” Cindy mumbled… and then Zerrex traded a mild look with
Sammy, the pseudodragon snorting before he hopped off his shoulder and began to scamper
around, inspecting the others curiously… and then Cindy sighed and nodded slowly, looking
glum as she stood carefully with Mary‟s help and murmured: “I just hate it there.”
“Don‟t we all? But I‟d hate it worse if you died.” Zerrex said quietly, and Cindy smiled
faintly at him before he stepped forwards, trading a quiet hug with her. “So go and get checked
out at the hospital, and start having the residue filtered from your body. Cherry might have
gotten off lucky, but I‟ll probably have to join you at some point, so… at least you won‟t be
alone there.”
Cindy nodded, and then she stood up and winced, opening a portal before Mary helped
her to it before she murmured a „thanks‟ and stepped through on her own. The portal closed, and
Zerrex was left with the angels: company he normally didn‟t keep, but was more than
comfortable for him, being these people. “Alright, Raze and I will be back in a second.”
“We‟ll be waiting, Boss.” Mary said gently, gazing after him fondly as he traded soft
looks with her, and then he headed up the stairs, Raze following him easily. They passed into the
second floor hall, and Zerrex could sense that the rooms were all empty, meaning either
everyone was on duty, or everyone was hiding, and he didn‟t know which was more likely at this
point.
Then Raze grabbed him and shoved him backwards through the door into his room, and
Zerrex grunted before he was forced down on the bed and Raze pinned him by the chest, leaning
down and kissing him roughly, and the Drakkaren barely had time to kiss him back before Raze
pulled away and pushed his body down, muscle hidden under cloth grinding against metal plate
clenched tight to muscle… and then Raze rose up, breathing hard, Zerrex‟s legs spread to either
side of his waist as the two lizards grinned at each other, and then Raze slid a hand slowly
through Zerrex‟s hair and murmured: “Fucking asshole. How long has it been since we had time
together?”
“Too long.” Zerrex said softly, and Raze grunted before he smiled when Zerrex held a
hand up, immediately taking it and helping haul the Drakkaren to his feet, and the two embraced
tightly, pressing their forms together as the white-haired male added quietly: “I‟d have you
around more if you weren‟t stationed all over the place in Heaven, though. For a godling, you
sure do a lot of the angel‟s work.”
“Blame Lord.” Raze said disgustedly, and Zerrex rolled his eyes even as he smiled,
pulling away and taking Blackheart off his back to put it up in the holder on the wall. He held a
hand out for Raze‟s sword, but the black-scaled Drakkaren only walked past, half-shoving
Zerrex out of the way before he removed Darkheart from the magnetic clip it rested in,
muttering: “It‟s not like I‟m a god like you, Zerrex, with Disciples and Iuratus and all that shit.
I‟m a godling: born of a god, my father, and capable of feats of godlike power. A god in every
right and standard but without the god status at the same time… I‟m countless generations old,
and yet still, here I am, being forced still to follow Francis‟s mentoring.”
Raze shoved Darkheart into the holder, and the swords sparked against each other for a
moment as if in irritation at his roughness, making the male pause in his ranting before Zerrex

touched his shoulder gently, saying quietly: “Believe me, it‟s no picnic for me doing what I have
to do. The stuff on the mortal world… it was nice, and it was beautiful, sure. But it had me
separated from my family. I feel lucky to have people I love across three different worlds… and
yet I also feel cursed, because how the hell am I supposed to gather them all into one place?
Especially with you being royalty, part of Heaven‟s monarchy: I think that‟s the real reason
they‟re holding you back there, Lord wants you to take his place when he‟s gone.”
“I don‟t want to take my father‟s place!” Raze almost-shouted, but it wasn‟t anger as
much in his eyes as something like fear, as he stormed back and forth across the room before
grabbing Zerrex‟s shoulders, looking into his eyes almost pleadingly. “I really don‟t want to…
Heaven is so full of corruption and political bullshit and bureaucracy, I think… I think if God
ever did come back, the Council would probably turn on him and try to have him hunted down
and destroyed. They don‟t want God in Heaven anymore, Zerrex… Heaven thinks of itself as
above that, and above everyone else, and they listen more to the Council than they do to Lucifer
and Lord. But Lord is too nervous about the repercussions of moving against the Council, and
Lucifer says it‟s not tactically sound; I could never rule like that. I could never do anything but
talk with my powers, and people frustrate me so goddamn much…”
Raze stepped away, clenching his hands into fists… and Zerrex quietly stepped forwards
and hugged him from behind, murmuring: “I think you‟d make a fine Archangel, Raze… and if I
could rule Hell, maybe you‟re just what Heaven needs. But gods know, if you don‟t want to do
it… then don‟t do it.”
Raze lowered his head at this, as Zerrex rubbed his hands silently up over his breastplate,
and then he said quietly: “But then what do I do? I can‟t just run away, and well… you know
how my father is.”
He sighed and shook his head a bit, and Zerrex smiled a little as he turned Raze around
and grasped his shoulders, pushing their muzzles almost end-to-end as they looked into each
other‟s eyes before he said quietly: “I know it isn‟t exactly your preferred method, Raze, but
have you ever thought about just talking to Lord?”
Raze‟s muzzle wrinkled in distaste, and before the Drakkaren could continue, he pushed
past him, mumbling: “I don‟t want to talk about it anymore.” He stopped, then sighed and
glanced over his shoulder, adding quietly: “Thanks for listening though, Zerrex.”
Zerrex shook his head a little with a shrug and a bit of a smile back, and then he
approached and wrapped an arm around Raze‟s shoulders, knowing this was just his way of
saying he needed time to think about things. They walked back to the main hall, and Raze looked
stoic as always again as Zerrex glanced over the others, noting that Cherry had returned in
normal clothing – well, normal for her – and was awkwardly talking to the others, glancing at
Mary every now and then. The reptile knew she had never really forgiven herself for what she
had been partly responsible for, even if Mary had let it go… but he guessed that was one of the
many, many reasons they were down here in Hell instead of up in Heaven: the lack of ability to
forget. “So… oh, hey, Boss!”
“Hello, Cherry.” Zerrex said mildly, and he let his arm fall from around Raze before halfshoving him, and Raze glowered at him as they walked down the rest of the stairs. “Haven‟t hurt
anyone yet, have you?”
“Nah.” Cherry grinned stupidly at him, and then she sat down on the floor, looking
cheerfully up at him as the reptile rolled his eyes. “So hey, I was wondering…”

“Oh here we go.” Zerrex muttered, knowing that those words started a lot of sentences
the Drakkaren had come to dread, and Cherry glowered at him before the lizard held his hands
up and motioned for her to continue.
“I was wondering like. What are we going to do when this whole thing blows over?”
Cherry asked finally, and Zerrex frowned at her as he tilted his head. Usually these kinds of
questions weren‟t exactly the ones Cherry asked, after all, and she blushed a bit as she rubbed at
her face before saying lamely: “I mean, let‟s face it. Things are going to get ugly, but what‟s
usually worse is whatever the fuck goes on after. Heaven sure as shit doesn‟t seem like it‟s
pleased with us „interfering‟ and all that crap, even though the Broken are the ones attacking us,
and there‟s the mortals to worry about and Eslovius… I‟m just saying, it seems sometimes like
this ain‟t never going to be over.”
The Drakkaren made a face, not exactly relishing this thought… and then he shook his
head slowly, saying quietly: “We‟ll deal with that when it comes to it, Cherry… besides, it‟s
nowhere near as serious an issue as these Broken are. Even with only Maria left before we need
to work on dealing with Camus himself, I… I don‟t want to think of what she might be capable
of, with what she‟s become. Even if Francis wasn‟t at peak performance today, he‟s not the kind
of guy who goes down easy… and those other guards looked just as battered.”
“But like Little Arcy said, she didn‟t kill anyone. She wasn‟t like Rot.” Mary added
softly, and the reptile gazed at the feline as he sat slowly down beside her on the stairs, Raze
sitting at his other side with a tilt of his head. “Maybe she‟s still in there, Zerrex. Maybe she can
still be saved somehow.”
The reptile wanted to believe this, as he looked down quietly… and then he sighed a bit,
murmuring: “I dunno, Mary. I… I hope so. I really do hope so, but at the same time… I‟ve met
very few Broken who can qualify as being „sane,‟ and even my own mother… even Celestial, I
had to kill at the end of the day. Worse yet was what other-Mary told me on the physical plane,
that she went insane before she was a Broken over the loss of so much in so little time…”
“Mortal wars are often hard enough to drive people mad, even when they survive it or are
only briefly touched by it, Boss… I can only imagine what a long, extended war like the battle
against the Gods did to a poor girl like her.” Mary murmured, and then she smiled a bit, saying
quietly: “But it doesn‟t mean she‟s beyond saving. It doesn‟t mean she must be crazy, or at least
permanently-crazy. I heard you chased her down… did she hurt you at all?”
Zerrex shook his head after a moment, looking down… and then Cherry cleared her
throat and said loudly: “Look, we got enough heavy shit to deal with as it is. Tinny, why don‟t
you like… do some fucking magic tricks or something? Or what about Sammy, make him do a
little dance!”
Sammy glowered at Cherry from where he was standing at the Drakkaren‟s feet, and then
he said in a perfect imitation of Cherry‟s own voice: “Fuck you, bitch.”
“Hey… fuck you, you…” Cherry paused, strived to think of a word, and added sulkily:
“Asshat. Yeah. Fucking asshat. I‟d tell you to eat something but… it… would just fall right
through because… you‟re a skeleton.”
Zerrex slapped his forehead as Mary laughed a little behind a hand despite herself, and
Tinman sighed and smiled almost apologetically at Cherry as he said: “You know, maybe…
maybe it would be better if we just talked for a little while…”
“Do a trick!” Cherry thundered, throwing her arms out, and Tinny squeaked before he
tripped over his own feet and fell to the ground with a wince, and the female winced and touched
her own muzzle, muttering: “Dude, work on your balance there. Seriously gave me a case of déjà

vu, though… I remember when I used to terrorize you all the time. Hell, I used to terrorize
everyone all the time… oh, those were the days.”
Cherry looked skywards for a moment, and then Tinman shook his head a little before the
badger climbed to his feet and reached down into his utility belt, tossing some metal foil into the
air before he concentrated, and it immediately crackled before neatly folding and twisting itself
into the shape of a bird, which soared silently through the air as Cherry immediately giggled
stupidly and chased after it. Then Tinny shook his head with a smile as he sat down, Sammy
sprinting past to chirp and leap high into the air, bony wings flapping uselessly as he tried to
propel himself into the air with an irritable growl, before the badger asked kindly: “And how are
you holding up, Zerrex? It‟s been a while since we were able to talk, but I‟m sure you‟ve been
kept quite busy.”
The little group chatted pleasantly for a little while, as Cherry continued to bounce
around after the bird, charging around after it until Sammy finally jumped on her back, skittered
along it as she winced, and then kicked off her head to sail through the air and snatch it out of the
sky, landing on the ground and proudly running a few feet away with the bird held tight in his
muzzle before he chewed up the foil and spat it out at Cherry‟s feet. Cherry glowered at him, and
then proceeded to instead chase Sammy around for a while, as the others continued to talk… at
least until a portal opened and Sin stepped through, asking Zerrex kindly to come with her so he
could be treated for Unworld residue.
Zerrex excused himself, inviting them all to make themselves at home but doing so
mainly for Tinny‟s benefit: he was the only one shy enough to not do so already, since even
Mary had come to feel comfortable in the Estate. The Drakkaren had fond memories of her, even
if the early ones were a little fuzzy… and then he sighed as he realized he was dawdling and
gazing over them still, and Sin gently led him through the portal and into the ward, the
Drakkaren taking the chance to adjust his armlet back down to five percent and cursing in pain as
energy zapped over his body, Sin sighing a little but gently helping him along as he almost
staggered into an IV pole, catching him as he got his balance slowly back and helping him to a
bed beside Cindy.
He sat down, mumbling a bit, and Sin chastised him gently: “Now Zerrex, Priest wants
you to stay at a higher percentage of strength… big jumps hurt you more than they used to, and
it‟s dangerous for you to stay at lower adjustments anyway.”
“Besides, you‟ll get more used to having these powers all the faster if you stay at higher
levels.” Cindy added from the other bed, and Zerrex made a face as his senses finished returning:
he‟d thought she was asleep. But when he leaned past Sin, even as he absently tapped at his
armlet to make his nanomachine shirt vanish, he saw her sit slowly up and stretch out with a
yawn, a multitude of tubes in her legs and a single IV attached to her wrist, which she rubbed at
irritably as Priestesses wandered by. Her clothes were folded at the end of the bed, leaving her
only in her plain bra and panties… and he smiled a bit as she looked at him softly, watching
while Sin checked over his body carefully. “You know, Daddy didn‟t take a lot of damage
today… I think he might have made it out okay.”
“Yes, but your father was in close proximity to two Broken, and he has a bad history of
hiding whenever he‟s been exposed to something or another.” Sin murmured, and Cindy grunted
in agreement with this, before Sin nodded hesitantly, saying quietly: “Just a little bit of residue,
you were right, though… I can remove it from your body myself if you lay on your stomach for
me, Lord Zerrex.”

The Drakkaren smiled a bit and nodded, laying down before Sin rubbed her hands slowly
over his back, gazing down at him softly as he and Cindy looked at each other… and then she
smiled a bit at him, murmuring softly: “By the way, I was doing some thinking… Zerrex, maybe
we can assemble the Disciples later, and give them all that tattoo Cherry suggested… it was
Cherry who suggested that, right?”
She yawned a bit, then closed her eyes as she curled up a bit, laying on her side… and
soon she was snoring away, as Zerrex winced every now and then even as he felt amusement
tickle through his body. Then he flinched when Sin culled more of the Unworld residue from his
form and flicked her metallic hands to the side to disperse it, murmuring: “Sorry, Lord Zerrex. I
know it‟s like removing barbs this way, but it‟s much quicker and safer. We‟re almost done.”
Zerrex nodded with a grimace, and then he murmured: “I thought that was Anathema‟s
idea though, the tattoo thing. I don‟t remember really discussing it seriously, though…”
“Perhaps Lady Cherry had the same idea, Lord Zerrex… and if I may say so, it is a good
one.” Sin said softly, and she smiled a bit as the Drakkaren glanced over his shoulder at her,
before she gently drew her hands away from his form, a bit of writhing darkness sliding down
her fingers before she flicked them and dispersed it into the air, murmuring: “Finished. You
should be clean now. But yes… while most of your Disciples have the same things about them,
and all of us cherish our collars… a tattoo is a physical mark upon the body. It could help
distinguish your Disciples as well… who among us is a follower, who among us is an equal, and
that we are as we say we are. Any shapeshifter, after all, can copy a body… but more intricate
markings are more difficult to copy, especially if they‟re often covered up, like Lady Cindy‟s
beautiful tattoo on her back. I know that while you may not know every detail of it…”
“I‟d notice an imperfection if someone tried to copy it, just… because of the way my
dumb brain works.” Zerrex murmured, hitting himself lightly in the head, and Sin sighed and sat
beside him when the reptile slipped over to sit up at the edge of the bed. “Okay, well… what, the
ivy and roses? That‟s pretty simple, isn‟t it?”
“Someone once taught me that simple is best.” Sin said quietly, touching his chest gently,
and the reptile couldn‟t help but smile again before the Naganatine leaned in and kissed his
cheek softly. “We‟ll figure it out… but Lord Zerrex, what are we going to do about Maria? And
is Driz doing okay? He was very anxious about what was going on… I figured he‟d go with
you.”
Zerrex winced at this, but Sin only smiled, saying softly: “If Driz left the group to help
you in some way, then I‟m sure that he‟ll be fine. He‟ll either find an electrical source to hole up
in, or use the satellite systems to transfer himself back here. He‟s strong, Lord Zerrex… and he‟ll
be pleased that you destroyed Rot.”
“I still feel like I left him behind.” Zerrex murmured, rubbing at his head slowly, but Sin
shook her head, making him look up as she rubbed a hand soothingly along his back.
“Our son is strong. He‟ll be fine.” she repeated softly, and then she smiled a bit. “If
anything, I‟m glad he went off on his own for a little while… perhaps he can interact some with
the mortals. He loved working with you, Zerrex, down on that planet, much as he doesn‟t seem
to interact well with the atmosphere… but the years helping you helped him build up a tolerance
to that, and I feel that Driz and all your other children will be a great asset to you in the coming
days.”
“Speaking of which, Sin… there is one matter of business I haven‟t really talked to
anyone about yet, but… I want to get off my chest.” Zerrex looked at her quietly, and Sin nodded
slowly before glancing around… but Zerrex smiled a bit, holding a hand up and murmuring: “It‟s

nothing really personal. I mean, well… it kind of is, but it isn‟t. It‟s not enough that I‟m worried
about people overhearing is what I mean, it‟s not… a big security breach or… you know.”
He swallowed his rambling, knowing that he had to go through with this but absolutely
hating it at the same time, before he said quietly: “I‟ve been back… twenty one years, about,
right?”
“Twenty-two, actually… Hell‟s years are longer than mortal years with the rotation, but
the calendar still hasn‟t been finalized, either.” Sin said softly, and Zerrex made a face before he
nodded slowly. “Why do you ask?”
Zerrex looked down awkwardly for a few moments, and then he gazed at Sin, saying
quietly: “Then I need to face twenty-two days of punishment, Sin, as is my ritual. One day a
year… I‟ve been putting it off for a decade now, and I need to… to own up to that. I know, I
know, I‟m not a demon anymore, and people always kept telling me that… I was past my… I
had redeemed myself, but it wasn‟t a fair judgment on me, either. The Princess favored me
because she wanted me on her side… if I‟d pulled a Judge of Death like White with things the
way they are now, I would have ended up serving billions of years doing petty labor in Wrath.”
“Zerrex…” Sin said quietly, touching his face gently… but the reptile only smiled wanly
at her, and she sighed after a moment, nodding slowly and murmuring: “Alright… I… alright.
I‟m not one to argue with you, Lord Zerrex, especially not on matters as solemn and serious as
that. Who shall be the Inquisitor?”
“Well, we better see Firenze about it, first… I‟m sure he‟ll want to know up front, or I‟ll
end up being jerked out of there early the moment he finds out.” Zerrex replied with a bit of a
smile, and Sin nodded, looking over him with soft concern before the reptile sighed, muttering:
“So goddamn rude to leave guests unattended… or even worse, attended only by Cherry, who
might be stuffing Tinman‟s face into her crotch by now while she tells the story of how he never
had sex with her.”
Sin looked at him blankly, and Zerrex cleared his throat before he stood up, then softened
as he gazed down at Cindy, leaning down to kiss her cheek and pull the sheets quietly up over
her body, murmuring: “Goodnight, my innocent little girl. Sweet dreams…” He paused, then
looked at Sin and nodded, and she nodded back before holding a hand up, a portal opening.
They stepped through and out onto a balcony outside the Throne Room, and the Amazon
Guards opened this immediately for them, walking inside to find Firenze arguing loudly with an
ambassador from Eslovius who had a strange, sloped skull with a large fin jutting from it, his
mouth a terrible mess of ugly fangs and his eyes deep black pits, with hulking, shark-headed
guards holding immense spears on either side of him.
They both were almost naked, but Zerrex had learned over the years of dealing with the
strange demons that their rubbery, white-and-gray skin was incredibly hard to puncture or bruise.
They also, however, wore large, circular backpacks of clear glass filled with water harnessed to
them, with tubes that fed into thick, clear collars around their necks, fitting over their gills. The
shark warriors, despite the fact they regenerated violently fast, were covered in muscles and
seemed nearly indestructible by conventional means, had a single fatal flaw: without their water
adaptors, they choked to death in the naked air in only seconds.
Many of the other creatures from Eslovius were amphibious, but much weaker outside of
water: their muscles and bodies were designed for easy movement through liquid, not dragging
themselves over the ground. The Ambassador snarled as Zerrex and Sin entered the room, before
his eyes locked on the Drakkaren… and he immediately approached him, hissing in a thicklyaccented voice: “You! You are one who make original deals with Eslovius. You are tyrant!”

“You are… smelly. Go away.” Zerrex said irritably, not striving to be polite as he usually
did. With Eslovius, it didn‟t matter: he had learned their culture didn‟t value tact nearly as much
as they valued forwardness and even outright nastiness. “What business do you even have here?”
“We want to expand our borders. Too many people, too few places to raise them.” the
Ambassador said firmly, and then he paused before poking Zerrex‟s chest a few times, adding
darkly: “If our demands not met, we either bring war or make demand of sacrifice. And you will
be sacrifice, first tyrant who oppress the proud people of Eslovius!”
The sharks slammed the butts of their gold-and-red spears against the ground, making the
enormous, blade-like tips vibrate and ring loudly in the air, as one grinned at Zerrex… and the
Drakkaren looked sourly at the Ambassador, then over at the shark, saying darkly: “What‟s your
opinion of sushi? Me? I love it. I‟d eat it all the damn time if I could.”
The shark looked a little more uncertain now, and the Ambassador snorted laughter,
saying clearly: “You think you strong enough to fight shark warriors? Out of your mind!”
Zerrex sighed, rolling his eyes… and then he simply pointed at the warrior‟s collar, and
one of them began to choke as green ivy spread greedily through the inside of it, the reptile
muttering: “Your warriors are at a huge disadvantage against me, Ambassador. Let me make this
clear. We do not fear you. We have never tyrannized you or your people. We have tried to
remain peaceful and then neutral, but if you keep pushing us, we will eventually push back. Your
warriors are big and strong, granted… but you seem to keep forgetting that this world isn‟t made
out of water.”
The shark rasped, one of his gills smothered by the green stuff, down on one knee and
wincing in pain as the Eslovius Ambassador snarled and looked over his shoulder at the warrior,
then he glared forwards at Zerrex, who looked darkly back before he said clearly: “Get the hell
out of here, and take your friends with you, and don‟t come back until you‟re ready to negotiate
instead of make threats, understood?”
The Ambassador snarled at him, but then Zerrex bared his teeth and leaned forwards, and
the fish-faced creature snorted and flicked his head up, clapping his hands twice. Zerrex watched
as they left, the shark guard sliding his fingers under the collar, water sloshing over his chest and
shoulder as he grabbed at the ivy… and then he tore it free, throwing it to the floor and quickly
refitting his collar over his gills, trembling with rage as he shouldered his spear… then suddenly
spun and charged at Zerrex with a roar, the reptile wincing before Sin stepped in front of him and
shoved a hand out towards the warrior.
He simply faded from sight, and the reptile winced as Sin looked coldly at the
Ambassador, saying quietly: “I swear that if you make one move against us, if you make one
move to hurt Lord Zerrex… I will transport your entire nation to the Marquee Sur Noir as well.
If your warrior survives in there, he will be sent back to you… but likely, he will not.”
The Ambassador began to open his mouth, likely to declare that it was an act of war or
make some empty threat… but then he took another look at Sin, at the cold fury in her purple eye
and the bright rage burning in the metallic portion of her face, before he nodded and swallowed,
muttering as he turned around and opened a portal to quickly run through it, the shark warrior
following as Firenze sighed from the table, leaning forwards on it and muttering: “Oh, this is
going to end well. And let me guess, Dad, here to tell me… what, Heaven just launched an
invasion on your mansion?”
“No, if that happened, I‟d be there right now killing angels and having a party.” Zerrex
said blandly, and Firenze looked at him moodily before the Drakkaren softened, saying quietly:

“You have to examine the culture of Eslovius a little closer, Firenze. It was one of the first things
I did after I met with some of those… fish-people. Do you remember?”
“I remember.” Selena muttered, shaking her head in disgust, and Lily nodded slowly as
Amiglion rested back in his chair, mask over his face and possibly asleep. “They were assholes,
pure and simple. Blamed us for everything that happened, threatened us right off the fucking bat.
And even when Athéos started laying siege to the planet…”
“I remember that.” Firenze murmured, and Zerrex tilted his head as he walked forwards,
Sin blushing a bit but staying quietly by his side. “After… after we lost you, Dad, and after the
Gods stopped attacking… Eslovius said that we had provoked the attack and gave refuge to a
few Old Gods. Hell, they might still be there… and I think some of the demons Loki released
from the Abyss to help us fled there as well. Not Hod, though… no one knows what happened to
him, he may have just… vanished off into space.”
“Hod won‟t cause any harm out there, at least.” Lily murmured, and then she sighed a bit,
smiling as she adjusted her ceremonial armor before pulling her mask off and gently playing her
fingers along it, gazing quietly at Zerrex. “But what can we do for you? You have that look in
your eyes that says you need help with something.”
“I…” Zerrex halted for a moment, letting the air clear as he took a breath, and then he
said quietly but firmly: “I‟m here for Punishment. I need an Inquisitor who can do the job for the
next twenty… well, might as well make it twenty three days, get this year out of the way too.”
Selena glowered at him, stomping to her feet loudly enough to make Ami snort and wake
up, his mask falling off as he blinked blearily, while Lily frowned worriedly… but Firenze only
sighed and raised his mask, looking quietly up at his father as he murmured: “I‟d honestly hoped
you‟d forgotten about that, Dad. I… I‟ve been waiting for this day, though, because I know
you‟re almost as inflexible as the Lost Lord… far more a pain in the ass, though.”
He laughed a little, and Zerrex smiled a bit before Firenze motioned for Selena to sit
down, and she grumbled but then obeyed, sulking and glaring at the same time before Firenze
said quietly: “Firstly. You have a bad history with a lot of Inquisitors here in Hell… you rubbed
a lot of them the wrong way, you‟ve beaten up more than a few, and you‟ve taken away a lot of
the privileges they previously enjoyed in abundance. This makes a lot of them very anxious to be
sent to punish you. I thought about this riddle a lot, but realized there was one key answer, even
though neither of you will enjoy it.” He paused for a few long moments, then said quietly:
“Selena, I‟m assigning you as Senior Inquisitor.”
Selena looked at him in shock, and Zerrex gaped stupidly as Firenze leaned back with a
sigh, rubbing at his head slowly. “Selena… we can all trust. And I also know she needs to get the
rage bottled up in her out somehow, somewhere, and that… she‟s too prideful to not do a good
job on you.” He smiled a little up at Zerrex, who winced at Selena‟s furious look, and Firenze
mumbled under his breath as he flinched away from the female a bit. “I‟m also going to assign
two Inquisitors to act as the actual torturers, while she… simply needs to keep an eye on things
every now and then, ensure that they‟re doing their job without going overboard. I‟m assigning-”
“If I‟m Senior Inquisitor, I‟ll do the goddamn assigning, Firenze.” Selena interrupted, and
Firenze shrank from her glare before he nodded meekly, and she shook her head with a frown
before looking over Zerrex slowly, muttering: “I‟m assigning Elise and Slayer Slater. Old school
and a showoff Junior I‟d like to show a very clear demonstration of what happens when you get
cocky. You don‟t mind that, do you, Boss?”
Zerrex grunted, and Selena grinned even as she rubbed at her collar slowly, muttering:
“That‟s what I thought. Who‟s the bitch now?”

“Let‟s not get cocky, Selena, like you just said.” Zerrex muttered, and Selena snorted as
she stood up, then rolled her shoulders and half-grinned, half-grimaced, before the Drakkaren
looked over at his son and asked quietly: “What area are you going to assign us? I assume there‟s
still a private punishment zone or two in Hell that we can use.”
Firenze nodded, saying quietly: “The Catacombs is still around, used by both monarchs
for punishment and lunatics for games… but I think I‟m going to put you in Dead House, in the
Northern Provinces. It‟s a redesigned fortress, currently vacant. Give me a moment…”
Firenze fumbled through a notebook, and then he produced a pen with a flick of his wrist
and quickly jotted Zerrex‟s name down, before closing the book and pushing firmly down on the
cover… and roughly ten seconds later, ending an awkward silence, a pair of balcony doors were
pushed open and Sabnock strode in, wearing her pinstriped suit and looking irritable as she
brushed past Zerrex and said curtly to Firenze: “No.”
Then she turned away, and Firenze stood up as Zerrex winced, shouting: “Sabnock, it‟s
an order direct from me, not just from my father!”
Sabnock‟s shoulders slumped, and she sighed before turning around, shaking her head
slowly and looking hesitantly from Zerrex to Firenze, before she approached the table and leaned
down, saying quietly: “I don‟t approve of this at all, though, Firenze. Hell is in a crisis situation
at the present time and having Zerrex punished simply reflects ill on us, for a multitude of
reasons.”
“I‟m in Hell, Sabnock. I did the crime, I gotta do full time.” Zerrex replied quietly, and
Sabnock glared over her shoulder at him, making the reptile clear his throat and turn awkwardly
away as Sin gently patted him on the shoulder.
“Sabnock, I honestly don‟t like it either, but we just destroyed a Broken. The past
behavior of these creatures indicates there‟s often long periods between their appearances, and
even if mortals will frown if they hear the fertility god that helped re-grow their planet was put
through punishments in Hell, it‟ll soothe Heaven more than a little. They‟ll say „oh, they‟re
putting him back in his place, that filthy demon,‟ and that‟ll kill the Heavenly Council‟s pressure,
with how they keep talking about like we treat Zerrex as special, ignoring the fact he‟s a
goddamned god now, not a demon, and beyond our jurisdiction anyway. But Dad wants this,
too.” Firenze stood up, meeting Sabnock‟s icy eyes. “I say we move forwards with it. And that is
an order.”
Sabnock gritted her teeth… but then she looked down at her notebook, muttering: “Fine.
Lord Zerrex, if you‟ll please accompany me… we‟ll get you set up at your… temporary
lodgings.” She shook her head slowly, turning her back on Firenze, and Zerrex shrugged a bit
before he followed the wolverine as she muttered: “Idiocy, pure and simple… a prideful need to
feel as strong as everyone else, a stupid want to please the masses…”
“So should I stay one extra day or two for that?” Zerrex asked mildly, and Sabnock shot
him a curdling glare, making the reptile swallow thickly before the female opened a portal the
moment they stepped out onto the balcony, and he followed the Ice Devil through it and out to
the front of a tall, prison-like fortress, built almost in the shape of a huge cube with a short, fat
turret extending from each, tall, spiked steel fencing surrounding the rooftop laced with barbed
wire and patrolled by enormous guards.
He realized he was staring, and quickly ran to the bridge to catch up with the Ice Devil,
crossing it and wincing at the moat filled with magma and Fire Elementals below before he
looked up at the huge steel gates as they swung open, the demons on either side saluting sharply.
They strode through the gates, and then Zerrex grimaced as they slammed shut behind them, a

second portcullis staying closed as archers took aim at them from above and through slits in the
walls of the stone pass, before a door on one side opened and a scarred demon emerged, one of
his horns broken near the end and replaced by a metal spike that stood out further than the other
curled horn, his eyes cold and dark, his features covered in gray fur laced with white, stark scars
as he strode towards them and slowly walked around Zerrex, the medals hanging from his green
uniform jingling quietly. “So we have ourselves a new prisoner…”
“Temporary. High-Value, requiring punishment.” Sabnock said coldly, and the demon
snorted, spade-like features seeming strangely elongated, as he bared thick, ugly teeth in a grin.
“I want him left in Chambers D, left alone. No food, no water, unless requested by an Inquisitor.
Keep the energy drain on the chambers high, and do not remove his armlet.” Sabnock paused,
then looked coldly at the soldier, who frowned at this. “I will repeat myself, so this is perfectly
clear. Do not remove the armlet. Throw him in the cell as is. If you remove the armlet, you will
regret it.”
“Understood.” the demon muttered grouchily, and then he reached out and backhanded
Zerrex hard when he saw his curious look, making the lizard wince and stagger as he asked
disgustedly: “And just what are you looking at?”
“Did you miss the part where I said high-value? He has Inquisitors, they will do the bulk
of the work.” Sabnock said irritably, and the demon muttered before he snapped his fingers, and
two ten foot tall guards in body armor that covered them completely from head-to-toe emerged,
each grabbing one of the Drakkaren‟s arms as the female said calmly: “His duration of stay is
twenty-three days. After that, he is to be released.”
The demon snorted in disgust, then he nodded to the archers, who retreated as the
portcullis behind him opened. Zerrex was half-dragged through by the armored soldiers, and the
guard called after him in a sickeningly-sweet voice: “Have a nice stay at the hotel, honey-cakes!”
Zerrex only then realized dumbly, as he was dragged through a muddy courtyard filled
with gawking prisoners – some in simple white prison uniforms, others not – that Sabnock was
no longer following him, and he made a face as they approached a gated lift guarded by two
other armored guards. They saluted sharply, and the guards dragging Zerrex simply nodded,
before he muttered: “Not talkative types, huh?”
They half-dragged him into the lift, and then one hit the button to descend, still holding
him by the arms… and the reptile pulled experimentally at one, but he didn‟t budge much.
Whatever else, they took their jobs seriously… maybe a little too much, as the lift came to a halt
and they emerged into a long, rusting metal hall, the smell of copper filling the lizard‟s nostrils
as water dripped slowly from exposed pipes above, and the reptile was dragged down past empty
cells, before he winced at the fact the only occupied one had a prisoner in it mopping up a veryrecent bloodstain under the watch of a uniformed officer.
At the end of the hall, one of the guards reached forwards and pressed his armored hand
against a panel beside the door, and it buzzed loudly before the door slid open… and the two
unceremoniously hurled Zerrex inside, before one of them chuckled and the other punched the
button, the door sliding closed. Zerrex made a face as he picked himself slowly up, but then he
simply sighed and took in his new surroundings, feeling miserable that he‟d done this to himself,
but at the same time, glad: twenty-three days of punishment would be rough, but he felt that he
could make it through.
The room had perhaps once been a storage area of some kind, or perhaps just a chamber
to hold „special‟ victims: he was standing in what had obviously always been a corridor, with a
mossy cement wall behind him and pipes some thirty feet above his head, dripping water… but

between him and the other half of the room was a wall of bars, with gaping openings where cell
doors had obviously been pried off. The walls between the cells had been torn down, but the
lizard only needed to glance to the side to know the cement wall between this room and the
cellblock outside would be nearly impervious. It had a tingle to it he could feel even from here,
meaning it was either magically-enhanced or cement layered over some nastier substance,
possibly electrified steel that would ensure victims stayed caged. He paused, then looked up at
the roof as he walked slowly through one of the openings in the wall of bars, making a disgusted
face at the decaying pipes and rusted metal.
It was dark in here, but Zerrex‟s eyes adjusted easily to the darkness, letting him view
things only in faintly-dimmer colors than if he was in a well-lit place… but still, it did make it
more creepy, and a little more imposing. A creature of the night or not, being locked in a dark
room was not the same as being out in the open night air, or even able to see the sky through the
window… and the reptile shook his head, gazing over the other walls before his eyes settled on a
small bunk in the corner, with a single ragged sheet on the bed. The lizard approached this, then
hesitated as he reached towards it… and then he winced away when a spider the size of his hand
crawled out from under the blanket, followed by roughly a dozen smaller spiders. They were
bristly, monstrous little things with oversized jaws and huge, bulbous white backs, and the reptile
muttered to himself as he retreated, watching in distaste as the agitated arachnids ran around the
bunk before settling down and hiding back in the blanket.
Zerrex sat against the wall opposite, feeling it humming against his back… and then a
louder droning filled the air, and the reptile cursed under his breath as he felt his energies being
pushed at, quickly turning his armlet off and pulling it away from his body as his nanotech shirt
vanished from his form… and that humming seemed to get into his mind, pulsate in his brain like
it was trying its best to drive him insane, and he muttered to himself as he punched at his head
before an amplified voice shouted from a loudspeaker: “Not doing so hot when I turn the juice
up on this thing, are you, asshole?”
“Oh for the love of Gods.” Zerrex grumbled… but when he clenched his eyes shut, he
had a clear vision of Ravenlight snarling at him, standing with his arms crossed and shaking his
head in disgust. “Oh, what do you want?”
This is stupid! Ravenlight shouted, and then he winced and became static-riddled for a
moment before he said distastefully: I really loathe to be the voice of reason in any situation,
especially situations where you otherwise suffer and I get to gleefully sit back and watch it, but
you’re really pushing your luck with this shit… what if Camus attacks? What if Maria goes after
Marina? What if Eslovius starts a war? And we’re trapped in here, under the thumb of some
asshole warden, being tortured every day for twenty-three days… and it’s night time, if you
haven’t noticed, so the tortures probably won’t be start until tomorrow! That’s a whole extra
night!
“Stop using exclamation marks in my brain, I can feel you abusing them.” Zerrex
muttered, and Ravenlight growled at him in disgust before the Drakkaren winced and sat back,
adding as he rubbed at his temples: “And… and I want to fight Camus with a clean conscience.
Feeling like… I‟ve done my best to redeem not just this world, but myself. How can I hope to
help the world if I can‟t even keep my own goddamn hands clean?”
Bullshit. Ravenlight muttered, and then he said darkly: Every monarch is a murderer,
every hero is a villain. History is written by the conquerors, the usurpers, the destroyers: the
noble and the pure and the good of heart are wiped off the face of the planet. That’s true in every
world, in all worlds, in our world too… it’s simply the way things have always worked.

“But they don‟t have to work that way.” Zerrex muttered, and then he stood up,
beginning to pace as the energy suppressors likely built into the surfaces around him beat into his
brain like a drum. “We can choose peace. There is always a choice, and we can lay down our
weapons, we can talk things out, we can negotiate. The problem is that people always choose to
go the same old ways, do the same old goddamn things, but they don‟t have to!”
But they always will! Ravenlight exploded, and then he snarled: And what the fuck does it
matter if you manage to be that one person who doesn’t? All the suffering that we caused in life,
that can never be atoned for or wiped off our slate, no matter how many days of penance you
pay, and you know it… no matter what happens, you’re a murderer. A rapist. A monster. Go
ahead, do the right thing, Zerrex. Soothe your guilt. But it won’t change a fucking thing. Even if
you save yourself, you can’t stop the world from going back into the same old murderous ways.
Zerrex grabbed at his head, clenching his eyes shut, trying to block Ravenlight out… and
then he cursed under his breath, storming through the bars and stomping up and down the
corridor, muttering angrily to himself as he slapped at his skull and tried to block out the pain
from the power repressors so savagely beating on his mind. Finally, he sat down in the middle of
the corridor, leaning back against the bars, his bad leg joining the chorus and making him feel
like giving up… but then he took a long breath, calming himself, and tried to delve into his own
mind, tried to release the pain and instead think of the things that made him happy: his family,
his friends, his loved ones, his life and the things he had accomplished.
The Drakkaren felt himself quieting, calming, as he fell into meditation, his mind flowing
freely and feeling almost as if he was leaving his body, as the pains faded into the background,
became unimportant… but after only a few hours, there was a bang at the door that startled the
lizard out of his mind, looking stupidly up as he realized that his energy was no longer being
repressed, and Selena entered with two Inquisitors in tow.
She smiled grimly, her whip at her side and her body dressed in her corset and leathers,
rolling her shoulders slowly before she flexed her arms and said coldly: “Inquisitor Elise,
Inquisitor Slater. I‟d like to introduce you to today‟s victim. He is High-Value, so we are not to
damage him beyond repair or use his name… even if you know who he is.”
Elise grinned viciously, the female leaning forwards and licking her muzzle slowly, her
voluptuous bosom pushing taut against the tight top she wore that covered her upper bosom and
was cinched around her neck, but revealed the underside of her breasts and her bare belly. A
tattoo of a crescent moon was visible on her stomach, circling the bellybutton of the sheep: at
least, Zerrex thought it was a sheep, because she was completely hairless, her skin an almostgold and large, curved horns sticking out of her skull, curling around her ears and pointing out to
either side of her muzzle, her red eyes half-lidded as she murmured: “Well, now, isn‟t he just
even more adorable in person than I thought?”
She laughed, standing up and stretching a leg out to make her black miniskirt ride a little
up her thigh, a loincloth that was edged in gold hanging down from her waist and a tight black
leather belt holding this in place… as well as holding a small knife, a pair of handcuffs, and a
variety of other things on around her body. She smiled silkily, gazing over Zerrex as she leaned
backwards, her platform-heeled boots tapping slowly against the ground as she strode back and
forth and touched her lips, murmuring: “Ooh, Selena-baby, I wanna play with him first…”
“No way, girls, let me show you how it‟s done!” Slater grinned and strutted forwards, the
bull thrusting his chest out and nodding firmly: a bull, not a minotaur, the difference visible not
just by the horns and features but also by the fact that he was only some six feet tall. His body
was wide and solid, and his musculature thick, but there was little overall tone to his body: and

with a distinct lack of demonic characteristics except for the unnatural glow in his eyes and the
ridges on his shoulder and spine, the Drakkaren thought he probably depended heavily on the
torture implements hanging from his belt. Although then again… mortals do make the best
torturers, and they make up for their lack of natural ability with all kinds of creative weapons
and objects… “Come on! Let me go at him first!”
“Shut the fuck up, Slater!” Elise leaned down from her slender seven feet to shout this
directly in his face, and Slater‟s eyes bulged before he fell over, his feet – another point that he
was a bull; minotaurs had hooves, while a lot of equine species had developed feet instead on the
mortal realm, even if some still had the heavy, thick hooves of their ancestors – pushing him
quickly backwards, almost tearing his pants on the rugged floor before he stood up and winced.
“You don‟t even know who the hell he is, for one thing, and for another, Richard „Slayer‟ Slater,
you might have been a tough mortal Inquisitor, but that doesn‟t mean shit in the pit!”
“I was an interrogator. And that‟s what I do here, I interrogate, I make them tell me
information as I punish them, I help them… cleanse themselves of their sins by speaking it
aloud. Confession is good for the soul, as they say.” Slater retorted, as he pulled large pair of
pliers loose and opened and closed them in both hands, before he grinned at Zerrex. “Hell, I
might not know his name now… but I surely will by the time I‟m done with him.”
Elise glared at him, and then Selena stepped between the two, saying darkly: “If we‟re
done, I‟ll be the one going first, and then we‟ll figure out who goes next. Don‟t worry, I‟m only
going to start light… see what my old pet remembers.”
“Selena…” Zerrex started, and then he winced when she drew her whip and snapped it
hard at him, gritting his teeth and muttering in his head about how he was going to kill Firenze
later, as the female glared down at him.
“I am Mistress to you, for one thing. For another, you will not speak unless I tell you to,
understand?” Selena snapped the whip hard again, and Zerrex nodded before the Dius smiled and
stepped forwards, leaning down and letting the whip stroke gently along the lizard‟s face. “Good.
That‟s good… now sit up.”
Zerrex got onto his knees and bowed his head, feeling embarrassment stinging his cheeks
as he put his hands in front of himself… and Slater began to chortle before Selena turned and
snapped the whip across him, the male screaming in pain as he staggered backwards and
clutched at a large, bloody gash in his wrist, and Selena shouted angrily: “Handle yourself better,
Slater, or I‟ll shove your fucking head up your goddamn ass!”
Slater sulked and nodded after a moment, cradling his injured wrist as Elise grinned at
him nastily, and then Selena rolled her shoulders before she ordered: “Heel.”
Zerrex‟s pride and self-control fought against his want to strangle her, but he knew that
Selena would be under the special protection granted to all Inquisitors in Elysium, not to mention
the Divine Protection granted to all Thrones: it had taken some time to set up, but the power was
generated directly from the Central Spire by the Scholars and Scribes, who both had tremendous
powers and the ability to alter reality throughout the country, if not across the entire planet.
Attacking Selena would be pointless, anyway, especially because he had brought this on
himself… and then Selena snapped the whip down across his chest, knocking the reptile back
against the bars with a grunt of pain and shock as he was torn from his reverie, and Selena
snapped: “I said heel, goddammit!”
The Drakkaren dropped to all fours, then crawled slowly behind her and turned around,
leaning his head submissively down and breathing hard, and Selena smiled down at him, saying
softly: “Better. Lay down.”

Zerrex dropped down on his stomach, head down… and Selena put a foot on his back,
grinding her heel down against his spine as she said softly: “That‟s my good pet. Now, Elise and
Slater are going to do most of the work, but I might come and play with you now and then… but
when I‟m not here, you will listen to them as if they were me, understood?” When Zerrex
nodded, she grinned slowly. “Good, you remembered. Now speak and say thank you.”
“Thank you, Mistress.” Zerrex murmured, and Selena laughed before she looked from
Elise‟s hungry eyes to Slater‟s, who was looking at Zerrex with contempt. She frowned a bit at
this… and then a slow, dark smile spread over her face, and she tilted her head towards Elise
after another moment.
“Darling, let‟s let Slater take first run at the prisoner… who can be a little rough to get
used to, you know.” she said slowly, and Slater looked up with a wide grin, nodding rapidly.
Elise frowned in disgust, but then she caught the look in Selena‟s eye, and she nodded after a
moment before Selena whistled loudly. The cell door opened, and two armored guards entered
and saluted before the Dius said mildly: “Bring a gurney here, one with restraints. Slater, need
anything special?”
“Oh, we‟re going to torture him here? Nice, a change of pace from the usual.” Slater
grinned a bit, and then he bit his tongue before saying slowly: “Ten leather restraints, size twelve
and up, and two vials of holy water and a needle. Everything else I‟ve got.”
The guards nodded and left, shutting the cell door behind them, and Selena snorted in
entertainment, glancing over Slater as she asked mildly: “That‟s it?”
“I‟m an artist, Inquisitor Selena, I create with my hands, not my tools.” Slater said airily,
and then he leaned down to look at Zerrex, grinning into his eyes as he pulled the pliers out of
his belt again and bopped him lightly on the nose with them. “You know, I almost recognize you.
I grew up in Ire myself, did a lot of… odd jobs for police and military, you know. The dirty work
they didn‟t want to do or couldn‟t do because of government regulations. I was with a PMC
before PMCs became big and famous and then got shut down, did a lot of mercenary work for
„em… learned a lot of ways to get information out of people. And believe me, I‟m gonna make
you sing everything from your shoe size to your darkest memories in just a few fucking minutes,
my friend…”
Zerrex snorted, and Slater snarled before he spat on the lizard‟s face and stood up, and
Selena shook her head in amusement, saying softly: “It‟s all about presence, Slater. Looks like
you just don‟t intimidate our friend here…”
“Why don‟t you try hurting him some more? Hit him, go ahead… what can he do to
you?” Elise urged on, grinning as she leaned back against the bars, revealing poisonous, snakelike fangs for a moment before she licked her lips and they were hidden from sight again as her
expression toned down, became sultry and teasing. “Or are you not male enough?”
Slater snarled a bit at this, then he stepped forwards and kicked Zerrex hard in the face,
the reptile grimacing… and then he snorted again and spat to the side, making the bull grit his
teeth before he looked over his shoulder as the door slid open with a rattle and a gurney was
wheeled in, complete with the equipment he‟d asked for stored on a small shelf on the bottom.
Selena smiled at this, motioning for the guards to take it further inside… and Slater dropped to a
knee, grabbing Zerrex‟s muzzle and glaring into his eyes as he muttered: “Gonna have us some
fun now… come on guards, help me drag him up there.”
“No, you‟re doing it wrong again.” Selena said disgustedly, and then she motioned the
armored guards away. They hesitated for a moment, but then shrugged and moved on… and

Slater frowned moodily before Selena stepped off Zerrex‟s back and snapped her whip in the air,
making the bull wince as she ordered: “Stand up.”
Zerrex did so… and then he winced when Selena shoved him back against the bars hard,
grinding her body forwards with a grin against him as she cupped his face in one hand and
whispered: “Tell me that you want me to hurt you… beg for it now…”
The Drakkaren licked his lips slowly, and then he winced when Selena‟s claws dug into
his cheek, before he whispered: “Hurt me, please… beat me, strike me, cut me…”
“See?” Selena gazed over at Slater with amusement, shaking her head slightly as the bull
stared, and the Dius slowly pulled away from Zerrex, letting her hand trail along his chest gently
before she grasped her whip in both hands and pushed it for a moment against the Drakkaren‟s
throat, murmuring: “Okay big boy. Go over there and lay down on the table.”
Zerrex nodded, walking over to the gurney and feeling moody and miserable, knowing
what was going to end up happening and what Selena wanted… but he also realized that he had
inadvertently gotten himself into this mess, and there wasn‟t exactly a whole lot he could do
other than play along. As he climbed onto the table, he wondered absently if he was going to like
Elise or not… she seemed to have the same sick sense of humor that Selena did, after all, but
then again, it wasn‟t exactly like any of the Inquisitors were completely stable and friendly to
begin with.
Slater muttered under his breath as he stormed over to the gurney, strapping Zerrex‟s
arms above his head, first, and his legs at either corner of the table. Not the best position, in the
lizard‟s humble opinion: it was a little easier to pull out of, and let the Drakkaren wiggle his
elbows around. It didn‟t seem like a big thing, but if the lizard could swing an elbow upwards
hard and fast enough, he could smack Slater hard enough under the chin to knock him the hell
out… you know. If he didn’t have Inquisitorial protection.
Zerrex made a face, and Slater smiled, apparently interpreting this as fear. “Good, yeah.
Now we‟re going to start off nice and easy… when you tell me your name, I stop.”
Elise walked towards him, but the bull shoved her away, saying sharply: “Get back, this
is my rodeo! You‟ll get your turn later, just give me the space to do my magic!”
As he turned his back away, Zerrex began to wiggle an arm free… but Selena glared at
him and shook her head pointedly from where she was leaning near the end of the table, and then
she mouthed a single word: „Later.‟ It made the reptile sigh, and he rolled his eyes, giving her an
imploring look… but she only looked stubbornly back, then pointed at him before tapping the
end of her muzzle: in other words, he would know when the time came.
Zerrex moodily rested back as the bull turned around, before he opened his mouth… and
when Selena didn‟t stop him, only shrugging, the reptile asked the bull mildly: “So how long is
this going to take? See, I have an appointment waiting…”
Slater laughed a bit, looking down at him as he asked cheerfully: “Oh, are you a talker? I
so love talkers, they think they‟re smart but then I show them that they can‟t laugh their way
through all of their lives…”
He grinned, pulling out his pliers and bringing them up with a smile to gently grip one of
Zerrex‟s claws, and the lizard wiggled it a bit before he realized it was on his right hand, saying
mildly: “You really don‟t want to do that.”
“Oh really?” Slater cooed, leaning down over him… and then he grinned and Zerrex felt
the pliers dig slightly into the claw as they pulled hard, making him wince a bit… but the bull
only frowned and looked stupid when the pliers refused to sink any deeper or pull the claw any
further out, gritting his teeth and leaning visibly on it before Zerrex sighed and concentrated, and

the claw simply fell out as the Drakkaren screamed and howled and threw his head back and
forth, through his head back and forth as Slater laughed in triumph and drew his pliers up… only
to stare at the fact they hadn‟t ripped through or torn off the entire claw, before Zerrex clamped
his muzzle shut and concentrated, another claw pushing into place at the end of his finger,
formed of the rocky material that made up his entire right limb before a thin coating of black
enamel shot over it.
Slater looked stupidly back at the lizard‟s hand, before he did a double-take as Elise
snorted and Selena rolled her eyes, and then Zerrex looked at Slater, giving a long sigh of relief.
“Well thank Gods you did something, I was being tormented by the horrible boredom.”
Selena coughed and then pretended to clear her throat as she turned away, and Elise
laughed outright, grinning widely as Slater snarled and threw the pliers away, pulling out a
hammer as asked coldly: “Oh, you think that‟s funny? How funny is this, then, laughing boy!”
He slammed it down hard on the reptile‟s right elbow, and Zerrex felt a faint twinge of
pain as the hammer bounced back and vibrated violently in Slater‟s hand, the bull dropping it
with a curse as he grabbed his wrist, and the lizard said meditatively: “Could have been funnier.
Try it again, but this time, have it bounce back and hit you in the face. Or the eye. The eye would
be funny, as long as it‟s not all gruesome because you know. You tear it out of your socket.”
Elise was still laughing, and Selena shook her head before Slater grabbed the hammer
and shouted: “Oh, like this?”
Then he slammed the hammer down into the Drakkaren‟s eye, and the reptile flinched
violently as his vision became crazed and jumbled for a moment, hissing through clenched teeth
as his eye exploded in the socket, and Slater looked down at him in triumph as Elise‟s laughing
halted and Selena‟s eyes darkened… and then Zerrex hissed: “Been there, done that, you…
stupid son of a bitch…”
Slater looked down at him for a few moments, then Zerrex shook his head firmly as his
eye regenerated, glowing green for a moment before it solidified… and then the bull looked
sharply at Selena, asking in a growl: “He‟s able to regenerate that fast? Impossible! No demon
regenerates that fast!”
“Read his fucking file next time then, asshole. It‟ll spare you from looking like an idiot,
too.” Selena retorted, and Slater winced before he growled and tossed the hammer away as
Zerrex blinked his eye a few times, surprised himself at how speedily he‟d healed… and that
despite the fact the damage should have been devastating, his vision had already returned to
normal. But he guessed it had to do with the fact that his armlet was off, and the energy
repressors weren‟t working… and then the lizard made a face when Slater picked up a beaker
filled with holy water and a needle, quickly filling this as he muttered angrily before he shoved it
roughly into the lizard‟s neck, grinning cruelly as he depressed the plunger.
“We used to use a kind of low grade acid in the company when we did this shit, but this
should have the same effect…” Slater muttered… and Zerrex gargled before he began to throw
himself back and forth. Slater looked victorious for a moment, as Elise frowned and tilted her
head before glancing at Selena… but as the bull silently celebrated, Selena only rolled her eyes
with a sigh.
Zerrex suddenly halted, and then he stared up at Slater before saying seriously: “The
answer you‟re looking for my friend, is blowing in the wind.”
Slater simply looked at him dumbly, and then he gesture at the Drakkaren stupidly as he
looked at Selena, asking disbelievingly: “He‟s immune to holy water too? What the fuck is this
guy, some kind of fucking robot?”

“What is a robot?” Elise asked curiously, and Selena shrugged, making Slater slap his
forehead. Then the sheep snorted in disgust, looking at Slater and saying mildly: “Like Selena
said though, sweetheart. Might want to read the goddamn file on the prisoner next time… believe
me, the moment Selena showed me this, I was just delighted with all the things I could get to do
with big boy here…”
She stepped forwards, half-lidding her eyes as she trailed her fingers over the
Drakkaren‟s abdominals, and then Slater shoved her away and snarled: “He‟s still mine, I… I
can break him, I know I can! Just… I just need to think, to be creative, to… to use…”
He halted, mutter, and then he grinned violently before he looked at Zerrex darkly, asking
in a slow voice: “Tell me, do you know what castration is?”
“Don‟t you dare, that‟s my bit!” Elise shouted angrily, and Slater snorted in disgust at the
two females, as they both glared at him angrily, Elise‟s eyes glowing bright red. “I‟ll rip your
genitals off if you lay a hand on his crotch!”
“I ain‟t gonna lay a hand on it, I‟m going to slice all of his off!” Slater shouted, and then
he fumbled on his belt before he pulled off a large pair of what looked almost like scissors, the
blades not straight but serrated, the clippers stretching wide and then snapping shut as Elise
approached, and the bull held these almost protectively out in front of his chest as he said darkly:
“He‟s mine, I can do whatever I want to him now. Besides, he‟ll just grow it back… he did with
his eye, didn‟t he?”
Zerrex began to struggle against the bindings again, except this time Slater noticed, and
he spun around and stabbed the clippers savagely down through Zerrex‟s stomach, sinking one
blade all the way into the lizard‟s thick body, making the reptile snarl in pain before Slater‟s eyes
lit up as he seized the handle, pulling upwards and cutting through muscle and tissue as he
shouted down at him: “Try to escape me, huh? Think you can just keep laughing at my tortures,
huh? Think you‟re so smart, well, try this now fuck-face, see who‟s laughing-”
Then Zerrex tore his right arm free, and it shot forwards, a transparent barrier appearing
between them but a hole shattering in it like it was made of plastic, ripples spreading through the
clear wall before it distorted and cracked like glass, falling away to nothingness as the
Drakkaren‟s fingers snapped shut around the bull‟s throat, and he yanked both hands up as if to
surrender, Zerrex twitching and his claws sinking deeper into his neck as a spray of blood
exploded up from his stomach even as it healed itself, the reptile feeling his guts slithering
around in his body as he twitched in agony a few times, then growled: “Not so tough now, are
you asshole?”
“Sir no sir!” squeaked the bull, and the reptile snorted in amusement at this before he
flexed his right arm and rolled his shoulders. Elise and Selena were watching with interest, and
Zerrex smiled slightly as he slowly let go of Slater‟s neck, the reptile turning around and
exposing his back purposefully to the male… but the bull only rasped breath in and out,
trembling violently as the Drakkaren undid the left restraint, one of his hands halfheartedly
grabbing at a tool on his belt but his fingers too stupid to grip it properly or wiggle it free from
the loop it was in, as he mumbled: “I… this… this was just… just… just… just…”
He couldn‟t seem to form the next word, and Zerrex shook his head slowly as he sat up,
his legs still restrained but Slater not moving, staying in easy grabbing distance, still weakly
grabbing at a tool… and the reptile reached out and tapped his wrist gently, saying mildly: “Tell
you what. I won‟t rip your face off… but you listen, and listen well, Dick. This ain‟t the mortal
world, this is Hell, and even when you‟re supposed to be safe doing your job… no one‟s safe
doing a job like this, especially not if you‟re a goddamn idiot.”

“Y-yes sir, of course sir.” the bull winced and grinned weakly, and then he started to take
a slow step backwards, but Zerrex easily reached out and snagged his arm, pulling him back
close and glowering at him as the demon swallowed thickly. “You… I mean… hey now… this is
punishment, remember, and you look like a reasonable fellow so…”
“How many demons are reasonable in Hell, at least when it comes to punishments?”
Zerrex asked drolly, and when Slater grinned weakly, the reptile grunted at him. “Exactly.” He
paused and patted him on the arm, adding mildly: “But the only reason I don‟t rip your heart out
of your chest is because I did ask for this punishment myself. But try doing a good job, huh?”
Slater mumbled and nodded, looking back and forth… and then he tore a small, pickshaped tool free from his belt and rose it with a strangled yell, before swinging down hard at
Zerrex‟s skull… but the reptile easily half-rolled out of the way with a wince, then he tore his
left foot free from the restraints as Slater grunted and managed to tear the pick loose.
Before he could slam it towards the Drakkaren again, Zerrex slammed a palm into his
chest and knocked him sprawling, and the reptile sat up with a snarl and undid the final restraint
holding his right leg in place, sliding off the gurney and glaring down at Slater even as he
crawled backwards with a whimper, the lizard saying coldly: “Want to run through your
mistakes, idiot? The not grabbing me from behind, the not trying to fight when you had the
chance, the not escaping, the not reading the file? There‟s a few others I can probably name too,
if you give me half a chance.”
Slater weakly threw the pick at him, and Zerrex simply slapped it out of the air with his
right hand, looking distasteful. “Furthermore, I don‟t approve of weapons that leave lasting scars
on demons. Scars can do you good, sure, but they can also drive you insane. Last thing we need
is more crazy demons running around Hell.”
The bull grinned weakly, and then Selena snapped her whip, saying clearly: “Back on the
table, prisoner. You‟ve made your point.” Zerrex made a face, glancing over his shoulder at her,
and Selena gave him a look, half-asking with her eyes for him to play along before the reptile
sighed and turned around with a nod and a grimace, and Slater stared stupidly as Selena said
kindly: “See, it‟s not so hard, Slater. It‟s about presence, and control. Not about playing games
with their bodies. Because a lot of your victims may later want a piece of you… and if you can‟t
defend yourself – and you obviously can‟t – you‟ll be at their mercy once you‟re no longer their
Inquisitor. Oh, plenty of them forget, sure… but there‟s always one or two assholes who think
they have every right to torture you back once your time with them is done.”
The bull winced, and then he cursed when Elise kicked him, saying irritably: “Now get
lost, Slater, it‟s my turn… and I would so prefer to work alone…”
The sheep‟s red eyes glowed as they dragged over Zerrex‟s form, and Slater mumbled
something as he crawled to his feet before nodding weakly, and he stumbled towards Selena,
who said kindly: “Treat him nicely now, Elise. And… prisoner… don‟t make me come in here
and punish you myself afterwards.”
Zerrex nodded to her, keeping his head low and resisting the urge to mumble or fight, and
she smiled at him before grabbing Slater‟s arm and yanking the bull face-first into the bars,
making him squall in pain before she said sweetly: “Oops, I‟m so sorry.” She sidestepped, then
slammed him into the edge of the doorway and sighed, adding dryly: “Gosh, guess I‟m just a ditz
today, fuck.”
And then she finally dragged him through the opening between the bars, whistling as they
approached the armored door leading out into the cellblock so it opened for them. Then Selena
roughly shoved Slater into the armored guards, motioning them irritably backwards so she could

pass through and the door could slam closed behind her, leaving the Drakkaren alone with the
sheep.
Elise walked slowly towards Zerrex, examining him thoughtfully as she murmured:
“Well, first of all… let me tell you what an honor it is to be permitted to punish you… oh great
and glorious former High King of Hell, I want to assure you that I plan to do a more-thanadequate job… and that at the same time, I‟ll make sure to take sweet, sweet care of you
afterwards, when you need it…”
She stroked quietly under his chin, gazing at him rapturously, and Zerrex looked at her
awkwardly before she smiled and pushed him back on the gurney, crawling up over him to
straddle him as she pushed her hands down against his chest… and the lizard winced in pain as
orange tendrils spread slowly through his flesh beneath his scales, pulsing like visible veins as he
twitched on the spot and she lowered her head, her breathing roughening. “Ooh… you‟re just a
mountain of energy, I‟m going to really enjoy this, aren‟t I? Oh yeah… oh… oh yeah…”
Zerrex groaned, arcing his back with pain instead of pleasure, but he understood what
Elise was doing: synchronizing her biorhythm with his, for however long or short she wanted, so
when his nerves reacted hers would react… except obviously she interpreted his pain as her
pleasure. She grinned widely down at him, licking her lips slowly as she gazed hungrily over his
features, drinking in his reactions as his hands clawed into the gurney, but he didn‟t fight back…
and then she slowly pulled away, the orange light throbbing in a spiderweb that almost entirely
covered Zerrex‟s chest before it slowly began to fade out, and she rubbed her hands together
gleefully as she whispered: “So the file is true… a fertility god, oh, I‟ve always wanted to fuck a
fertility god…”
The reptile winced, looking up at her, and she laughed a little as she took his face
between her hands, her grip surprisingly firm as she murmured: “Lust and Wrath, isn‟t that right?
Well, I‟ll be handling punishing your lusts… the darker lusts, anyway, like rape and such. Selena
was such a darling to choose me for it, but I suppose she‟s either taking her job very seriously…
or secretly hates you, one or the other.”
The sheep grinned, baring those deadly, needle-like teeth again, and Zerrex finally
rasped: “Lustewilde…”
“You know what I am!” the sheep seemed delighted at this, nodding and gazing down
benevolently at Zerrex before she flicked her fingers, her small nails becoming two inch, hooked
claws that she seized into the Drakkaren‟s shoulders with, grinning widely as she leaned down
and excitedly gazed over his face. “Then you know exactly what I‟m going to do to you… and
how much I‟m going to make you love it…”
“Bring it on.” Zerrex managed, and he grinned weakly back at her even as he felt his
mind swarming with lustful images and thoughts. She hadn‟t just linked their nerves, she had
poisoned him with a very potent, very toxic aphrodisiac… and although the reptile could safely
bet he would be able to remain in control of himself and not become a deranged, slavering
lunatic to her will, he recognized that might just make things all the more painful.
A Lustewilde was a sexual demon, male or female, known for two things: one was that
they had a nasty habit of killing even the people they honestly loved with their crazed sexual
hungers, which often included particularly sadistic or masochistic fantasies… and the other was
that they fed off of emotional energy, drawing most of their strength from the emotions and
various… things… secreted during sex. They had to feed at least once a week to appease their
physical needs… but many fed at least once a day, to help deal with their almost uncontrollable
urges and hungers. It wasn‟t like it was hard for them to find prey down in Hell, though… they

tended to look only like beautiful females or handsome males until they drew their victim in
close enough to lock them in their embrace, synchronizing their biorhythms as Elise had just
done or better yet, biting a victim to inject staggering quantities of poison directly into their
bodies, infecting a target within seconds and transforming even hardy demons into lustful, needy
slaves.
The sheep kissed his neck, and Zerrex groaned as he felt the nerves of his body light up
as if on fire, flexing his form as the sheep licked her lips slowly… but the Drakkaren only
clenched his eyes shut, focusing on staying in control, on not giving in even as Elise shed her
clothing quickly, breathing hard as her ground herself against his crotch and moaned: “Give it to
me, give it to me, oh… give it to me…”
She clawed at the fly of his pants, and before Zerrex knew it, they were gone and his
boxers off, as he cursed under his breath and grabbed the sides of the gurney, feeling her lean
down, take his shaft into her mouth… and then he arched his back with a howl of agony as she
bit into the flaccid member, her fangs sinking just behind the head of his cock as his eyes bulged,
before he flexed his body, muscles bulging almost explosively as a blast of absolute need roared
through his system, her poisons injecting straight down his shaft and making him hard in
moments as he almost lost control… but then he yanked himself flat against the gurney again,
even as she snarled and drew her head away, licking her own muzzle slowly as she gazed over
him and growled hungrily: “Oh, you keep fighting. You make this hard, Zerrex, you fight me, I
want you to fight me…”
She straddled him, then sank herself down on him with a loud moan of ecstasy, her tight
passage engulfing him, making him almost want to instantly release as he howled in pleasure…
then screamed in agony, eyes bulging as she hilted and her vagina seemed to sprout teeth, ripping
into his solid obsidian length as she gritted her teeth and grinned as she clenched in an
unimaginable way around him, and Zerrex‟s head rocked back and forth as he howled in pain
again and Elise moaned in bliss, throwing her head back with a wide, hungry grin as she began to
bounce herself hard up and down him.
Even through the intense agony, there was pleasure… and Elise was like a machine,
slamming herself up and down as her breasts bounced, her claws scratching over his chest as she
savored every moment of his pain, as her body thrummed violently. She didn‟t once orgasm, but
Zerrex had no less than four over two hours, immense fountains that her passage had greedily
sucked up even as blood exploded down the length of his obsidian girth with every movement,
her passage chewing on his shaft, her juices burning like acid into it as she rode him, and every
climax made his ecstasy greater and his agony triple, the pain far outweighing the pleasure, his
control almost slipping every time before by the end of it, he no longer had to fear accidentally
using his abilities, too glassy-eyed with pain to do anything… and then Elise howled in glee as
she climaxed, and Zerrex howled in agony as he felt her clench, the female grinning savagely
down at him before she twisted her hips back and forth on him even as her magma-hot juices
coated his shaft and burned into him savagely, and then the lips of her sex seemed to turn to steel
as they slammed hard down on the base of his cock once, twice, thrice, and she pulled upwards
with a scream of delight that mixed with the lizard‟s scream of pain as his back arched, hips
uselessly trying to buck upwards and pull free before his entire shaft was torn completely off and
greedily, viciously eaten by Elise‟s passage, Zerrex hearing horrible crunching sounds that he
only hoped he was imagining in his agony, as he gibbered and rolled back and forth on the table
before Elise threw herself down against his chest with a delighted smile and almost a purr.

He groaned, thinking it couldn‟t be worse… and then he stared down at her as she smiled
silkily up at him, whispering teasingly: “I won‟t be extra mean to you today, because it‟s only
our first time… but I do demand that you… give me a hug…”
But as Zerrex stared at her, the agony dwindling slowly, his eyes aching but his entire
body in far worse pains, he saw wool growing out of her form, coating the body that was naked
except for her tall boots… but unlike normal wool, hers was made of steel strings, and Zerrex
could feel her grinding painfully against him with only her breaths, scraping off scales as her
metallic wool dragged along his body, and the reptile moaned in disbelief before she reached
down and gently grasped a testicle beneath the slowly-healing groin of the reptile, whispering:
“Don‟t make me feel ugly, Zerrex… or I‟ll pop you like a balloon.”
He swallowed thickly… and then he slowly wrapped his arms around her, wincing in
pain at the steel grinding against him, before she ordered gently: “Squeeze me. Squeeze me like
you love me… pull me up into that big strong body of yours…”
Zerrex took a slow breath, and then he nodded numbly and pulled her firmly against him
as he slid his hands through the metallic wool covering her body, and agony pulsed through him
as he groaned in pain, feeling her grinding along him, ripping scales off his form, bloodying her
metallic wool as she giggled and then sighed in delight, curling herself up a bit higher and
making him gargle with the added pain before she murmured: “Damn. The effect is running
out… and so is my time.”
She sighed, then pushed herself off his body, dragging thin gashes through his form but
moving quickly and effortlessly to her feet as she rolled her shoulders, and her metallic wool
quickly vanished back into her form as she gazed over at him affectionately, looking satiated as
she rubbed at her naked body slowly. “Now that was just a starter course, Zerrex… oh, you must
be having memories of all the times you spent with Lady Selena now, though, isn‟t that right?”
Zerrex looked at her weakly, and then he nodded slowly, closing his eyes as he lay in a
mess of pain and blood… and then Elise simply snapped her fingers, and the Drakkaren looked
stupidly down at himself as his body was completely restored, touching wonderingly over his
naked form before he blinked again as he realized the pain was gone, and Elise laughed a little as
she put her clothes back on, gazing at him with warm entertainment as her hands drew slowly
over her red skin and she whispered silkily: “Now darling, you didn‟t think I would leave you
like that, right? Simply business… and a good fuck is a good fuck.” She paused, then walked
over to him, gently grasping into his hair as he sat up and pulling his head against her bosom,
murmuring softly: “Go ahead… taste.”
Zerrex hesitated, but then he slowly licked along a swell, and she sighed quietly as a
smile flitted over her features, his mouth settling for a moment on a large, dark-fleshed nipple
and suckling quietly back on it, tasting a sweet, strange substance… and the sheep quietly
brushed her hands through his hair, murmuring: “Laced with potent pheromones and electrolytes
and a little bit of my natural poisons. A growing god needs his supplements, doesn‟t he,
sweetheart?” She smiled after a moment, and then pulled away and bent down, kissing him
slowly… and the reptile felt his tongue cajoled into her jaws before one of her fangs scratched
gently along it, leaving a distinct tingle, and he kissed her a little harder before they parted, the
sheep gazing down at him affectionately. “Good. Good work, Zerrex. I‟ll be back before you
know it to play a little more.”
She half-lidded her eyes, and then she stepped backwards, curtseying as she picked up
her top, before she laughed as she put it on and headed for the door, knocking once. It opened,
and Elise smiled at him one last time before leaving as the Drakkaren‟s head spun, feeling

strange emotions and vaguely dizzy… and then he slowly laid back on the gurney, letting his
eyes close before he grimaced as the energy suppressors kicked on again, looking moodily up at
the ceiling as he found his mind swarming with images of Elise, and his emotions playing away
in all directions for her, half-pining, half-glad she was gone… before he cursed and winced as he
realized stupidly she had just poisoned him again.
He felt like an idiot now, and then he paused as he looked dumbly down at his naked…
nakedness, and he giggled stupidly as he poked at his shaft a few times. Then he shook his head
out, grimaced, and attempted to stand up… which resulted in him falling down and giggling
stupidly again, before he punched himself in the side of the head and stars floated in front of his
eyes, the reptile mumbling: “Okay, that was a little harder than intended.”
He slowly forced himself up to his feet, groaning in pain and rubbing at the side of his
muzzle, and then he staggered slowly towards his boxers, before he fell over again. His sense of
balance felt completely distorted, and his thoughts kept circling back to Elise, which made the
reptile frown in disgust as he wondered if she was just playing along to try and get on his good
side… he knew that the Lustewilde could be particularly manipulative, and when they selected
prey who was someone of high status, they enjoyed manipulating their emotions and draining
their resources dry before killing them.
The reptile half-crawled, half-walked to his discarded clothes, wondering dumbly how
they‟d gotten so far across the room, and then he picked them up only to uncover a large, angry
spider that was in the midst of dragging them away, hissing at him angrily. It lunged forwards
and bit into his foot, and the sharp pain made the reptile yell stupidly before he turned and
stumbled away, fleeing from it dumbly… and then he snarled as he turned around, muttering:
“Wait one fucking minute.”
He flexed his right hand, and it turned into an enormous hammer as the scales fell away
from his arm, the Drakkaren shouting: “I am not about to be done in by you asshole spiders! I…
oh… hey…”
Zerrex wobbled on the spot, and then he peered dumbly down at the spider again as it
hissed at him before the reptile‟s eyes rolled up in his head and he fainted… and two hours later,
the Drakkaren woke up to find that his boxers and jeans had been shredded, he had a terrible
headache, his hand had returned to normal in his sleep… and the foot the spider had bitten into
had swollen up to the size of a watermelon. He looked at this with disgust, then over at the
spiders, which were swarming busily around… and the reptile grimaced before he turned to the
gurney, glad neither it nor the equipment had been removed.
He fumbled around for a few moments on the lower shelf and then produced a beaker of
holy water, and the reptile threw this across the room, where it shattered on the wall and rained
down on the spiders. Immediately, two of the smaller ones exploded and a larger one screamed
and staggered back and forth, bursting into green flames before it went up in a puff of smoke too,
and other spiders scampered in all directions, Zerrex wincing as he picked up another beaker of
the stuff and emptied it in a quick circle around his feet, muttering: “Get past that.”
The little spiders halted at the circle of holy water, then one bravely tried to run across
and exploded while doing so, Zerrex muttering in disgust… and then he winced when a larger
spider ran towards him, flexing his warped arm before a large blade shot out of his wrist and he
stabbed this down into the nasty little creature before it could attempt to cross the circle.
It squealed and then died… and immediately several of the other spiders converged on it,
chewing greedily into their former sibling. The reptile made a face of disgust, looking over the
arachnids, and he shook his head slowly: very few bugs, of all things, carried so much poison in

their veins they could hurt a demon… and even if it was one of the bigger spiders that had bitten
into Zerrex, the Drakkaren wondered if these weren‟t actually a leftover bio-weapon from the
long-passed age of the Warlord.
The reptile rolled one of his shoulders slowly, and then he muttered: “Like it would really
matter, even if they were…” He paused and sighed, then glared at one and swung out with his
powers on random… and the spider squeaked before exploding, Zerrex snorting in amusement as
the other bugs got the message and finally scampered away, leaving the reptile in a room that
seemed empty… but that might actually contain countless horrors, as the lizard carefully poured
the remaining holy water over his swollen foot, then watched as it slowly returned to normal.
“Maybe they just don‟t like me, too. That‟s always a possibility.”
Zerrex mumbled under his breath… and then he looked up in surprise when the armored
door buzzed and opened, and Selena came inside, looking at him with distaste before she winced
when he threw the beaker at her, but it simply bounced off the translucent protection of the
Inquisitors before she grabbed at her skull, muttering: “Holy shit, how do you deal with that
throbbing?”
“Well, my pants aren‟t on, so it‟s a lot easier.” Zerrex said blandly, and Selena sighed
before she hammered on the door. When it opened, she immediately grabbed an armored guard
and hauled him inside, and he yelped before gargling and seizing into his skull, hunching his
shoulders up as the sensation of the energy repressors smacked into him like a truck.
“Feel that? Turn it off right now, or I‟m going to set you and your entire platoon on fire,
and we‟ll see how long it takes to slow-roast a demon in that armor of yours.” Selena threatened,
and then she shoved him out of the door before punching the side of the wall, and the door
slammed shut. A few moments later, the thudding sensation in Zerrex‟s skull vanished, and the
reptile looked dumbly upwards as Selena sighed and shook her head, muttering: “Fucking
assholes can‟t do a goddamn thing right. They‟re trying to neutralize you instead of keeping your
powers low… how are you holding up here, Zerrex?”
“Can I speak freely?” the Drakkaren asked mildly, and Selena gave him a moody look
before the reptile held up his hands with a sigh. “Sorry, I‟m in a bad mood. Elise really worked
me over, and I‟m allergic to the spiders.”
“Spiders?” Selena frowned, and then Zerrex pointed at the bed in the corner, where his
pants and boxers lay in a torn-up mess. The Dius headed towards this curiously… and then she
winced and staggered backwards when several spiders emerged, hissing at her, and she swept a
hand out to create a firewall that instantly engulfed the bed, charring it away to ashes in moments
and killing all the occupants as they squealed and exploded in the flames. “Fuck!”
“Overreact much?” Zerrex asked mildly, and Selena looked at him with disgust, walking
over towards him… then bouncing off an invisible barrier as the holy water on the floor glowed,
looking dumb as the Drakkaren chortled stupidly before Selena snapped her whip out and it
wrapped around his throat, the lizard gargling before he was jerked hard out of the circle… and
he staggered on his bad foot before his bad leg decided it wanted to be noticed too, spilling him
forwards so his face smacked directly into Selena‟s cleavage.
She winced, but when Zerrex only mumbled, she sighed and reached up to gently stroke
the back of his neck, muttering: “Fucking idiot. Okay, okay, come on…” She gently turned him
over, playing her hands quietly through his hair, and the reptile sulked as he sat back against her,
rubbing his hands together slowly. “Those aren‟t just spiders, by the way. They‟re a kind of
arachnid breed from the Lost Lord‟s kingdom. They started migrating into Hell after the merge,
we kill them pretty fast but they‟re smart little bastards: toxic to demons, too. They don‟t hurt the

Lost Lord‟s people much, or angels or even mortals and Initiates… but demons they kill with
one or two bites. You got lucky, Zer.”
“You‟re… lucky.” Zerrex muttered, and Selena laughed a little before she hugged him
silently, and the reptile smiled a bit despite himself before he murmured: “I‟m sorry, Selena. I‟m
sorry I got you into this and snapped at you.”
“Oh, fuck that. I‟m sorry I lost my own goddamn temper… what kind of help is that right
now for us, especially since… I know this is important to you and shit, and to me this should be
just a job.” Selena replied quietly, and she hesitated before saying finally: “Sorry about the shit
with Slater, too, I guess. But you did good. Scared the shit out of him, and I think he‟ll be a lot
more cooperative and a lot less cocky now. You mind him working on you some more?”
“Selena, it‟s not about what I mind or don‟t mind: this is punishment, I‟m… I‟m
supposed to suffer.” Zerrex said quietly, glancing down… and Selena hesitated before she
nodded slowly, standing up and offering a hand to the reptile. Zerrex took it, and she helped him
to his feet as he made a face, glancing down at himself before he looked up and asked
awkwardly: “Will they notice if I use my powers?”
Selena paused and glanced around the room, and then she shook her head, muttering:
“Nah, this place ain‟t built to keep a constant tab on inmates. Cells like these are designed to be
impenetrable: by the time you started making a hole through any of the walls or the door, they‟d
be able to turn on the energy repressors. There‟s anti-portal runes all over the goddamn place,
too… breaking out of this dungeon would be next to impossible for a normal demon, although I
doubt any of that would interfere with your abilities.”
Zerrex made a face as he held a hand out, and a new pair of pants appeared in it after a
moment of concentration. The Drakkaren climbed quickly into these, careful to not let his mind
slip too much… the reptile found that the strange moments of disconnection, of distance, where
use of his abnormal powers seemed perfectly natural only came when he allowed his mind to
wander far too freely while his armlet was either off or in the eighties or higher on the power
scale. “Good to know. So are you here to punish me?”
“Sort of. I‟m here… to teach.” Selena said lamely, and Zerrex looked at her stupidly
before she blushed and spat: “Fuck off! It‟s… part of the new programs, and Firenze thought
that… well… not implementing it with you would be… prejudicial or shit or special treatment or
whatever, so like. Just shut the fuck up and I‟m going to work on teaching you and… shit.”
She looked at him lamely, and Zerrex began to giggle stupidly before she sighed and
pulled out her whip, snapping the lizard across the chest with it and making him yelp and stagger
backwards before she said flatly: “Anyway. Firenze had the Scholars and Scribes set demons up
with a new power, while the Historians did all the… actual hard work, you know, in building the
shit that lets us do this. It‟s all stored in the Central Spire, in massive memory crystals we keep in
a newly-built room but… fuck, you can learn about it later. It‟s called-”
“Projection.” Zerrex said softly, and Selena looked up at him, wincing a bit as the reptile
continued in the same voice: “The ability to use the Inquisitorial Protection as a screen as well as
a barrier, transmitting imagery from around Hell and from one‟s own memories. The idea is to
show the physical ramifications, the effects on people, of the actions of one single entity, and to
force them to identify with it. To teach them better behaviors between sessions of punishment for
negative behaviors, hoping to discourage the negative and encourage and show the positive
effects of positive behaviors on the individual and society as a whole.”
“Yeah.” Selena said finally, and then she shook her head as Zerrex slapped at his
forehead a little, asking hesitantly: “You uh. Okay?”

“Sorry, I… channeled in by mistake.” Zerrex muttered, slapping at his forehead a few
more times to shake himself loose from Selena‟s thoughts and memory patterns. He had very
clearly just heard what he‟d said explained by a Nightmare Selena had absently also been
thinking was hot but boring, and the Drakkaren shook his head out before he said quietly: “I
think the poisons from Elise are messing with my brain a little. Well. What of my brain is left
functional, I mean. Her neurotoxins are making me a little loopy still, is what I‟m trying to say.”
Selena made a face and nodded, and then she shook her head and pushed forwards, likely
deciding it was the best course of action. With a flick of both her arms, she created a transparent
wall that soon started to flicker with images… and Zerrex was unsurprised when he found
images of his family scrawling over it, as Selena talked to him quietly about not Wrath or Lust,
but Pride.
The reptile thought Pride was the worst of all sins: it was what made a person try to walk
alone and suffer in silence when they could ask for help, it was what made a person kill
themselves instead of trying to move on from something they‟d lost, it was what made entire
cultures try to commit genocide because they believed they themselves were better for some
reason, obscure or otherwise. Pride was dangerous: to be proud was one thing, to be prideful was
another entirely, and Zerrex loathed the fact that he himself was so prideful.
He saw the way Serenity sat silently in her room with her stuffed animals, rubbing at her
face a little, wearing only a simple nightshirt and staring longingly at her old athletics trophies
and the pictures of her receiving commendations, back when she had been in the Royal Guard…
and he saw Mercy, rubbing silently at her collar as she sat over some administration work, but
her mind was obviously somewhere else as she doodled aimlessly over her paper… and he saw
Lone and Mahihko, sitting together with Vampire in the Cloister‟s Arena, watching the Sisters
below spar disinterestedly. Their fighting was a little skewed, not like the liquid grace Zerrex had
seen them in before: and Earth simply stood vapidly to one side, rubbing at her face slowly.
They were all blaming themselves for him: all of his Disciples, all of his Iuratus had
somehow come to think that they had something to do with him pushing to be punished… and he
saw Marina, snarling and covered in red splatters he thought was blood as she whipped
something back and forth, but he realized a moment later it was paint… and she was just putting
the finishing touches on an immense, ruined stone wall somewhere in some desert that illustrated
her and Maria battling over Hell, but the planet was caught in their chains… and hanging by one
foot from a bridge hanging above the two, his arms crossed and the chains lashing around him as
well, was Zerrex, painted vividly, lifelike.
Then Marina looked up sharply, and directly at the screen, seemingly through it… and
she whispered an apology before she clenched her eyes shut and turned away, swiping her hand
over the painting, and it exploded upwards in flakes of dust that floated quickly away. Zerrex
covered his face in his hands as Selena continued to silently talk, and by the end of the hour-long
session, he was slumped and breathing hard. His family was a pressure point, and while he felt
ashamed, humiliated, and enraged… he also felt like this was senseless exercise, as he muttered:
“I know, Selena, I… I goddamn well know all this, but I have to fight Camus with a clean-”
“This wasn‟t about your punishment here, Zerrex.” Selena interrupted quietly, and Zerrex
looked up at her in surprise as the translucent wall vanished, and Selena headed towards the
door. She stopped in front of it, hanging her head, and then she looked at him, saying quietly:
“This is about the fact that you think you have to fight Camus alone, when you don‟t. Remember
that we‟re around, Zerrex. We‟ll drop things for you, and nothing is certainly more important

than stopping that bastard. Not to save the fucking universe, no, fuck the universe. Just to save
you. Our friend… from destroying himself.”
Then she hammered twice on the door and shoved her way out, and Zerrex was left in
stunned silence to think about this, as he laced his fingers together quietly and looked down at
his hands, not even feeling when the energy repressors turned back on over the pain in his heart.
Selena proved that she was professional not simply by the punishments she was capable
of dishing out, but by the twisted schedule she set up, which Zerrex grudgingly admired despite
himself. Selena herself tortured Zerrex on the first day, using mostly her whip and humiliation,
letting Slater and Elise watch and clap as she put the Drakkaren through his paces as if he was a
show animal… and then after four hours of this, Slater was assigned to torture the Drakkaren for
the next four hours, and challenged to see if he could finally manage to get the reptile to tell the
bull what his name was.
Slater, however, failed miserably, underestimating both the reptile‟s pain tolerance and
the sheer amount of twisted pleasure Zerrex took from once more beating Slater at his own
game, and this time without even needing to attack him. Afterwards, the Drakkaren was given
two hours of rest… and then Selena simply handed him over to Elise for ten grueling, painful
hours of sexual torments, tortures, and gory agonies, after which the reptile – on his knees,
whimpering like a child and bleeding violently from not only the crotch, but his chest, his face,
his everywhere – was forced to slowly lick the remains of his once-more severed malehood out
of the teeth-riddled passage of the Lustewilde demoness, who laughed as he did so and grinned
darkly down at him.
Then Zerrex was given a few hours to rest and regenerate after Elise left, and to work her
poisons out of his system: he felt like he was beginning to tolerate her toxins a bit better already,
however, and he thought it had something to do with the fact he was aligned with fertility as a
god. But still, he felt himself lusting, longing, and almost moaning for her as her poisons ran
their course, and the Drakkaren was tempted to find another spider and get himself bitten again
as the pounding of the energy repressor and the poisons in his bloodstream threatened to drive
him completely insane.
Just as he was able to settle himself down, however, Selena came into the room with
Elise… and the two had worked together to torture him in horrible ways, their clothes never
leaving their bodies but Zerrex‟s pants torn off and discarded as he was maimed, ripped apart,
made to feel inferior and vulnerable, humiliated and led around like an animal by both of them…
and after hours and hours of this, Selena seeming to enjoy herself despite whatever misgivings
she had and Elise delighted and breathing hard, her veins pulsing orange every now and then
with the lust and hunger in her system, they finally left him for Slater to do whatever he wanted.
Slater started with a sledgehammer, shattering both of Zerrex‟s kneecaps, and then his
shins, and the reptile screamed in agony even as he acknowledged the improvements in the
Inquisitor: the order in which bones were broken modified the levels of pain and their usefulness,
and this way, he had almost knocked both of the Drakkaren‟s shinbones out through the backs of
his legs. It was sickening that even now, Zerrex could analyze, almost admire something like
that… and he laughed weakly before the sledgehammer caught him in the face.
Slater worked for five hours on him, until the lizard fell unconscious… and he woke up
ten hours later, strapped to the gurney, all three around him before Selena told him grimly they
were now going to play surgeon on him… and Zerrex knew what this meant, as Selena
blindfolded him as a courtesy. A torture he had well-earned, with his sick enjoyment of ripping

people apart in life: a literal dissection of a person while they were alive, using clamps and
demonic implements to keep their body from regenerating, while working with precision to not
allow them to die. The mixing of art, pain, and academic practice into one thing, as Selena
calmly explained pain trigger points and what and how each organ should be handled, as well as
areas to avoid in order to keep a subject alive and conscious for as long as possible.
Zerrex stayed awake through the entire miserable process, reminding himself again and
again like it would somehow drown out the pain, even as he felt tears roll down his cheeks and
his jaws twisted with agony. He knew what Selena was doing now, why she had scheduled him
like this, and he knew now what the pattern would be, familiar with her methods as he had
become: several violent sessions of torment, followed by a „teaching session‟ where they would
perform a large-scale torture on his body.
The Drakkaren passed out with this thought in his mind, as he felt Selena putting one of
his lungs back into place… and when he awoke, it wasn‟t long before he realized he was right.
Torture session after torture session passed: the reptile‟s mind was either a haze of agony
or simply in a haze, lost to the world as he laid on the gurney for most of the time, breathing hard
and barely able to regenerate a little bit of energy between sessions with the repressors always
pounding at his system. And on the sixth day, the next large torture teaching session came… and
it was the one Zerrex dreaded most, throwing his head back and forth and resisting with howls of
denial that made Selena wince and hesitate even as she clamped his head into place and Elise
cooed soothingly to him, her claws digging slowly into his chest as orange veins spilled through
his body, pumping enough poison into him to kill the average demon, but still barely able to even
get the lizard to calm down.
Then she bit hard into his throat, and the direct, sharp injection of the more potent
poisons in her fangs made Zerrex stiffen up long enough for Selena to apply the clamp over his
skull to hold his head in place on the gurney, and for Slater to shove a spreader into the lizard‟s
mouth, before he grinned slowly and quickly twisted the lever on the side, the spreader widening
and shaped perfectly to the dimensions of the Drakkaren‟s jaws, crushing his tongue and forcing
his upper jaw higher up before Zerrex‟s eyes bulged… but Elise seized his one arm and
restrained it as Selena got the other, using heavy-duty manacles even as she gritted her teeth and
muttered for him to stop making it worse.
They taught Slater today about „playing dentist,‟ letting him rip the Drakkaren‟s teeth out
and noting how different teeth were hooked to different nerve endings, meaning that they caused
different amounts of pain when removed… and Zerrex‟s eyes rolled crazily in his head when
Slater used a tiny hammer to shatter one tooth at a time, Selena muttering about how different
teeth caused different effects, and breaking a tooth was sometimes more painful then tearing it
out. He also applied screws and various other implements into teeth, testing and gauging their
effectiveness as Elise purred on about how everyone had at least one thing they loathed being
done to their body… and that they had apparently found the thing that really got into the
Drakkaren‟s head, as she almost cuddled him and played through his hair, which made Selena‟s
eyes turn dark black as she clawed down into a surface… then winced as she realized it was the
lizard‟s chest.
When they were done and the instruments were removed, Zerrex simply lay there blankly
on the gurney, and Selena had to almost drag the other Inquisitors out as Elise sulked and Slater
whined that they had barely gotten started. She left Zerrex to recuperate… and for once, the
energy repressors actually helped, the pulsing in the lizard‟s head drowning out the pulsing in his

mouth and helping to drive away the horrible, horrible thoughts about what he had just gone
through.
Three more days of torment, during which Elise almost bit his face off making out with
him, Selena gave him another lecture on Pride, and Slater accidentally broke one of his own
fingers trying to hold the reptile‟s face in place so he could hammer against his muzzle, and then
came the third teaching session: burning. This was another one Zerrex really didn‟t like, but his
tolerance to flames was high enough that it was nowhere near as bad as his teeth being ripped
out, at least not until the very end, when Selena covered him in fuel, Elise forced him to swallow
several gas capsules, and then Slater set him on fire, the Drakkaren bursting into flames as he
staggered around the room before he vomited fire and smog as the capsules inside his body
combusted, and he collapsed weakly to the ground.
They put him out, and that was it, and Zerrex groaned in agony: he still had four more
sessions like this left, and as he crawled towards the gurney, he tried to remember if his sessions
in Wrath had been this bad… and yet he knew they had. Selena had been an incredibly-creative
Inquisitor, even in Lust… and he shook his head slowly as he tried weakly to crawl onto the
gurney… and then simply collapsed.
Selena gave him a full day of rest, however, and by the end of it, the Drakkaren felt a
world better than he had the day before: not that it was saying a whole lot, considering the
constant state of agony and misery he was kept in. He also had to question if that day was torture
or not… but considering the fact he was now used to being constantly surrounded by family, and
instead had been trapped alone in the desolate, reeking room without even the spiders for
company… it had played some nasty tricks on his mind and made him almost anxious for the
torturers to come back, despite how he‟d always felt comfortable otherwise in silence, and he
thought that yeah, it might count.
Then they were back on the schedule: torture, lecture, torture, torture, torture, torture,
torture. It was grueling, miserable, and horrible… but the teaching session at the end of the next
three day stretch ended up being one of the few things the reptile could deal easily with, and had
unsurprisingly been suggested by Slater: air-control tortures.
They put Zerrex in a tank of water and filled it up as Slater gleefully watched… and the
Drakkaren had made a show of yawning and crossing his arms, leaning back against the tank as
Selena and Elise muttered to each other behind the back of the bull, who was dancing around the
airtight tank as water poured into it. Then Zerrex had sat down before the tank was even halffull, submerging himself entirely in it and pretending to go to sleep curled up in the corner, and
Slater had stared dumbly.
Most demons could control whether they needed to breathe or not: quite simply, the
billows of their lungs did not require a constant intake of oxygen to work. Although few demons
could survive indefinitely in a zero-air environment, Zerrex had grown quickly used to not
breathing, learning to use it in combat, to survive underwater for extended periods, and to give
himself the advantage in places like space, where the vacuum would greedily rip the oxygen out
of his lungs anyway. Slater, of course, refused to give up, even after leaving Zerrex in the tank
for twenty minutes… and instead he‟d had the water drained, and then the air sucked out, leaving
the lizard in a vacuum box.
The Drakkaren pretended to choke to death for a few moments, clawing at the tank as
Slater looked down at him with a triumphant grin… and then the lizard mashed his face against
the glass and stuck his tongue out, screwing his muzzle up horribly as he flipped Slater off.
Selena laughed loudly enough in the background that the reptile heard it even through the thick

glass, and Elise merely smiled patronizingly at Slater, making the bull snarl before he turned the
vacuum off and tore open the door to the box: a good thing, too, since the reptile had actually
started to feel some pain. Having no air was one thing: being trapped in a vacuum was another
entirely, as the reptile rubbed at his sore throat and spat a bit of blood out over the bull‟s face.
Slater trembled with rage, but didn‟t dare attack Zerrex: when the days passed, however,
Zerrex could see manic fury in the bull‟s eyes at every torture session, and Slater was constantly
pounding on the soft spots of his body with hammers, spikes, chisels, and anything heavy or
sharp he could get his hands on. It became a twisted contest between the two: the bull who still
didn‟t know Zerrex‟s name, and the Drakkaren who loathed the Inquisitor and thought he was a
disgrace to the job.
And when the next teaching session came, this one based around the use of specific
pressure points, Slater went to work with a vengeance, hammering rusted, ten-inch spikes into
specific points on the Drakkaren‟s body, making him howl in agony as they buried through
joints, junctions, and nerve endings, until he was left looking like an agonized pincushion. Then
Elise and Selena attached metal wires to the end of each spike, while Slater rigged up a pulley
that the metal rope these wires were carefully spun into was hooked on… and finally, the bull
was able to grin and yank hard, and Zerrex howled in torment as Selena explained calmly how
letting the Drakkaren have the period of peace, with only the spikes buried in his body to cause
him pain, made the anxiety and suspense of what was going to happen next far worse, as well as
allowed the wounds to set in, so to speak.
Zerrex spasmed on the table, and Elise licked slowly over his chest… but then she was
smacked hard by Selena, and she flushed deeply and backed away as Slater snorted and muttered
about how this was his game today. But then the torture session was ended, Zerrex was healed…
and he was left to sit there, touching over pressure points on his body that still ached and
wondering dumbly how porcupines dealt with being covered in spikes all the time.
Tortures resumed, and the sixth session was based around something the Drakkaren knew
a lot about: using only one‟s own body and minimal tools – a single weapon, a single pair of
restraints at most – to inflict devastating damage, to beat down and psychologically torture the
victim at the same time as the physical torture. Selena demonstrated first, slapping Zerrex back
and forth hard without using her whip, grabbing him and shoving him against the bars, using her
body to pin him and then forcing him down into humiliating positions… and then Elise took
over, clawing into Zerrex, kicking him savagely with a grin and always aiming for the kidneys or
the crotch, rolling him over and grabbing his hair to yank his head back while her claws sank
into the bottom of his jaw… and finally, they handed him over to Slater.
Slater was useless, however: little more than an Initiate and likely never to be a powerful
demon, his physical blows dealt little damage to Zerrex, and were predictable enough the
Drakkaren was able to easily get out of the way of the ones aimed at vulnerable points of his
body. Furthermore, Slater‟s tool of choice was a hammer, which only went so far: it was
excellent for bludgeoning, but heavy and awkward to swing… and when Slater threw it at Zerrex
in frustration, the reptile ducked and the hammer smacked Selena in the face, who froze up
before her eyes turned dead black… and Zerrex simply hid as she pounced on Slater and
proceeded to beat him savagely until he was nothing but a crying, whimpering mess on the floor,
and then she grabbed him by the collar with a snarl and glared at Elise, who hurriedly ran to the
door and knocked hard on it, getting it open and leaving in a flustered rush. A Lustewilde – and
original demon – like Elise was might be stronger than most Dius… but Selena was not only a

higher-ranking Inquisitor and High Throne of Hell, she was incredibly aggressive, old even in
demonic terms, and vicious enough that even the sheep didn‟t dare taking a chance against her.
Zerrex was glad for it: it gave him an extra two hours to rest and prepare for the next –
and last – sessions over these three days. Selena lectured him mercilessly and tortured him
viciously, and Elise humiliated him, poisoned him, ripped off parts of his body and rode him
savagely, but Slater was weak when he showed up, barely able to apply even basic tortures to the
Drakkaren even when the lizard halfheartedly cooperated with him, if only out of a sense of pity.
The final teaching session was on psychological tortures: Selena stayed moodily back,
but Elise gladly took over, sitting on the gurney next to Zerrex and digging her claws directly
into his spine to send her toxins spilling through his body, whispering sweet nothings to him
while at the same time manipulating him, making his soul ache in longing in so many ways as
she gouged slowly through the armor of his mind and tampered with his vulnerable emotions…
then, all of a sudden, just as she began to pry up the last of his armor, she halted and let Slater
take over with a smile.
As expected, Slater was bad at it… but for once the Drakkaren didn‟t hold it against him.
Tampering with a person‟s mind took a keen sense of analysis as well as a sense of what to say
when, and strangely enough, a certain amount of tact. Slater tried the basic form of psychological
warfare, angry shouting… but this only irritated Zerrex and made it harder for Slater to
effectively dig into the lizard‟s mind, even when he threatened to hit him. In this context, the
threat made no sense, after all… and soon after, Selena apparently got bored and ended the
session, and Zerrex was finally left alone.
He sat quietly for some six hours, and then Elise showed up… except this time she didn‟t
torture him. She pushed him down, kissed him slowly, and pulled their clothes off before riding
him gently, almost tenderly, moaning softly when she released but for once, her fluids only
tantalized, made the experience far more pleasurable as he thrusted up into her until he released
as well… and then she leaned down and kissed him again, gently tracing her nails over his chest
and whispering to not forget her before she pulled herself free, got dressed, and left with a last
smile to him.
Slater showed up a few hours later with Selena, who muttered that Elise had vanished…
and she had simply monitored the bull while he had applied various torture techniques he‟d been
taught, making the Drakkaren squirm and wince and flinch as agony pulsed through his body,
but the reptile knew he was on a timer now, and he refused to give in at this last moment, after
lasting so long… and finally, it was over. Slater stepped back, looking stupidly at Zerrex, who
had lasted twenty-three days in pain and torment… and finally, the bull asked in a whisper:
“How? How did you do it?”
And as Zerrex sat slowly up, his wounds healed, his body aching, a tear rolled down his
muzzle as he said quietly: “Because, Dick, I deserve every last punishment here. I killed. I raped.
I maimed. I murdered. I made people suffer worse than you ever will and I want to… I want to
learn from that. I want to be redeemed from that experience, but I know that I also must be
punished. The scales have to balance out, and in order to truly understand what I have done, I
have to feel the same pain I inflicted… but no one can ever feel another person‟s pain. No one
can ever know what another person feels, or how they feel it, and the sad truth is that some
things cannot be balanced… but goddammit, we can try.” He laughed a little bit, shaking his
head slowly before he smiled faintly. “We can try, Dick. We can suffer our punishments and
acknowledge that we deserve them, and own up to our responsibilities, however painful they
might be. And we can‟t just redeem ourselves through suffering ,we… we have to continue to be

good after we are punished, we have to reach out, help others, we have to… do the right thing.
And… my name is Zerrex, Dick. You could have just asked me, you know, instead of poking
and prodding me all the goddamn time.”
Slater looked at him stupidly, and then he murmured softly: “Captain Ravenlight of Ire‟s
Project Scarecrow… that‟s why I know you, you… you were the one who they put in charge of
the unit…”
Zerrex nodded, looking over Slater slowly as he said thoughtfully: “You were there,
weren‟t you? Probably one of the mercenaries hired to guard the oil rig we did some of our
training on, right?”
Slater nodded dumbly, and then he smiled weakly as he extended a hand, saying finally:
“Can I say it‟s an honor to meet you then, Captain?”
“Just Zerrex these days. But the pleasure is mine.” Zerrex took his hand and squeezed
gently, shaking it before he looked at Selena, saying quietly: “I think I‟m ready to go.”
Selena nodded, then she ducked and picked up the Drakkaren‟s armlet from where it had
been stored beneath the gurney, and Zerrex smiled faintly as he slipped this on and adjusted the
power level to ten percent, before he winced and fell to a kneel, breathing hard as energy zapped
over his body and shocked along his spine, making him grit his teeth in agony… and then he
shook his head dazedly as he stood slowly up, Selena quietly helping him to his feet as she
muttered: “Fucking Hell, Boss… you have to be careful with that…”
“He‟s your boss?” Slater asked dumbly, and then he said slowly: “Wait, I thought you
were a monarch or something…”
“I‟m a High Throne. And he‟s my husband, everyone just calls him Boss.” Selena
retorted, and Slater stared at them stupidly before Zerrex grinned and gave him a thumbs-up as
he was helped towards the armored door, and Selena knocked on it before helping Zerrex
stumble out, leaving Slater in dumb silence as she muttered: “Some people, seriously…”
“Halt, the prisoner‟s period here is not complete!” an armored soldier thundered from
behind them… and Selena slowly turned around, glaring at them angrily before they both saluted
sharply, and the one who had spoken added in a meek voice: “But we can always… talk to the
warden and arrange… early… leave…”
The Dius pretended to think about this, and then she said coldly: “No, I think that will
take too fucking long. His twenty-three days are up, he‟s leaving with me now.”
“I don‟t think so.” said a dark voice, and Zerrex looked dumbly up to see the sharp-faced
demon in his uniform approaching from the other end of the empty cellblock, four armored
guards flanking him and all of them carrying strange-shaped guns with huge, rubberized stocks
and bodies, ending not in barrels but four enormous prongs between which electricity zapped and
twisted. “No one leaves this prison, bitch. Not in one piece: and after witnessing the disgusting
favoritism he‟s been shown, I‟ve decided to pencil him into that cell to rot for another few dozen
millennia.”
Selena nodded a few times as her eyes turned black, and then she and Zerrex took up
ready positions as the female asked darkly: “Tell me, warden, just how lucky do you feel?
Fighting a High Throne and the second ever High King of Hell at once, I think the odds are
against you.”
The demon only snorted in disgust, however, then he grinned coldly. “This fortress is
nearly impenetrable, bitch. Besides, I was doing some thinking… thinking about how with such
valuable „customers‟ in my prison, High King Firenze would never dare to attack us, for fear of
the loss of a Throne and his daddy. I was always on the side of the Warlord: I say weak-kneed

cunts like you need to be taught a lesson. Go ahead, by all means, fight us… but you‟ll never
make it out of here alive and we‟ll make your life a living hell after we capture you and declare
ourselves our own little seat of a new, better nation.”
Zerrex and Selena exchanged looks… and then the Drakkaren asked mildly: “Do you
want to, or shall I?”
“I call it.” Selena said darkly, as her eyes turned black… and then she flicked a hand out,
and a wall of fire exploded beneath the armored guards, making several of them shriek in agony
as they fired blasts of lightning into the ceiling and through the area, Zerrex wincing and ducking
under one wild shot that instead blasted into the face of a guard behind him, his armor rattling
violently as his body went into a seizure and he collapsed on his back.
As the four guards collapsed, the warden snarled and ran forwards, unfazed by the flames
licking greedily at his uniform, but Zerrex immediately leapt into his path and smashed him
across the face with a fist, sending him staggering backwards before the Drakkaren seized the
front of his uniform and yanked him forwards as he slammed his head into the warden‟s skull.
The demon groaned in agony, his knees going out from beneath him as he collapsed, and the
lizard slammed a knee up into his chin and knocked him unconscious, sending him flat on his
back as Selena grinned and waved a hand, the flames vanishing from in front of them as she said
mildly: “You‟ve gotten stronger.”
“So have you.” Zerrex glanced at the single armored guard behind them, who was
cowering in a corner… and he didn‟t exactly blame him. His heavy-duty armor only made him
an excellent target for electricity and meant Selena could easily pressure-cook him inside his
own protective suit… and then the Drakkaren nodded to the female, and they ran forwards, the
lizard picking up one of the electrical guns as they passed by the guards and headed to the lift,
muttering: “Just like old times.”
“Fuck I‟ve missed this.” Selena grinned wildly at him, and Zerrex laughed despite
himself, tearing open the gates of the lift as it descended, and he grimaced as he sensed an energy
signature.
“Wait for it…”And as lift began to pass down into position, Zerrex shoved the lightning
gun upwards and fired wildly before he heard a loud scream that echoed up the shaft, and the
guard that had been standing patiently on the lift collapsed, his uniform smoldering and the
goatling‟s feature‟s contorted in agony as the lizard grimaced, then stepped onto the lift with the
Dius as she hammered the button to go back up. “And here I thought this would be non-lethal.”
“Since when do you care?” Selena asked dryly, and Zerrex glowered at her before he
examined the weapon as they ascended, nodding a bit at the charge meter he discovered on one
side. Still healthy, in the green: a good thing, since he expected they‟d have to battle their way
across the grounds.
Then the reptile‟s instincts screamed as he heard a tinkering above, and he looked up with
a wince to see a pair of grenades falling towards them, before the Drakkaren created a small
bowl of energy: he held this up, leaping to the side, and as both grenades fell into it he
transformed the bowl into a full sphere, which he threw immediately back towards the top… and
it exploded in front of the doorway, both fragmentation grenades going off with a bang that
seemed massive in the elevator shaft, Selena and Zerrex wincing at the sound of it as screams of
pain followed.
A klaxon blared loudly across the yard, and Zerrex muttered under his breath as he
dropped to a crouch, Selena readying her whip as they rose up to the yard… and two soldiers lay
in front of them, one dead and the other moaning in agony, his uniform shredded into pieces. The

fight had obviously been knocked out of him… but there were at least thirty armored soldiers in
positions all across the yard, most of them with heavy melee weapons resting in the ground
beside them and aiming rifles or shock guns at them, and spotlights were focused on their
position as well… but the lights didn‟t block out the sight of the immense turrets armed with
anti-armor cannons around the walls of the courtyard, as an amplified voice roared: “Surrender
immediately or prepare to be destroyed!”
The portcullis leading out was perhaps a hundred feet away and sealed shut, and Zerrex
winced as he looked at Selena… but she was only grinning widely, her eyes ablaze as she
muttered: “Long odds… just the way I‟ve come to like it. Fucking Hell, I‟d take this over the
fucking council meetings any day.”
“Then take out those turrets while I shield you.” Zerrex muttered, and Selena nodded
with a grin as she created a fireball in her free hand, and the Drakkaren created a large, domeshaped shield of energy to protect them both, grimacing at how low his armlet was set and only
hoping it would hold. Then Selena threw the fireball, and it struck dead into one of the spotlights,
which went up in a massive explosion and took one turret with it, debris flying high into the air
before the enormous spotlight crashed down on the other turret and disabled it, and the reptile
wondered if they stood a chance after all.
Anti-armor rounds began to pound into the shield as the other turrets opened fire, and the
reptile winced as other weaker shots fired from heavy rifles joined this chorus, smashing into it
and making the reptile curse in frustration, shock guns blasting bolts of electricity into the blue
dome and uselessly arcing around it… and then the lizard leaned forwards with a grunt, focusing
the shield more and trying to absorb the electricity into it to keep it more stable, as Selena threw
two more fireballs… and one hit one of the mounted turrets, blowing it into a wreck, before the
other smashed into the spotlight and blew it backwards out of the ground, hammering into the
turret with enough force to tear it free from the wall and send it crashing uselessly to the ground.
The first wave of armored demons picked up their weapons and charged forwards as they
dropped rifle and shock guns, other demons reloading their own firearms as Zerrex dropped the
shield and brought his weapon up to his shoulder, blasting two bolts of lightning into the nearest
armored soldier and sending him down, and Selena threw a fireball hard into the face of the next,
blowing his helm and his head completely off. His headless corpse continued to stagger forwards
for a few feet, vainly slashing his halberd back and forth… and then it collapsed forwards,
dropping the weapon, and Zerrex leapt forwards and fired the last few blasts of the shock gun
wildly into the advancing troops, knocking two others flat before he kicked the halberd to his
feet and spun the ten foot pole around his waist, the wedge-shaped, two foot crescent blade
glinting dangerously.
An armored soldier approached, roaring as he cocked his axe back, and Zerrex swept the
pole quickly forwards and knocked his legs out from under him, sending him crashing down on
his ass with a grunt before the lizard slammed the butt of the pole hard into his mask-covered
face, and red droplets exploded out from the cracks that formed through the metal as he
collapsed backwards mindlessly, the Drakkaren‟s eyes glinting as time seemed to pause for a
moment as another soldier leapt in beside him.
Zerrex spun in a violent half-circle, catching the soldier in mid leap with the body of the
pole and causing his back to crack loudly, before he screamed as the reptile propelled him
through the air and into a wall, where he clanked noisily and collapsed on his back… and then
Selena charged up beside him, throwing down several darker fireballs that turned into enormous
clouds of smoke, spilling over the ground and filling up the courtyards as guards yelled

incoherently and the Dius leapt close to the Drakkaren, asking sharply: “Can you guide us
through?”
Zerrex closed his eyes and concentrated for a moment… and through the smoke, energy
signatures pulsed like bright beacons, feeling confused, enraged, terrified emotions before he
reached out and took her arm, tossing the halberd away as he said curtly: “This way.”
She nodded and followed quickly, her whip trailing out behind her as Zerrex led her
straight towards the gate, before he gritted his teeth as several arrows shot through the smoke,
aimed from the other side of the portcullis before the lizard stomped hard on the earth and sent
up a multitude of sharp, rocky spikes that impaled the archers, making them scream and convulse
as they were speared on the spot, before the lizard shouted: “Cover our exit!” and ducked to seize
the bottom of the shut gate, grunting and flexing his muscles as he slowly pulled the portcullis
upwards.
Selena turned around with a grimace, throwing fireballs into the smoke before she flicked
her wrist and sent up a wall of red flames that crackled gleefully as an armored soldier stepped
into it by mistake, the warrior screaming in agony as he convulsed on the spot before collapsing,
the flames quickly eating through even his metal armor… and then she ducked to the side as a
blast of electricity shot past, Zerrex wincing as it hit the portcullis and dispersed through it,
zapping painfully over his hands before he lifted it to waist level and wheezed: “Other side… get
through, kill the archers!”
The Dius didn‟t argue, dropping down and crawling through as the only archer who had
managed to dislodge himself from the tall, rocky spikes that had torn out of the ground tried to
draw his bow back, but one of his arms had been sliced almost to ribbons, and he didn‟t seem to
even realize that his bow wasn‟t loaded… so Selena ignored him as archers that were still
functioning demanded her attention, snarling as they aimed at her through slits in the wall… but
she roared as she shoved her hand forwards and released a terrible gout of flame as she strafed
along one surface, arrows pinging off the stone around her from the opposite wall as the archers
in the room behind were consumed in fire, screaming in agony as the entire room burst into
flames that greedily climbed upwards.
Selena ran to the other wall to repeat this process, even as an arrow slammed through her
arm and made her stumble before her eyes turned hellish black and she rose her hand; on the
other side of the gate, meanwhile, Zerrex had turned his scales to metal and insulated himself
further with energy, wincing as several gunshots cracked out and smashed across his back before
he managed to tear the portcullis up to chest level, and he stomped hard down on the ground,
sending up two thick props of stone before he ducked and lunged through, rolling into the
passage beyond before he cursed as an arrow smashed into his skull and bounced off the steel
scales there, ripping out a swathe of his hair before he retaliated with a sphere of energy that
exploded with enough force to collapse the wall above inwards.
He ran towards the gates and smashed bodily into them, forcing them open as he
staggered out onto the bridge beyond… and immediately gargoyles lunged at him, howling and
clawing at his metal scales as the reptile staggered back and forth, harried by the small but
deadly demons before a fireball flew out of the passage and smashed into one, blowing it into
chunks of stone. Selena grinned as she staggered outwards… and then she cursed as two arrows
caught her in the lower back, stumbling forwards before Zerrex winced and punched another
gargoyle into chunks of stone, then created a wall of energy behind them as they staggered
across the bridge and towards safety.

Gunshots rang out and arrows fired in a volley down towards them, peppering the bridge
around them and the ground in front of them before Selena threw a dark fireball out behind them,
the bridge bursting into flames as a thick wall of smoke shot up, obscuring them as Zerrex
created another, thinner barrier of energy that floated behind them as they staggered to the
ground beyond… and then Selena held a hand up, opening a portal, and the two stumbled
through and onto the balcony, both of them falling over as Amazons immediately ran to them,
then one of them leapt to her feet and charged to the Throne Room doors, shoving them open and
shouting: “Healer! Healer!”
In only a few moments, Sin was out on the balcony, gasping at the state of the two… but
Selena and Zerrex were leaning against each other and laughing hard, the Drakkaren covered in
slash marks and bleeding from the mouth and Selena holding a bloody arrow in one of her hands,
freshly pulled from her arm… and then the Naganatine grimaced before sighing, muttering: “I
sense somehow that something less than entertaining has occurred.”
“It really depends on your perspective.” Zerrex said lamely, as Sin gently pushed him
down and examined him, before she winced as Selena tore an arrow out of her back with a groan,
and then she hissed in pain when Zerrex grabbed the other arrow and ripped it free, her body
convulsing for a moment before she paled a little as she leaned forwards, and he mumbled: “You
might want to tend to her first, Sin, she was the one who got shot up.”
“You got shot up too, it was just by bullets.” Selena muttered, and Zerrex grunted at her
before she flopped on top of the Drakkaren, interrupting Sin‟s examination, and the Naganatine
shook her head slowly before she instead started to heal Selena‟s wounds, making the Dius curse
as Firenze walked out onto the balcony, followed by a grimacing Sabnock and a shocked Lily.
“Hey, so. That fortress is bad.”
“I told you so.” Sabnock muttered, and Firenze flushed in embarrassment as Amiglion
jumped up and down at the back of the crowd, his scythe Grim mockingly bobbing at the same
time. “The prisoners have to all be recalled and placed in different institutions now, after the
fortress is captured. With portalling in and out of the fortress disabled, their only method for
escape is the bridge. We should block it off immediately with Royal Guards, then start
destroying the walls of the fortress. As the prison around them crumbles, so will their resolve.”
“As you wish, Sabnock.” Firenze murmured, and the wolverine gave him a measuring
look before she turned and vanished through the portal, and the High King sighed as he looked at
his father and Selena, saying quietly: “I am so sorry, to you both… I… I can never apologize
enough…”
“Oh hell, don‟t, we had the time of our lives.” Selena mumbled, and then Sin rolled her
off Zerrex so she could begin healing her front, the Dius wincing a little bit as the wound in her
arm closed up and the muscle flexed and trembled. “Shit, can‟t you do that later?”
Sin only shook her head, then finished with a short inspection before she moved to
Zerrex… but the Drakkaren sat up and shook his head with a grimace as his scales became
organic instead of steel, most of the wounds in his body healing as he muttered: “No, no, I‟m
okay, Sin. Just batter-damage, heals fast.” He paused, then looked at Firenze as Sin checked him
over anyway, saying quietly: “And it wasn‟t your fault, either. Just some assholes who thought
they saw an opportunity, that‟s all.”
Firenze only nodded numbly, and Zerrex sighed a bit before he stood with a grunt,
rubbing absently at his bad leg before his son smiled faintly at him, saying finally as he reached
out and touched his father‟s shoulder quietly: “I‟m just… I‟m just really glad you‟re okay Dad.

Gods know the last thing we need is to lose you or have you in danger again… I can‟t exactly
say Hell‟s been all that quiet while you‟ve been gone.”
Zerrex tilted his head at this, but Firenze only shook his, holding up his hands quietly.
“It‟s nothing strenuous, at least not anymore. The worst of the problems have been dealt with:
pressures from Heaven, pressures from Eslovius, pressures from the mortal world. A lot of
people have come asking about you, you know.” He smiled a bit. “I guess questions will start up
again after this now.”
“Just tell them I was under cover. I always… well, no, that‟s a lie. I never really wanted
to be a secret agent, I figured that life would kind of suck.” Zerrex said lamely, and then he
glanced at Selena, saying dumbly: “It is a good cover story though, right? I mean. It totally
explains why both of us were there.”
Selena grunted, and then she looked down, muttering: “I wonder about Elise, though.
Weird of her to up and vanish… I just hope that crazy bitch wasn‟t involved with that shit too.”
“We‟ll track her down one day, I‟m sure.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he stood and
flexed before Firenze cleared his throat, and the two looked at him curiously as Sin cast a
cleansing spell over the two, getting rid of the excess blood and dirt over their bodies. “Yeah?
Is… there something we have to look pretty for?”
“A small… token of appreciation, to Selena.” Firenze said softly, as he turned and
walked inside, and Selena frowned a bit as he motioned for her to follow, Amiglion running
quickly back to the council table as Lily sighed and smiled comfortingly, and Sin nodded and
bowed for them to go ahead. Zerrex and Selena looked at each other, and then they walked
inside, and Selena swallowed thickly as she stared at the back of a Drakkaren in a flowing white
dress that left her back bare, her scales green and a subtle white glow around her body: a
Benevolent, wearing a dress that showed she was of fairly high rank in Heaven‟s aristocracy.
She turned around and looked at Selena with a hesitant, faint smile, and Selena took
Zerrex‟s wrist and squeezed it hard enough to grind his bones together, trembling like a
schoolgirl as the Dius stared at the fair-featured female. Zerrex looked from Selena to the
Benevolent, then from the Benevolent to Selena… and then realization struck him, and he said
finally, in the silence that followed as they stopped ten feet away: “So… you must be…”
“Aluinnia…” She smiled, her gentle brown irises looking for a moment at Zerrex before
they turned to Selena, as she reached up and hesitantly adjusted the wreath of white lilies
hanging around her neck. “Selena, it‟s… been many, many years now, has it not?”
“Yes. Many.” Selena said numbly, clutching harder into Zerrex‟s arm as they looked at
each other: Inquisitor, fresh from a battle, wearing tight leathers and with faint black scarring
over her body, her features hard and her eyes so dark… and this beautiful, white-dressed female,
slender and graceful and Selena‟s opposite in many ways… and she smiled encouragingly before
she held out her hands… and Selena looked at this silently, before Aluinnia stepped forwards…
and Selena shrank back before she trembled and hugged Zerrex‟s arm, half-hiding behind the
reptile.
But Aluinnia only gazed at her quietly, folding her hands in front of her white dress as
she softened and murmured: “Come, Selena. Don‟t you want to talk to me? I‟ve forgotten about
the bad things in the past and what happened, and felt… badly for you, for what happened to
you. Come Selena… let‟s talk.”
Selena looked silently at her, then glanced at Zerrex… and when he nodded quietly, she
swallowed before stepping forwards, trembling as she walked over to Aluinnia and took her
hands… and the female smiled softly, saying gently: “Good. Come, let‟s find somewhere quiet.”

The Drakkaren watched as the two quietly left, Selena staring mindlessly as she was led
off by one hand, pulled gently but firmly towards a balcony before she looked around with
something like terror as they stepped out of the Throne Room, before Aluinnia created a portal…
and slowly, she pulled Selena through this, who stared into the bright whiteness as if she would
never return, almost resisting passing through it as Zerrex watched her quietly… and then he
finally asked with a murmur: “Where‟d you find her, Firenze?”
“Mary directed her to me, as a matter of fact… Aluinnia Chevron, a Benevolent who
refused her wings and yet still rose to the title of Duchess and serves as a Lady of the Bells, or a
Tall Nun, as I believed they were called in Ire. The leader of an order.” Firenze paused for a few
moments, murmuring: “Figuring out if she was the right person or not was not difficult, either.
Mary was able to tell me in great detail about her abbey, and she had many glass paintings of
knights in the abbey walls, is said to look longingly at certain images, and shows special
privilege towards female warriors. How long did she and Selena love each other for?”
“I‟m never sure if it was weeks or days, Firenze.” Zerrex smiled after a moment, glancing
over at him as he shrugged a bit. “Selena‟s never been very talkative on the subject and always
changes something or other in her story, makes it hard to know what‟s real or not. She doesn‟t…
enjoy talking about it.”
The High King nodded slowly, and then he sighed quietly as Amiglion tapped his hands
loosely against the desk and Lily rested back in the chair, Sin continuing to quietly stand beside
Zerrex as the silence spun out… and finally, Zerrex awkwardly cleared his throat before asking
hesitantly: “About… my company, who I so rudely left…”
“Lady Mary stayed in Hell, actually, although Mr. Pettigrew and Lord Raze did leave.”
Sin answered courteously, and the Drakkaren smiled over his shoulder at her before she added
softly: “I think Lady Mary wants to see you at some point, but she is comfortably set up in the
Ravenlight Estate… and I‟m not sure whether she or your Disciples and Iuratus are more anxious
for your presence again.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he rubbed at his face, wondering where to head first
before Lily interjected mildly: “Of course, Naganen, Darren, and even Pallas have been curious
too. Try to leave out the part about the torture when you talk to them, maybe emphasize more
that you were in a battle or something. The kids love their big heroic Dad.”
The Drakkaren smiled at her for a moment, and she added meditatively: “I‟d hurry,
though. Anathema has been forcing poor little Sammy to do most of the work in taking care of
them. I-”
“You left them with her?” Zerrex asked stupidly, and Lily gave him a sulky look at first
before he winced and rubbed at his head. “That… came out worse than intended, I didn‟t mean
to sound like that. Okay. But you seriously left Darren and Pallas with her? I thought you uh…
„quietly disapproved‟ of her parenting skills.”
“Find me someone else responsible enough to babysit and I‟ll go back to quietly
disapproving.” Lily muttered, and then she shot a scathing look at Amiglion, who winced and
tried to fumble his mask on from where it was resting on the table to hide his face. “I tried
getting this jerk over here to look after them, but came home to the palace to find he and Grim
had wrecked most of the ballroom being idiots with the kids, Naganen was hyped out of his mind
on caffeine, and Pallas was stuffing his face with mortal chocolates while Darren had lost one of
his wristbands and kept accidentally breaking everything he was trying to lift up!”
“It was an honest mistake, one moment I‟m in charge and the next I‟m on fire, what the
hell am I supposed to do?” Amiglion retorted, and then he winced away from both Lily and

Zerrex‟s dark looks, shrinking back into his throne. “So Zerrex, I think your kids are calling you.
Because Anathema is pure evil and all that, remember?”
“She‟s just… well… she‟s… not… pure.” Zerrex said lamely, and then he sighed and
rolled his eyes, muttering: “I‟ll come back when I can. At least I know Anathema likes to stay in
the Estate as much as possible, shouldn‟t make them too hard to find.”
Zerrex stepped out onto a balcony through an open set of guards, ignoring the Amazons
as they whispered to each other about him, and then he opened a portal before stepping through
and entering into the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, glancing back and forth as he made a
face. Usually when Anathema was left to watch over the children, she either incessantly paced
around, dragging them around with her as she talked, or she hid somewhere where they would be
absorbed in other things: she didn‟t exactly care what it was or how it could warp their brains,
either, as long as they didn‟t hurt themselves or start crying. If there was one thing that seemed to
actually drive Anathema crazy with worry, it was when a child started to cry, especially
Naganen.
He could sense a few distinct energies higher up in the Ravenlight Estate, and with a
short few moments of focus, he realized that it was definitely a small group of people in the
library, although… there were two energy signatures there he hadn‟t expected. The reptile
frowned a bit as he headed up the stairs, but then realized it was a little pessimistic of him to
think immediately something was wrong, as he walked towards the library… but he paused
outside the door a minute or so later, nonetheless, pushing the side of his head against it as he
listened in to the voices on the other side.
Their words were muffled, but the tone of the voices was clear enough to give the lizard a
better lock on their emotions… and he smiled a bit in relief as he realized that yes, he was just
being paranoid. He glanced down at himself as he leaned away from the door, self-consciously
touching his bare chest and dragging his fingers over his scars, thinking that he should put on a
shirt… but before he could reach for his armlet, the door was pulled open and Zerrex stared
down in surprise at Naganen, who smiled up at him before calling: “See, I told you I thought Dad
was outside. And you didn‟t believe me, Pallas.”
Pallas muttered something under his breath, and Zerrex awkwardly walked into the room,
patting Naganen on the head as he smiled around the library. Darren was absorbed in a book, and
Markus was here too, smiling warmly at his father and carrying several training manuals, Pallas
moodily hovering next to him. Mercy was at the table, too, and Naganen walked back to her,
pulling himself up onto the table with a grunt and kicking his feet in the air for a moment before
she sighed and rolled her eyes, smiling despite herself, and caught him by the back of the shirt
before he could fall, tugging him the rest of the way onto the furnishing so he could sit up and
turn sideways to gaze at the book Mercy had: a book far more advanced than most mortal
children would be reading, since it looked like the pictures were few and far between on the
pages.
Anathema, lastly, was moodily leaning against a far shelf with Sammy on her shoulder,
and the pseudodragon chirped cheerfully at the sight of Zerrex before Anathema grunted and
jerked her head at him. The reptile looked at her lamely, but then he approached as Sammy
hopped up and down on her shoulder until she irritably smacked him, and then she cursed and
winced when Sammy nipped the side of her neck firmly before hopping over to Zerrex, rubbing
at this small wound as she muttered: “He‟s just like you. Friendly, to a point, and then he turns
into a little bastard.”

She hesitated, and then snuck a glance over the crowd, but they all seemed happily to be
doing their own thing even as Naganen smiled a bit now and then up at his parents from his
reading, and Zerrex softened as he realized Mercy still had her collar on, only tapping a word
and shaking her head now and then when he mispronounced it, and letting Naganen work it out
for himself… but the child learned fast, and his mind processed languages quickly. Zerrex had
noted that himself… and then he blinked when Anathema hugged him silently while he was
turned away, his thick body blocking her skeletal, tall one mostly from view as her arms wrapped
around him and squeezed him silently, and she murmured to him: “I missed you. I‟m… I‟m glad
you‟re alright, Zerrex. I was worried.”
She looked at him lamely as Sammy purred and curled around the Drakkaren‟s
shoulders, nibbling at his hair lightly, and the reptile smiled softly as he turned around and
reached a hand up to quietly grip and squeeze Anathema‟s heart, making her grunt softly as she
licked her lips a little bit and gazed down at him with quiet entertainment, as he said softly: “I
missed you too, Annie. Isn‟t the same without seeing you around, in my waking dreams and
nightmares.”
“Not bad. We‟ll teach you poetic nuance yet.” Anathema said softly, looking quietly
entertained and strangely-appreciative, and then she shoved him away, making the reptile snort
in amusement as she grunted: “Go play with the goddamn kids, they‟ve missed you too. Explain
to them what happened, don‟t use pretty words.”
“You should sit down too, then, I… may have gotten us into trouble.” Zerrex said
carefully, and Anathema only rolled her eyes as Markus looked up with a frown and Pallas gave
a sick little smile. “Anyway, I guess you‟ve… Darren, are you there?”
Darren looked stupidly up from his book, and then he blinked before grinning dumbly at
his father, exclaiming: “Dad! It‟s good to see you, I was worried and… wow, how long have you
been there? I must have… gotten absorbed in reading this.”
“Don‟t worry, Darren. I haven‟t been here long.” Zerrex smiled a bit, reaching out to
gently rub his son‟s head, and then he sat back in a chair and said mildly: “Now, first of all, I‟m
going to simply say that I was off being Punished, since I‟m sure… you kids have been taught at
least a little about that, Darren and Naganen, considering who your mothers are and who I am
and… where we are.”
Mercy gave him a dubious look, but Zerrex only held up a hand towards her as Markus
winced a bit… and Pallas snorted, muttering: “Told you he was a murderer.”
“No, he‟s our father.” Naganen said softly, smiling over at Pallas even as Darren gave
him a flat look. “Besides which, Hell is a place of learning. One of those phases includes
Punishment, which lets people redeem themselves: Dad was a mortal once, not always the
godling he is today, Pallas. Of course he‟s in Hell for a reason: but what he did then doesn‟t
mean he‟s any less our father now.”
Zerrex was struck by the tactfulness of Naganen‟s words, and he smiled as he knew he‟d
made the right choice, reaching out and picking his son up with a nod as he settled him gently on
one side of his lap, before he motioned to Darren, who smiled warmly and scrambled up onto the
table before laughing when the lizard picked him up and set him down on his other leg, saying
quietly: “Naganen‟s right, I‟ll always be your father first and foremost… I always want to be a
good father, so I can raise my sons and daughters as well as possible.” Zerrex looked down at his
two boys, then up at Mercy, to Markus, to grumbling Pallas. “But the important part is past that.
See, the people at the place I was at turned on me and Selena both. They tried to imprison us
there, and we had a big fight to get out.”

“Really?” Darren‟s eyes went wide, and he gazed over his father reverently, asking
excitedly: “Were there lots of demons? Did you have to fight them all in hand-to-hand, did they
have guns or swords or-”
“Is Selena okay?” Naganen asked curiously, even as Darren continued to ramble, and
Zerrex smiled softly at his son and nodded, the Naganatine-like child smiling back before he
rested back against his father and murmured: “I‟m glad you both made it out okay then. That was
really dumb of them, though.”
“Yeah, why would they do that?” Darren asked, now looking perplexed, and Pallas shook
his head with a mutter before he winced when Markus grabbed his shoulder and held him in
place.
Zerrex thought for a moment on how to answer this, and then he said finally: “People like
to do things that they think will… help give them an advantage somehow. They don‟t always
think things through, sometimes don‟t even understand what they‟re doing hurts other real
people. Sometimes they believe they know better, and… that ends up causing a struggle, like it
did now. They‟re trying to take the place down, and well… with Sabnock at the helm, it probably
won‟t exactly be hard.”
“Why not just blow it up? They‟re just prisoners.” Pallas muttered, and then he glared
angrily at Zerrex even as Markus rolled his eyes, his books cradled in his other arm. “Doomed to
die anyway, right, why even help them?”
“They‟re being Punished, they‟re not dying or with death looming over their heads.”
Zerrex said quietly, and then he shook his head slowly, adding softly: “And furthermore, I don‟t
approve of going in and wiping everyone out in the fortress. Sabnock will do it with minimal
casualties, and transfer everyone to prison facilities and judge them in the courtroom. Attempted
murder, kidnapping, extortion, conspiracy, a whole variety of charges.”
Mercy nodded, then made a short questioning gesture, and Zerrex said softly: “Well,
Sabnock is a master tactician, Mercy. Her strategies have more than once helped conquer the
battlefield with minimal damage to either side: she prefers order and right over chaos and
darkness, and she applies her principles to anything and everything she does. Her particular
powers come in very useful when it comes to castle-crashing, too… ice builds bridges, decay
brings them down.”
Mercy nodded again slowly, and then she glanced at Markus as he asked quietly: “Does
she need any help on the battlefield, Dad? I‟d… I‟d be glad to offer my services, if you want me
to help at all. I‟m still in pretty good shape.”
Zerrex smiled a bit at his son despite himself: Markus was a championship-level fighter,
calm and precise and powerful in battle, and with a physical power that rivaled Zerrex‟s own
strength. His lust for power had gotten him in trouble as only a child, however, and scarred
Markus for life: he had done time in prison for murder and forbidden necromancy, transfusing
the powers of others into him after beating them to death, and it was part of the reason it was so
hard to get Cherry and Markus to sit down and have real conversations despite how many years
had passed. They had made plenty of progress… but the Drakkaren still wondered sometimes
whether or not Cherry would ever really let him into the family with open arms. “It‟s alright,
Markus: I can use your strength in better ways right now, I think.” He paused, then added
quietly: “We‟d better stay on guard here, anyway, just in case. Tell me, though, what‟s been
going on this last month?”
The two younger children both immediately began to babble, as Anathema sighed and
walked forwards, touching his shoulder gently, and the reptile smiled as he listened to them and

enjoyed their cheerful conversation. Pallas grudgingly sat down at the table after being guided
there by Markus, the powerful gator not daring to try and shove his way past the Dragokkarenshaped wall of muscle, and Zerrex gazed at the male every now and then thoughtfully, as Markus
simply watched Naganen and Darren with a smile on his face, but at the same time kept a close
eye on Pallas. Yet Zerrex trusted him: however dissimilar their childhoods were, Markus was
still an excellent role model for Pallas, and a neutral one at that. He was Zerrex‟s son, but also
his own person in his own right, and someone who had also been stigmatized and who had
suffered over the years… and he was someone who, despite his physical size and power and all
the assumptions about him, worked as a piano player in an expensive restaurant and sometimes
as part of a small orchestra.
Pallas, meanwhile, had lost his father to the male that was now supposed to be mentoring
him, to whom his mother was married: and the Drakkaren couldn‟t imagine how painful it must
be for the gator, every day of his life. It was why he had Markus there, to help teach him not to
go in the wrong direction… to give him someone who would be firm with him, and help him, but
whom he didn‟t have to look at with such bitter pain in his eyes.
Honestly, Zerrex did want to spend time with Pallas… and hell, sometimes when they
did, when it was just the two of them, he knew that the gator demon enjoyed himself despite
whatever airs he put on… and there were even rare occurrences when Pallas smiled at him, and
Zerrex was reminded of when they had first met, the little just-developing demon a large child
but still a child instead of someone who was the size and shape of a maturing adult,
embarrassedly trying to pretend he hadn‟t just been sucking on his thumb and gazing at Zerrex as
if he was looking up at his idol…
The reptile shook himself out of his reverie as the children‟s stories came to an end, the
lizard absorbing enough information to be able to nod and say in a softly-amused voice: “I‟m
glad you‟re both doing well with your tutoring, then, even if Darren needs to learn not to get so
lost in his thoughts all the time. But I guess he gets that from me, huh?”
The two smiled at him, and then Zerrex let them slip out of his lap as he nudged Sammy
with his muzzle, and the pseudodragon chirped and nodded from where he was still curled
around Zerrex‟s shoulders, stretching a little before he leapt to the floor and ran off, and the kids
chased after him with a laugh before Zerrex glanced at Pallas and asked softly: “You want to go
and see if I can snag some tickets for one of the fighting exhibitions coming up? You wanted to
go, right?”
Pallas looked at him with dumb surprise, and Zerrex smiled wryly, leaning forwards as he
said softly: “Hey, I do pay attention at least sometimes. I wouldn‟t mind checking it out myself,
but you might have to put up with Cherry‟s company for a little while too. Don‟t worry, I‟ll
make her go away.”
“Nah, I‟ll take Mom, how about that? We can go there separately, then meet up
afterwards.” Markus suggested, and Zerrex gave him a warm look before the Dragokkaren patted
Pallas firmly on the shoulder and muttered something to him, as Mercy gazed curiously over
them and Anathema pretended to float in the distance, even as she watched with equal interest.
“Okay.” Pallas finally said, but he looked moody as he gazed at Zerrex, standing up and
shuffling his feet before he grunted a „thank-you‟ and simply left, but the reptile felt like he had
made a little bit of progress with the gator nonetheless, and knowing that was reward enough, as
he stood up and made a face as he grabbed at his empty pockets. He grumbled about needing to
remember where the vault was in the Estate, but he also knew there would be more than enough
money in his room… assuming, of course, Cherry hadn‟t found it and spent it already.

“I can pay, Dad, I have plenty of money…” Markus started, but Zerrex shook his head
vehemently before he ran for the doors when the Dragokkaren started to pull out some gold coins
anyway, and the lizard vanished through them as Markus sighed and looked dourly at Mercy,
who was smiling while Naganen and Darren giggled. “Dad can be so weird sometimes.”
Zerrex, meanwhile, headed from the library towards his rooms, rubbing at his arm as he
wondered absently where the hell Cherry was, but not quite daring to summon her in front of
him. A while back now, he had done that while she had been having sex, and the results had not
been pretty… well… alright, Cherry had just tackled him and they‟d had a raucous bout together,
but still, the reptile had then had to deal with a pissed-off Cindy afterwards and that was never
fun. He mused on this as headed towards his room… and then made a face when he sensed
Cherry‟s energies inside of it, saying clearly as he approached the door: “You better not be
masturbating in there.”
“Fuck you!” Cherry shouted through the door, and Zerrex rolled his eyes as he opened it,
finding her laying on the bed on her stomach with a marker held in one hand and one of
Naganen‟s coloring books out in front of her, coloring all over it and showing absolutely no
appreciation for where the lines were on the page. The reptile looked at her for a few moments,
Cherry looking owlishly back with a few markers sticking out of her muzzle, and then she sat up
and held her muscular arms open, dressed only in a pair of pants, huge, naked breasts bouncing
once on her chest as she grinned stupidly. “Hugs?”
“Are those Marina‟s markers? The imported ones that were rare before the world was
destroyed?” Zerrex asked suspiciously, and Cherry cleared her throat before she spat the markers
out and shoved them into the coloring book, then put this aside on the table before flailing her
arms at him, and Zerrex rolled his eyes before he walked over and hugged her tightly, and she
returned the embrace warmly, the two smiling despite themselves as they pushed against oneanother. “Good to see you, Cherry.”
“You too, Boss. Fuck, I can‟t believe the shit you pulled… and I hear you and that slutbag Selena went and stirred shit up without me, too!” Cherry added grouchily, glaring up at him.
“First you replace me with Anathema, and now even Selena you‟re showing more lovin‟ to than
me? What kinda shitty-ass deal is that, you fuck-bucket?”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then he reached up to flick her nose, making her pout before
he then slapped one of her breasts, and she squawked and covered her bosom with a grumble.
“First question: why are you shirtless? Second question: what are you doing here? Third
question: I… hate you.”
Cherry grumbled, and then she flexed her arms, saying moodily: “I may or may not have
been kicked out of Priest‟s lab again for tinkering with shit, and my shirt was all dirty… or…
blown-up, yeah, that‟s the word I‟m looking for. I set myself on fire again.” She looked dumb for
a moment, and Zerrex slapped his forehead, making her glower. “Shut the hell up. But anyway, I
came here and shit afterwards, and took my boobies-holder off and decided to lay around until
you showed up sooner or later.”
The Drakkaren sat down beside her, and she flopped herself down in his lap, gazing up at
him as he rubbed a hand slowly up and down her abdominals, the two smiling a bit at each other
before she asked softly: “You doing okay though, Boss? Fuck knows that there were some nastyass rumors floating around while you were gone… and all your chicks and dicks have missed
you damn plenty, me included.”
She curled up a bit against him, and Zerrex leaned down and quietly kissed her: their
mouths worked slowly together for a few moments, and before the reptile knew it, they were

both naked and he was on top of her, thrusting deep into her body as she groaned and bucked her
hips below him, grinning in pleasure as she clutched into his strong shoulders and moaned for
harder, faster, rougher, her huge breasts bouncing on her chest as their forms worked together in
delicious pleasure until they both had their release… and soon after, they were laying side-byside, resting together quietly, bodies naked and relaxed as the masculine female smiled at him
and kissed the side of his neck gently, murmuring: “Fuck knows I‟ve needed that and missed
that, Boss. You and me, like old times.”
“Like old times.” Zerrex said softly, gazing at her with a smile of his own… and she
pulled herself up onto his chest with a grunt, making hm roll his eyes in entertainment even as
his strong arms wrapped around her body and snuggled her into his powerful chest. “Anyway,
Cherry, all I came here for was some cash-”
“Hey, you‟re a good fuck, but I‟m a better whore. If anyone‟s paying anyone for sex,
you‟re paying me.” Cherry said mildly, and Zerrex headbutted her lightly, making her squawk.
“Okay, okay! For like, what though? You don‟t need to buy shit. Hell, you never spend any of
your goddamn money.”
“That‟s because certain other people like to spend it for me.” Zerrex said mildly, and
Cherry looked innocently away before the reptile added: “And for tickets to one of the upcoming
fighting tournaments, me and Pallas are going to go. Markus wants to take you, too, don‟t
worry.”
“I don‟t wanna go with Markus, though.” Cherry whined, and then she huffed as her
hands rubbed slowly along the Drakkaren‟s chest. “Can‟t we just feed the kid to some hungry
animals or make a purse out of him? Then Markus can go by his own damn self and I‟ll go with
you.”
Zerrex gave her a look, and Cherry muttered under her breath before she glowered at
him. “Fine, fine, you fucking buzzkill. I‟ll go with Markus, you can take sulky-butt. I swear you
got way more patience than me, though, I would have just thrown him in the volcano his brother
was already torched in.” She paused, winced at the look on Zerrex‟s face, and added stupidly:
“But hey who am I to judge, right Boss? Please don‟t toss me in a volcano.”
The reptile sighed, and then Cherry straddled him, leaning down over him and rubbing a
hand slowly up over his chest as the two looked at each other, before she smiled a bit and said
quietly: “Hey, so like. I‟m pretty sure Cindy‟s been worried about you too… well, fuck, I know
she has been, just like everyone else. It‟d be real goddamn nice if you could come over to the
Cloister in say, three hours or shit? I wanna get everyone together, let „em all see you and shit. I
mean, I gotta organize this stuff if I‟m gonna be your second in command, right?”
Zerrex smiled a bit at this, rubbing quietly along her hip before he murmured softly:
“Have I ever told you how beautiful you are, Cherry?”
“Oh hell, Boss…” Cherry grinned at him a bit as she flexed her powerful, huge biceps for
him, even as she blushed a bit. “Maybe once or twice, but I ain‟t saying I don‟t like hearing it
from that pretty little mouth of yours, you big handsome bastard.”
The Drakkaren rolled his eyes in amusement, and then he rolled on top of her, making her
laugh before they kissed slowly and passionately, tongues twisting together and bodies grinding
against one-another‟s before they slowly, hesitantly pulled apart… only to kiss slowly again, a
bit softer this time, before Cherry buried her face against his neck when the kiss broke for the
second time, whispering: “I love you, Boss.”
“I love you too, Cherry…”Zerrex slid his arms beneath her, pulling her up against his
chest and closing his eyes… and they rested for a while, him overtop her, her curled up beneath

him, before they finally pulled slowly apart… and then the Drakkaren carefully slid himself
away, sitting at the edge of the bed and slipping his boxers and pants on as he felt her eyes
gazing softly at his back, before he asked without looking around: “So three hours, you want me
to show up at the Cloister?”
“Should be long enough, yeah. Fuck knows you could use a break, especially after being
a bastard and going through that Punishment shit.” Cherry halted, adding quietly: “Shows what a
fuck of a lot better you are than me, though. I got to wriggle my way around being punished, and
let me tell you, I have always been glad for that. I only like it when you torture me.”
“You‟re not supposed to like being tortured, Cherry, not even by me.” Zerrex said mildly,
and Cherry grunted at him as the reptile tapped a short command into his nanotech armlet to
make a plain black shirt appear over his body, before he reached up and ran a hand through his
hair: it had grown long again, falling almost to his knees as he muttered: “Damn. Can you help
me with this?”
Cherry slipped off the bed behind him, reaching up and smoothing his white locks out as
she mumbled: “Always weirded me out how this grew, Boss. Unpredictable, just like everything
else about you… you think you‟ve figured it out, and poof, suddenly it takes a week to grow
back into place instead of a few fucking days. And seriously, I only thought girls braided their
damn hair.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but ignored this: they had almost the same conversation every time
he got her to help with braiding his hair back into a ponytail. “Do you want to find Markus to let
him know, or should I? He‟s probably gone home by now, but-”
“I‟ll find him, I guess, while I‟m out hunting down everyone.” Cherry muttered
grouchily, and the lizard smiled a bit before she added flatly: “But I‟m not going to enjoy myself.
And you totally can‟t make me enjoy myself, either. That kid still is seriously clingy around me
and shit and like… he bothers me.”
“You bother you. Stop being such a bitter bitch and just move on, like everyone else
has.” Zerrex muttered, and Cherry tugged vindictively on his hair, making him wince, before she
grunted and finished tying his braid, slapping his ass firmly and causing the reptile to arch his
back and then glare over his shoulder at her. She only grinned, however, then squawked when
the reptile narrowed his eyes and concentrated, and her collar sizzled: a neat little trick he‟d
picked up after discussing more on how and what Disciples were with the Sisters. “Bitch.”
“Asshole.” Cherry was grinning a bit though as she rubbed at her collar. “Fuck me,
though, are you ever improving fast now. I‟m glad to see it Boss, I am… we…” She halted, then
softened a bit as she said quietly: “It‟s strange but comforting to see that… you‟re getting
stronger and stronger, and more able to exert control over bitches like me and your Iuratus and
your Disciples. I like it. Hell, I think we all do.”
Zerrex looked back at her for a few moments, and then she turned around and dug
through the drawers of the table beside his bed before producing a wallet: it was deceptivelysmall, but the insides were magically-enlarged, much like the backpacks Zerrex and Cherry had,
so it could hold a multitude of coins. “Should be fifty or so gold in there, a bunch of platinum
coins too. I was gonna spend them on some shit but I figured you‟d want me to leave you some
money, and fuck knows I got enough crazy shit stashed in my room from the scavenger ops and
all the other crap I‟ve done while you were gone.”
She tossed it to him, and Zerrex caught it and pushed it into his pocket before he and
Cherry swung their arms out and caught each other‟s hands, squeezing firmly and making their
muscles bulge as they smiled at each other before she swatted at him, the reptile laughing a bit as

he ducked away. “Get the hell out of here now, fuck! Prude, looking at my face instead of my
boobs.” She huffed as Zerrex rolled his eyes and made his way out, and he tossed her a last wave
from the doorway as she blew him a kiss, calling: “Three hours, don‟t forget!”
“I won‟t.” Zerrex promised, and then he closed the door and rubbed at his bad leg,
smiling easily despite the soreness in it. He felt like he was in a good mood now… but this only
lasted until after he‟d opened a portal and stepped through it to stare in horror at the lineup in
front of Elysium Grand Arena, and the Drakkaren made a disgusted face as he walked forwards
and stepped into line behind two huge demons that were already arguing about who was going to
win and shoving at each other.
There were three ticket booths, all three swarming with people, selling tickets not just for
tonight but a month in advance… and as Zerrex looked up at the immense neon sign on the
humongous, rectangular building that stood just outside one of Hell‟s larger cities, he tried his
best to remember who Pallas‟s favorite fighter was. The problem with that, of course, was that
Pallas always went with a winner instead of sticking as the fan of any one fighter in particular…
and then the lizard shook his head, figuring he‟d run with his instincts as he always did.
Huge, burly bodyguards were patrolling up and down the line now, Wrath demons
wearing simple short-ranged communicators that would actually work in Hell and sunglasses…
and a few had name tags pressed on their simple uniform shirts, but the rest just wore chain
necklaces with security ID tags hanging from them. They looked less-than-pleased with the
crowd, flexing menacingly now and then as a few overeager demons shot them challenging
looks, hyped up on adrenaline and the atmosphere, but only one or two made the mistake of
actually pissing the guards off.
It took two hours of standing in line, ignoring the furtive looks he got every now and
then, but the reptile finally approached the ticket booth, the vendor droning behind the clear
metal wall as he collected the last of the money out a large deposit box before sliding this back
through a hole in the translucent, scratched barrier between them: “Welcome to Elysium Grand
Arena, how can I help you?”
“What tickets are still available for the upcoming fights?” Zerrex asked curiously, and the
bored-looking clerk simply pointed at the sign posted next to him, where a variety of names and
dates had already been scratched out… and the reptile felt that strange embarrassment only
clerks could ever seem to put into people, before he winced at the fact the only tickets within the
week were for the all-day head-to-head matchups… but unless he wanted to wait more than a
month, they were the only ones available. “I‟ll take two tickets for the all-day matches this week,
I guess.”
“Oh sorry, we only have priority seats left for that one… those are two hundred gold
apiece.” the clerk said mildly, and Zerrex stared before he dug out his wallet and nodded a few
times, mumbling under his breath as the ticket vendor leaned back in his seat and tapped a short
code into a lock on a drawer, paging through the tickets inside as Zerrex began to drop platinum
coins into the deposit box, grumbling under his breath.
When the Drakkaren finished dropping the money in, the deposit box almost full and his
wallet almost empty, the ticket vendor drew the box back into the booth and pushed the tickets
out through the opening, tiredly wishing him a nice day. Zerrex grunted something as he swept
the tickets up and put these into his wallet, grumbling as he turned and left. He walked a safe
distance away from the booth, and then opened a portal, stepping through into the Ravenlight
Estate‟s main hall.

“About time.” Anathema said mildly, and Zerrex winced and looked up in surprise to see
her leaning beside the stairs, Sammy chirping at her feet as she looked over him curiously. “Lily
took Naganen and Darren out, and Cherry told me to keep an eye on you and remind you about
going to the Cloister… does she have a surprise party planned?”
“That would ruin the surprise for me if she told me, wouldn‟t it? Even Cherry isn‟t that
stupid.” Zerrex said mildly, and Anathema shrugged a bit before the reptile smiled slightly and
knelt, holding a hand out as Sammy bounced over to him and leapt up onto the limb, running up
his arm to nibble at his hair before curling around his shoulders comfortably with a chirp. “How
are you holding up? And have you seen Pallas around?”
“No, but he stays away from me after learning not to piss me off.” Anathema said mildly,
examining her claws for a moment, and the reptile looked at her flatly before she shrugged and
smiled slightly at him. “Now don‟t give me that look, I didn‟t do anything worse than give him a
little pain and a little scare. Besides, it actually worked: I think the only way to get through to
that meathead is scaring him. Why don‟t you try it?”
“He‟s just confused.” Zerrex said mildly, and Sammy gave Anathema a disapproving
look in agreement with the Drakkaren, as the undead Naganatine rolled her eyes before
approaching him and starting to poke at his body, even as the lizard tilted his head back and
concentrated. “I‟m trying to locate him… can you do that afterwards?”
“No.” Anathema continued to check along his body, and then she nodded slowly,
murmuring: “Interesting, Zerrex. Perhaps you‟re not as stupid as you sometimes act.”
Zerrex gave her a flat look, and she gave him an amused one in return as she straightened
and rubbed a hand slowly down his broad chest, saying softly: “The Punishment you went
through adapted your physiology slightly, it looks like… in other words, your body modified
itself to better cope with the pains and lack of energy. It made you stronger.”
The reptile rubbed at the back of his head, making a face… and Anathema laughed,
shaking her head slowly. “I‟m going to take a wild guess and say you‟re thinking something
right now along the lines of „gee, now it seems like I meant for that to happen on purpose,‟ but
there‟s no way you could have known that it would occur to such an extent that your body itself
has literally toughened itself up further… of course every incident and struggle you‟ve survived
has made you stronger, but this is… on a different level, in a very different way.” She looked
over him thoughtfully, then grinned at him as she leaned closer, saying playfully as she stroked
her claws along his chest: “I‟d be very glad to further torture you if you want to see if that will
make you even stronger, you know…”
“You‟re creepy.” Sammy muttered in Zerrex‟s voice, and Anathema glared at the lizard
before he winced, and he pointed at the pseudodragon as the skeletal beast pointed at him, saying
in the same voice: “He said it!”
“No, you did!” Zerrex argued, and then he grumbled in irritation when Sammy
squawked, and the reptile didn‟t know if it was one of Sammy‟s own noises or an imitation of
Cherry. He simply sighed and rolled his eyes at this, and then threw his arms out and
concentrated with a mutter, as Anathema looked at the two with disbelief, and then he felt energy
pulse seemingly throughout the entire Ravenlight Estate before he frowned and muttered: “Great,
Pallas isn‟t even in the mansion right now… maybe he‟s off with Markus…”
Anathema grunted at this, and the reptile looked at her curiously as she shook her head
slowly. “Doubtful, Zerrex. Markus comes to Pallas, Pallas only goes to Markus when he‟s in
trouble. The little bastard is probably off causing trouble or wandering outside like an idiot: he

takes too many chances with the fact that most people mistake him for an adult demon,
especially with the Damned coming back into Hell.”
“Why Anathema, is that a tone of worry I detect in your sultry voice?” Zerrex asked with
undeniable entertainment even with the concern in his own system, and the undead Naganatine
narrowed her eyes at him darkly, looking disgusted as she crossed her arms but didn‟t reply…
but then the reptile shook his own head as he straightened, muttering: “Great. Sammy, you mind
trying to hunt him down? Just keep an eye on him and make sure he‟s okay… the last thing I
want to do is show up or make it seem like I‟m trying to ambush him out of nowhere, especially
if he‟s off with friends. Just signal me if something goes wrong.”
Sammy chirped to the lizard, then he bounced on his shoulder once before leaping onto
Anathema‟s face, the female wincing and cursing angrily before the pseudodragon vanished, and
she slapped at her own bone mask uselessly, grumbling angrily to herself as Zerrex snorted in
entertainment… and then she sighed, asking dryly: “Why did I revive that little bastard again?”
“Because you know you secretly like him.” Zerrex replied mildly, and the female didn‟t
answer, only grumbling as she crossed her arms… then looking surprised when the reptile gently
cupped her cheeks before he leaned forwards and kissed the end of her muzzle softly. “Thank
you for doing that all those years ago, Anathema. He didn‟t deserve what happened to him,
and… I think he‟s happy, even if it took him a lot of adjusting to at first. I think he likes being…
being alive as he is.”
Anathema looked at him softly, and then she nodded silently before looking down at
herself for a moment, tracing her hands over her bare ribs… and she asked quietly: “What‟s it
like, Zerrex? I‟ve forgotten after all these years, what… what it feels like to have flesh and scale,
to have my old body… what‟s it like?”
Zerrex looked at her with tender compassion for a few moments, and then he smiled a
little as he stepped forwards and rubbed his hands along her sides, making her blush a bit before
he kissed her for a moment… and when she kissed him back, he felt warmth, and heat, tasted
her, smelled her… and he smiled after a moment as he grasped her shoulders and pulled back,
saying gently: “It‟s a lot like that, but I like you plenty like this, Anathema. You‟re different, but
you should be proud of it. I know that I certainly am.”
Anathema laughed a bit at this, but then she smiled up at him and nodded slowly… and
Zerrex stroked her face quietly before they embraced tightly for a moment, and he reached down
with a wink to squeeze one of her buttocks firmly, making her grit her teeth and arch her back
against him as he added helpfully: “At least these still have plenty of meat.”
She shoved him away with a grumble, and he grinned at her before she reached down and
grabbed his crotch firmly, and the reptile wheezed in surprise before she said mildly: “Looks like
there‟s a lot of flesh here, too. Enough that I could use to paste some new flesh over my body
that would go very nicely with the rest of me.”
Zerrex winced, but then she laughed and shook her head, looking at him with
entertainment as she reached her other hand up and stroked under his chin, saying playfully:
“Now come on, Zerrex. I wouldn‟t remove the brain you do all your thinking with… it would
take away from all the fun that makes you who you are. But come now, Lord Zerrex. Let‟s head
to Sin‟s Tower… we can enjoy the marvelous sights of the torments as we work our way down
to the Cloister. I‟m in the mood for a little blood and gore after doing all the caretaking for Lily.”
The reptile pointed downwards at the hand still gripping his crotch, and then he squeaked
when Anathema only grinned wider and squeezed harder, asking teasingly: “Now what‟s wrong,

I thought you liked being touched down here? But my, does this ever seem like an excellent
alternative solution to dealing with you on those days where you‟re mindlessly obnoxious…”
She looked thoughtful for a few moments, and then she finally let go of him, and the
reptile grasped at his groin embarrassedly before she jerked her head to the side, asking easily:
“So do we go, then?”
He grumbled at her, but nodded after a moment, holding a hand up to create a portal…
and the two stepped through it out and in front of the Tower, before the reptile stared in surprise
at the sight of Sin quietly gardening around the edge of it, a spade in the ground beside her as she
watered bushes overgrown with ivy. She looked up at the two as they emerged, and then she
smiled a bit, saying softly: “You‟re early, sister.”
“I want to enjoy the walk down instead of rushing.” Anathema said mildly, and Sin
nodded to her as she finished her watering, putting the can down and wiping her hands off as she
murmured a cleansing spell, the dirt and grime vanishing from her dress and body before she
gazed benevolently at Zerrex. He looked warmly back, and then Anathema shouldered him
forwards. “I said I wanted to enjoy the walk, not stand outside watching you drool all over each
other.”
The reptile rolled his eyes as Sin blushed, and then he turned around and slapped one of
Anathema‟s visible organs, making her hiss before she yelped when the lizard easily hefted her
up over one shoulder, and Sin giggled despite herself before she smiled and courteously opened
the door for the reptile, Anathema shaking her head in disgust before she slithered easily out of
the Drakkaren‟s grip and he felt her travel almost like liquid down and across his back, landing
on her feet and pushing him forwards into the room beyond. Sin followed them in, and she
traded a soft kiss with Zerrex before they headed down into the warehouse, the cages standing
empty as Sin said softly: “I‟ll replenish our stock later, Lord Zerrex… perhaps you and sister can
even help me.”
Zerrex nodded hesitantly, not liking to admit what a thrill a good hunt gave him… and
Sin opened the door leading out to the ramp for him before both sisters wrapped an arm around
his waist, resting on either side of him and pressing close and he let his hands rub along their
backs, and they leisurely made their way down the ramp, idly trading gentle affections here and
there with one another, Sin sometimes leaning across to kiss Anathema slowly and make her
blush a little bit even as she almost-hungrily returned the affection.
When they finally reached the bottom of the ramp, Sin stopped for a moment to slide
away from Zerrex, pulling Anathema close and roughly kissing her, pushing against her as her
fingers dug into her arms, and Anathema went limp as she kissed her sister back with equal
hunger, the two grinding their forms together as Zerrex watched with quiet entertainment… and
then Anathema moaned as Sin reached up and caressed her heart, drawing her claws down the
metallic side of the Naganatine‟s face hard enough to send up sparks in a squeal of metal that
didn‟t quite drown out the hard breaths of the female. Then they both smiled at Zerrex, Sin
strangely compassionate despite her obvious lust, Anathema sultry and trying to hide how
excited and delighted she was… before they both slid close to Zerrex and walked onwards with
him, the reptile breathing quietly as they passed deeper into the strange, twisted kingdom of the
Drakkaren‟s lusts and dreams.
When they entered the facility some ten minutes later, the dragon warriors bowed deeply
to the lizard, dressed in simple loincloths and all of them tattooed now with a handprint inside a
wavy line drawn in a circle around them, with three sharp, short straight lines through the top of
the circle: an ancient mark of an Iuratus, although these warriors were more slave than Iuratus as

of yet. For once, however, Serenity hadn‟t argued against the idea of at least making them
guardians for the moment: warriors who had received some Iuratus training, and all of them
looking to Serenity as their commander.
Sin and Anathema smiled at Zerrex as Cherry emerged from the arena doors, dressed in a
tight exercise top and a pair of leather pants, grinning widely at the lizard as she said amusedly:
“So you finally fucking made it. Looks like you three got distracted on the way down… but
come on, come on. Let‟s head to the throne, got everyone all gathered up.”
Zerrex grunted, but he followed nonetheless, Cherry bouncing over to one of the heavy
doors near the end of the hall and pulling the handle firmly to the side, a large locking
mechanism clicking out of place with a hiss and letting her push the door backwards, then pull it
into the wall. She held this in place for the others, and they stepped out onto a wide staircase as
Cherry bounced down after them, heading down past several landings to the bottom floor before
Zerrex reached for the door… and Cherry almost knocked him and the Naganatine over shoving
past, Anathema glaring angrily at her back and Sin blushing as she regained her balance and
composure, Cherry giggling stupidly meanwhile as she spun the valve and then shoved the
pressurized door open to bow them through.
Zerrex rolled his eyes, walking down the metallic hall beyond towards a large door at the
end: this slid open automatically as the lizard approached, however, and a moment later he
stepped out into what was known simply as the throne room, and had been something the Sisters
insisted on including in the design. The throne itself they had designed as well, an enormous,
solid thing of platinum and black stone, with a thick, rounded base built into a raised, cubical
platform, the ends of the arms of the throne shaped like the heads of featureless Drakkai: if
anyone other than Zerrex or his Disciples sat in it, the runed orbs concealed inside those heads
would activate and send lethal energy coursing through the chair to simply disintegrate the
offender. A strange countermeasure, to be sure… but highly symbolic, the reptile thought.
The room itself was spacious and wide, the cubical stone platform just large enough for
the Throne and a single person kneeling in front of him in a rounded recess at the back of the
room, so that everyone could see Zerrex when he sat in it… and the room itself was lit by tall
pillars topped with golden bowls, in which burned bright blue flames… and the reflective ceiling
caught this bright light and cast it over the entire room, clearly illuminating the metal walls and
the soft, mattress-like floor. Yet the floor itself was also reactive to the Drakkaren‟s very will,
the mattress top-layering able to peel away and slide into the walls to reveal the steel beneath,
which had both traps and hidden tables that could rise up… as well as vents through which lava
could be funneled, another deadly trap designed by the Sisters. Zerrex had a sense they were
used to putting in more security cautions than were absolutely necessary, but at the same time he
wasn‟t about to complain: it was nice to know they were there to protect him, instead of be used
against him.
And every one of his Disciples and Iuratus were here today, all of them gathered and
smiling at him, waiting quietly as they sat on simple round cushions. The reptile gazed over them
all tentatively, and then he smiled hesitantly back before slowly walking towards the throne,
knowing that was what they wanted… and as he stepped up onto the stone platform, he paused
for a moment, thinking about all the power he had, and now all the people he had serving him,
sitting behind him and gazing at his back… before Mary said gently from the crowd, surprising
the reptile with her presence: “Go ahead. We‟re here for a reason, Zerrex.”
The reptile turned around and spotted the feline, and he blushed deeper as he realized she
was dressed in her old maid‟s uniform, gazing at him softly as she rested with her hands in her

lap, seated between Cindy and now Cherry, who grinned awkwardly at him… and then the
Drakkaren nodded slowly as he sat slowly back in his throne, and the group let out of a collective
sigh as they looked up at the reptile tenderly, before he leaned forwards and said quietly: “This is
deep inside what some refer to as my temple, Mary… past a lot of things I know don‟t
particularly agree with you. What are you doing here?”
“I‟m not an obsessive prophetess like Little Arcy, Zerrex, but I have been with you from
the beginning, all those mortal years ago.” Mary said softly, and then she climbed to her feet and
walked quietly forwards, the angel gazing into his eyes silently as she stepped up onto the stone
platform… and then she knelt at his feet, reaching a hand up to quietly grasp his knee as she
murmured: “The only thing I can give you is myself and my loyalty… but if you‟ll have me, I‟d
like to join the ranks of your Disciples.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, then over the gathering beyond: fourteen disciples and four
Iuratus, all of them gazing at him with such kindness and love… and the reptile‟s eyes drew back
to Mary before he asked quietly: “You understand what this would mean, don‟t you? Mary, you
have a chance at a good life in Heaven…”
“And I‟ve lived that good life, but only ever felt right about it when I was helping you
out, Zerrex.” She smiled at him, and then stood up and said quietly: “This is where I can help
best, and be the best person I can be, Boss. Not in Heaven, where there‟s a million healers better
than me and always competing with one another, and I‟m not a fighter or a warrior… but by your
side, with all these others, as the support person who can stay back and maintain things even
when everyone else is called into action. Besides… you touched my life, and never left my
thoughts, ever since all those many years ago. I saw firsthand who you really were, what you
were trying to do, even back then: and here you are now, so far from then, after learning and
doing so much. And I would honestly prefer this to sitting in Heaven, waiting uselessly for you
to come and visit, because you never do anyway.”
She laughed a little, and he smiled faintly despite himself before looking at his armlet…
and Mary reached out to touch this quietly, stroking over the metal as she murmured: “And
please don‟t think this is too forwards of me, but you don‟t need this. I think you‟ve learned to
control these powers of yours, learned to do it a long time ago… but power has never had much
control over you, Zerrex, whatever you think and worry about. I understand… I do… but you
were the one who taught me not to be afraid anymore, even in the face of certain death.”
The two looked at each other quietly… and then the reptile nodded after a moment,
flexing his arm before he said softly: “I… don‟t need it here, anyway. I don‟t know about in the
world outside, but here… I can relax some.” He paused, hesitating nonetheless as he reached a
finger out… but then he turned it off, flinching as energy tore over his body, but it was a
welcome distraction for a few moments as he fought with himself on what to do, before the last
of the energy shocked along his body and his nanotech shirt vanished… and when he looked up
at her, as he felt her expectant emotions touch and almost caress him… he nodded finally, saying
quietly: “Come here. Rub my chest.”
She smiled a little bit as she leaned forwards, sliding her hands slowly down along the
powerful, masculine breast of the Drakkaren before massaging soothingly back up, and they
gazed at each other as memories played out for each of them. Of how this had happened when
they had first met… and then the lizard smiled a little bit as he created a simple black leather
collar in his hands that was edged in ivory, saying quietly: “Can‟t join the club without one, you
know.”

She nodded, not stopping in her gentle ministrations as she traced quietly over his scars
and along his breast, and Zerrex gazed at her for a moment as she looked up into his eyes… and
then he slipped the collar carefully around her neck and closed it, cinching it carefully shut as he
held his hands tightly on either side of her neck, and she trembled for a moment before breathing
softly as her knees gave out, falling forwards as he caught her in his arms… and her eyes
fluttered before they glowed quietly for a moment, and then she smiled up at him, whispering:
“You caught me.”
“I always will. I promise.” Zerrex said softly… and then he leaned down and kissed her
gently, and she stroked her hands along his thick muzzle as she kissed him slowly back, even as
her body trembled for a moment before she relaxed in his grip, and her fur went from tawny to
beautiful ivory as long hair of the same shade spilled from her head and grew outwards until it
fell just past the middle of her back.
Her eyes opened, and she smiled lovingly up at him before she looked down at her hands
in surprise… and then she laughed a bit in delight before gazing at him affectionately, saying
softly: “You know, I always did love the color of your hair… and wow…” She reached up,
quietly stroking through the ivory locks that fell from her own forehead, Cindy quirking a bit of a
smile as she touched one of her own pigtails gently. “I… I never thought… I mean…”
“Every Disciple changes… in one way or another.” Zerrex gazed out over the crowd, the
group nodding and looking reverently up at him. They all had, inside or outside or often both…
and the reptile shook his head out after a moment before he gently pulled Mary up to a sitting
position on his lap, looking over the gathered group with a bit of a smile before he said softly:
“Now come, Disciples, Iuratus, my family…”
They stood up and eagerly formed a line in front of the throne, Mary still resting on his
knee and watching as Zerrex kissed every one of the others on the forehead, and then on the lips:
a blessing he had been taught by the Sisters that he felt was fitting enough to incorporate into his
own growing system, before Mary was set down as well and Zerrex joined the group, resting
comfortably with them as they talked, shared affections, and made each other comfortable,
simply enjoying the company of each other, even Serenity loosening up a bit despite the fact she
was as always in armor and had her sword on her back.
It was a good way to spend the next five hours, letting the Drakkaren relax after his
ordeal before Sammy appeared with a poof in front of the lizard, chirping at him… and although
the reptile had been worried at first about Pallas, instead the pseudodragon concentrated and
relayed a message from Firenze about wanting to see him. He made a face, but finally stood up,
and everyone gazed at him as the lizard spread his arms and said softly: “I have to go now,
Firenze wants to see me… and oh, my armlet…”
He began to walk towards it, but then Mary grabbed his leg as he passed, and the reptile
winced as he lifted her into the air instead of being held in place, the feline looking dumbly
surprised for a moment before she simply clung tighter and said firmly: “Zerrex, you really don‟t
need it… why don‟t you try, if only for today, going out without it?”
The reptile looked ill at this idea… but then Serenity rose a hand and suggested calmly:
“Daria and I will be glad to accompany you, and Desire can take your armlet and keep it under
safe guard. Would that be more acceptable, Father? In that instance, should you feel the need for
it at any point and time, it will be in easy reach… and you‟ll have both of us around to ensure
that nothing irrevocable happens in the meantime.”
The reptile made a bit of a face, but then Marina stepped up beside him and stroked his
face gently, saying softly: “You‟ll be fine, Daddy… Desire can stay here with the armlet, and I

can be at the Ravenlight Estate. Then you even have two sanctuaries to go to in case of an
emergency, or should one of us end up being unavailable… and of course everyone else will be
around, too.” She smiled at him softly. “You know how dedicated we are to you.”
“Yeah!” Vampire added cheerfully, from where he was sitting with Cherry, Mahihko,
and Lone, before the huge black wolf paused and frowned at the female, scratching behind one
of his ears as he asked dumbly: “What was that thing I was supposed to remind you about?”
“Shit, right! Marina, Vampire was supposed to remind me of some shit to remind you
about and shit.” Cherry said quickly, and then she made a face and rubbed at her own head,
frowning at Vampire. “What the fuck were you supposed to remind me about anyway? Fucking
hell, you‟re useless.”
“Not as useless as your face.” Vampire grumbled, and Cherry snorted before punching
him in the head and knocking him over, the wolf yelping as he grabbed at his skull and Mahihko
giggled stupidly as Lone simply stared. “Bitch!”
“Asshat!” Cherry shouted, and then she tackled Vampire and began rolling around with
him, squashing a still-giggling Mahihko into the mattress as Lone squeaked and dived behind
Cindy, who rolled her eyes at their antics and didn‟t budge.
Marina, however, smiled and nodded, holding up a finger to her father before she glanced
over to his throne… and a moment later, a sketchbook floated out from behind it, the female
flipping through this before she said softly: “Mercy and I worked on these a little bit, and
Mahihko helped too… tattoo designs, for our Disciple markings.”
This caught Anathema‟s attention, and she wandered curiously over as Zerrex took the
sketchbook and gazed down at the page it was opened to, before he smiled a bit at the design…
and Marina gave him a gentle look, saying lovingly: “Now Daddy, it isn‟t the simplicity of a
thing, only how that it‟s employed that truly matters…”
Zerrex looked at her thoughtfully for a moment, and then he nodded slowly as he gazed
quietly at the tattoo concept she had come up with: a band of ivy, the indications on the top
sketch showing that it would go around a limb and that there would be something on the middle
of it, marked by the word „personalized…‟ before Marina added quietly: “But of course, there‟s
other tattoo concepts, too, there…”
A black rose, or a black rose blossom… and the reptile looked over at Mercy, who
blushed a bit and smiled as she touched the tattoo surrounding her eye before the male smiled
again, and then he looked back over the pages, saying quietly: “Denoting rank or just given
according to personal tastes?”
“Personal tastes… many of us already have a tattoo that shows us as yours, and I didn‟t
want to modify those at all or have to clutter them further than they… already are on some
people.” Marina glanced at Mahihko, who was shaking himself out as Vampire and Cherry
continued to bicker. Then she paused, her eyes roving over to Anathema and seeming
surprised… but when Anathema glared at her, she smiled and made a zipping motion over her
mouth, earning an odd look from the male as Marina said apologetically in his mind: Sorry
Daddy. Anathema doesn’t want me to say until she’s ready.
He shrugged after a moment, then returned his eyes to the sketches… and then he smiled
at Marina and handed the book back to her, as she gazed at him lovingly. “I approve. How will
the tattoos be done?”
“You‟ll do it of course, Daddy… but I‟ll guide your hands as they need to be guided,
don‟t worry.” Marina said softly, rubbing a hand gently down her father‟s chest as she tossed the

book aside, and it seemed to float itself through the air to the small storage nook behind the
throne. “It should be a fairly simple process… but now we‟ve held you up far too long.”
“Nah. I‟ll just shoop over.” Zerrex said mildly, as Daria stood and Serenity walked over
to him, making a bit of a face. He looked amusedly at her as Daria leaned against him, and he
couldn‟t stop his eyes from roving to the newt, scantily-clad in only the butterflies on her bosom
and her simple black loincloth as he said: “You don‟t have to come if you don‟t want to,
daughter.”
“Just don‟t appear inside the throne room again and trigger another alarm.” Serenity said
moodily, which made the reptile want to do just that… but Marina gave him a smile and a nudge
with her elbow before she stepped away, and Zerrex gazed at her softly before nodding and
looking around the room.
“I‟ll see you all soon.” he said finally, then he winked before vanishing with the two
Iuratus to a chorus of goodbyes before reappearing on a balcony, Serenity groaning and grabbing
at her skull as Daria breathed hard but then let go of him, shaking her head out once and
obviously in much better shape. Zerrex looked at Serenity with concern, but she only waved
irritably at him as the Amazons on either side of the door pulled them firmly open, and the
Drakkaren walked towards the Throne Room, rubbing awkwardly at his arms as Firenze looked
up from where he was in discussion with White, Sabnock, and Ixin, Amiglion in the background
and swinging Grim back and forth. “You wanted to see me?”
“I did, yes.” Firenze paused, glancing at Zerrex‟s bare arm… but he didn‟t bring it up as
he instead smiled tiredly, motioning to the others. “Do you mind if I finish up some business
first, though?”
“If it concerns the fortress, I‟d be curious to hear about it.” Zerrex said quietly, and
Firenze hesitated, but Sabnock nodded.
She glanced at the others, but White motioned politely to her and Ixin grumbled
something under his breath as he played with his flute, and the wolverine looked at Zerrex and
said calmly: “The fortress has been devastated, but the survivors moved into the dungeons and
fortified their position there. They‟re using prisoners both as cannon-fodder and living shields,
and making it problematic to advance… but we‟re forcing our way forwards nonetheless.
Interestingly, White proposed in allowing your friend Mengele to help us: he mentioned that
Mengele is barbaric and crude but also a genius when it comes to machinations of war, and I
could use all the help I can get.”
“Mengele will probably kill the prisoners, though, that‟s one thing I do have to caution.”
Zerrex said slowly, and then he frowned and cocked his head a little bit, as he thought he caught
something whispering to him. Sabnock began to speak, but then that voice whispered again and
Zerrex held up a finger, muttering to himself as he walked back and forth, and the wolverine
looked at him darkly before she simply seemed confused when he asked: “Did you hear that?”
Daria gazed at him as Serenity looked around the room, before she held up a hand and
muttered: “Wait, I hear it too. It‟s a faint psychic signal, coming from the mortal planet. It‟s too
weak for me to lock onto… perhaps your daughter Marina can figure it out, though.”
She looked at him questioningly, and Zerrex nodded, saying mildly: “Daria can keep a
close eye on me well enough. I‟m sorry, Sabnock, I didn‟t mean to interrupt… I‟m like an
antennae for this crap, though.”
“So I‟ve noticed.” Sabnock sounded more amused than anything else as Serenity left,
however, and she looked for a moment at Zerrex before glancing over to Firenze, asking: “Will
you approve of us bringing Mengele out for a brief period to aid us if he will assure us that no

prisoners will be harmed in the process of neutralizing the rest of the enemy forces? It is crucial
that we do not appear vulnerable at this point and time towards either Eslovius or Heaven. Both
will take any chance they get to once more begin pressing their advantage against us.”
Firenze sighed, rubbing at his forehead before he nodded and muttered: “Fine, fine.
You‟re going to have him… what, help with magic or reanimation processes?”
“In a manner of speaking. We have mortal technologies as well as simplified magical and
alchemical components at the ready. I want him to build me something.” Sabnock said mildly,
and then she glanced at Ixin. “Are you prepared to leave?”
“Any time, oh ye mighty judge.” Ixin intoned sardonically, and then he winced away
from Sabnock‟s icy eyes. “Fuck, none of you can take a damn joke. Hey, Zerrex, I see you ain‟t
sporting the wristwatch today, good for you. I gotta go do some real work now instead of
hanging out with babes all day.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes as Sabnock left and Ixin followed her, White touching the brim of
his hat before he turned and left as well. Then the Drakkaren looked to the High King as he sat
down and shook his head slowly, muttering: “Not that I don‟t trust Sabnock‟s judgment, but
letting Mengele out of prison so he can build a weapon, then slamming him back in… seems a
little bit… odd, doesn‟t it?”
“That‟s life. I‟m sure Sabnock just wants to end this quickly, though.” Zerrex sat down
on the table, looking down at his son for a few moments and feeling his emotions easily, how
weathered he was, before he said gently: “You need to take a break.”
“Tonight I will, I promise.” Firenze looked up at him with a bit of a smile, and then he
sighed before saying quietly: “Right, the thing I wanted to talk to you about. We had… we had a
very strange intrusion here a little earlier, from someone looking for you.”
“Camus.” Zerrex said quietly, and Firenze nodded. The Drakkaren frowned a bit,
unsurprised he was right and yet surprised all the same, since it wasn‟t exactly like the lion to
look for him through channels that were so… mundane and normal compared to the strange
abilities Zerrex could only begin to guess at the Broken possessing. “Why? What did he want?”
“Just to give you a message… he said he was having trouble locating you, something
about how his abilities aren‟t infinite…” Firenze paused for a few moments, then he shook his
head slowly. “But he said that he‟d lost Serviteur, whatever that means… that it had vanished.”
The Drakkaren frowned and leaned down, grasping Firenze‟s shoulder as Daria looked
sharply at Zerrex, and the High King looked up in surprise as the reptile asked urgently: “Did he
say anything else?”
“I… no, Dad, just that.” Firenze looked confused, and then he frowned as well, asking:
“Who or what is Serviteur, though?”
“Maria.” Zerrex said simply, and he shook his head with a grimace as he stood up,
cursing under his breath. Camus had lost her… did that mean she was dead? Had she gone
rogue? Was she coming to find him? All possibilities that also posed countless questions, all of
them impossible to answer at the moment… but if Camus couldn‟t find her anywhere, it did
indeed mean that he wasn‟t able to do whatever he pleased… but it also meant that Maria had
become powerful enough to move around on her own undetected. Creating a rift was a difficult
process to begin with… creating a rift with just the right amount of energy and control that it
didn‟t show up on the usual radars with enough force to trigger an alert was nearly impossible.
The reptile cursed under his breath as he rubbed slowly at his forehead, and then he paced
slowly back and forth with a frown as Firenze looked at him for a few moments with disbelief…
and then he held his hands out, wincing a bit. “What… what do I do then, how do we find her?”

“We can‟t. If she doesn‟t want to be found, she won‟t… and she won‟t hesitate to fight
anyone who tries to corner her.” Zerrex murmured, brushing a hand slowly through his hair as
Amiglion approached with a frown, Grim bobbing along beside him. The Drakkaren
remembered Francis, and how his whole platoon had been injured in the battle against her… but
he also remembered Little Arcy telling him, almost pleading to him, that Maria likely still had
her mind intact with how she hadn‟t killed a single one of them. I can only hope so… “It‟s
strange, though… Camus must be putting all his effort towards finding her, since he came to you
instead of hunting me down… and if he can‟t find her, she probably isn‟t in the Unworld. It
would be too easy to find her there… she might be hiding out in her own little pocket dimension,
or somewhere we wouldn‟t expect…”
Then the reptile looked over his shoulder as a portal opened, Marina and Serenity
returning, and they both looked at him curiously before Marina frowned as her psychic fingers
tickled through the lizard‟s mind, and she looked up sharply after another moment… then her
eyes returned to her father, and she said quietly: “Sorry, Daddy.”
She reached up and tore her collar off, and a moment later vanished as Zerrex cursed and
looked up desperately, as if he was somehow going to see her through the roof and past space…
and Serenity looked back and forth, sword in her hand as Daria stood ready, before Firenze asked
sharply: “What the hell is going on?”
“That psychic signal, it must have been bait. Marina just went to find the source… and
likely Maria.” Zerrex said quietly, and he reached for his armlet… then snorted in amusement
when he realized he wasn‟t wearing it before muttering: “Well, gotta dash.”
And with that, Zerrex vanished from the spot as well, Daria almost toppling as Firenze
grabbed at his head in consternation, and Amiglion simply stared before he grinned dumbly and
nudged Grim, muttering: “Wish I could do that, don‟t you?”
Zerrex reappeared on the roof of a skyscraper supported by vines and several enormous
trees, looking back and forth and smiling ruefully at the fact he didn‟t feel the slightest bit
drained even by such long jumps any longer: it was a good thing, considering how he felt he was
going to need all his strength for the journey ahead. The reptile concentrated, but Marina was
repressing her mental signature and her energy, and her collar was likely on as well, making it
even harder for the lizard to lock onto her, as he gazed towards the setting sun… but now that he
was on the mortal planet, he could feel energy pulsing all around him, from people, plants, and
the planet itself as it grew its strength steadily back… and much like water, these energies helped
carry the signatures he was looking for towards him, as their own reacted to the presence of both
a Broken and a powerful psychic.
The Drakkaren flexed his body as he looked sharply to the right before vanishing again,
and he reappeared on a distant field, kneeling to touch the earth. Green grasses swayed quietly
around him, murmuring up to him in voices the reptile could barely understand, as he drew his
fingers through one of several ugly gash-marks in the ground: marks that radiated decay and
pain, weren‟t made by rock or foot or wheel, but Unworld energy being lashed against the earth,
likely in the form of a chain, as Zerrex ran forwards a few steps, following the trail before he
vanished and reappeared at the edge of a city in Northern Ire, a city that had lain in the ugly pile
of broken ruins it was now long before Zerrex had even been born.
It sat in what was now little more than the world‟s largest gravel quarry, surrounded by
mountains of dirt, dust, and pebbles that stretched for miles in an almost perfect circle around the
city. The wasteland was surrounded by steep cliffs, a few passes leading down from them but
almost all of them barred by rotten fencing and ugly, rusted gates with peeling and faded

radiation warning signs chained and nailed to them. Nostrum, once Northern Ire‟s capital,
destroyed when the nuclear reactor had melted down hundreds of years ago. The improperlydesigned reactor had been built by Ire, and the uranium core had been supplied by Ire… and it
had been the original reason that Northern Ire had tried to pull away from Ire so many years ago
and the cause of the bitter war between them that had been ended only by global devastation.
Zerrex turned around, walking over the ancient, charred stone rooftop to gaze out over
the city, all ugly grays and blacks, even the glass remaining in the few windows burnt an ugly,
rotten color. The lizard shook his head slowly as he leapt down from the rooftop to land some
twenty feet below on a larger roof layered with gravel, feeling it crunching under his boots as he
rubbed slowly at one arm, sensing Maria and Marina‟s presence here, hidden somewhere as they
judged one-another, likely from afar… and then the reptile sensed something, and he ran ahead
to lean on an old metal railing and look down into the street in front of the ancient, ruined hulk of
the reactor, most of the building disintegrated but roughly half of it still sitting intact, an
enormous, vase-shaped smokestack that stretched towards the sky, the white symbol of Ire still
visible on it like a mockery of the destruction that this city had seen.
Maria slowly floated out from inside the structure: her Unworld body could easily handle
the sick pulse of radiation still burning inside the building, as Zerrex made a face and realized
that it would also have covered her essence effectively, the energy of the radiation cancelling out
the anti-energy of her body. Moving carefully, Zerrex jackknifed the railing and fell to the
narrow alley below, slowing his descent by creating a translucent, sticky wall of energy that
clung to him as he passed through it some few feet above the ground and broke his fall, letting
him land in almost perfect-silence, a dumpster behind him and a half-collapsed building in front
of him.
The reptile ran quietly towards this, his feet making gentle crush noises against the gravel
as Maria threw her head back and screamed, and the reptile hesitated as he dropped forwards
against the mound of broken gravel that made up the building, before she wailed: “You took
everything from me, Marina… you coward! You traitor! Come out and face me!”
Only silence greeted this, as Zerrex carefully began to pull himself up over the mound on
all fours, reaching the top of it and looking out of the mouth of the alley towards the street, and
Maria floated eerily by, her chains tinkling and dragging along the pavement as well as hovering
in the air around her as she shouted angrily: “I know you‟re here, psychic! I can feel your
energies… I can smell your blood! I‟ve locked on to your presence and I have eyes for nothing
else, Marina, not until I‟ve ripped you limb-from-limb!”
“Your mother was a coward and so was your aunt!” Marina‟s voice shouted, and Maria
screamed as Zerrex slid down the mound and to the edge of the alley, peering out to watch as the
Broken grabbed a ruined, ancient hulk of a car with her chains and flung it towards the top of the
reactor, where Marina was standing. The female, however, only flicked her wrist… and instead
of hitting the top of the immense stack, the car was flung through the air, crashing into the side
of a building and sending it crumpling forwards in a wave of dust and grit, Zerrex wincing and
leaning back into the alley as he waved a hand at the cloud of dirt that shot by. It settled slowly,
and as it did so, Marina added darkly: “At least I tried to save my father… you, you did nothing!
You cried, Maria, you did nothing but cry, cry, cry… during the battle and after you found out he
was dead!”
“I was weak then… but I have power now!” Maria shouted, and her chains snapped
around a power pole before she threw this hard at Marina like a javelin, but the psychic easily
leapt out of the way and let herself fall to the street below, landing in a flexed crouch and

snarling, her collar back in place as Maria gazed across at her furiously… and then the Broken
shouted: “And my name is Serviteur!”
The two glared at each other… and then Zerrex stepped out of the alley, saying quietly:
“Enough of this, both of you.”
They looked at Zerrex with surprise… and then they both glared at each other again,
Maria‟s chains snapping around her violently as Marina readied herself, anchoring herself on the
ground… and the Drakkaren‟s eyes roved back and forth, seeing their determination in their
eyes. The aggression, the raw hate, the unstoppable fury… and if they had to, he knew they
would fight around him. They would keep fighting until one of them was crushed and defeated,
they would fight even if it meant batting him back and forth between them like a tennis ball…
but would they kill each other, when it came to that?
He wondered it silently… and then he shook his head slowly, asking finally: “Does it
have to be like this, Maria?”
“I am Serviteur now… I am only Serviteur, and my purpose is to destroy Marina. No
matter what the cost.” Maria said emotionlessly, and yet tears leaked down her face, unable to
hide her feelings before she whispered: “Goodbye, Zerrex.”
Maria – Serviteur – lunged forwards, the Broken snarling as her chained-together arms
pulled tightly back against her body, and her chains slashed viciously downwards towards
Marina… but Marina only threw her arms out, repelling the Broken before she jumped into the
air and crossed her arms over her body, psychic chains forming around her body before she
snapped her limbs out and they ripped through the air around her. The two entities floated,
paralleling each other in fury, in hate, in power and presence… and then Serviteur lunged
forwards, her chains swinging viciously upwardsBut only to be caught in Marina‟s, and the psychic dragged her to the side before
grinning when the being‟s other chains tore in towards her from the other side, reaching her
hands up to catch one chain as her telekinetic powers seized the other, and Serviteur snarled
before she screamed in rage when Marina spun violently around and around on the spot before
hurling her high into the air. The Broken was easily able to halt her ascent, however, hovering
over the burnt-out reactor before she dropped downwards and spun around, slamming her feet
into the wall of the towering stack as her chains snapped out and tore through the cement of the
reactor like it was paper, falling backwards and ripping a twenty-foot section of wall with her
before she spun around and threw it hard like a disc at Marina.
Marina leapt backwards with a curse as Zerrex covered his face in his arms, vanishing
from the spot and reappearing on the roof of a building before it shook violently as the wall
Serviteur had thrown impacted with the street with enough force to send up a cloud of dust, and
then it was blown away as Marina flicked her arm out, grinning at the Broken as Serviteur landed
in midair some five feet above the ground, her legs bending as if catching her and dust puffing
over the ground as she levitated, before looking up in shock as Marina‟s chains snatched up the
broken chunks of wall and threw them one after another at Serviteur.
The being‟s own chains lashed out violently, however, snapping back and forth through
the debris before one of Serviteur‟s chains tore downwards and ripped through the pavement,
and Marina looked surprised for a moment before the chain ripped out of the ground behind her
and seized her around the middle, Marina screaming in pain as it burst into dark, sizzling flames
before dragging her downwards and ripping her into the pavement, battering her body as it
dragged her beneath the earth… but then tore free of her as Serviteur leapt into the air, leaving
Marina buried under the ground as the Broken gave a shrieking laugh before her chains shot

wildly downwards, spearing again and again back and forth through the pavement and reducing
it to a broken trench of rubble as she assaulted the area Marina was trapped in.
She grinned violently as her chains tore back… and then the trench exploded upwards,
chunks of pavement pounding into the body of the Broken and knocking her backwards with a
howl, and then Marina leapt up through the dirt, her own chains lashing outwards and seizing
tightly around the Broken‟s throat, making her gag as the bloody Drakkaren snarled in fury and
flipped hard to slam Serviteur face down into the concrete. The Broken howled in pain, and
Marina dragged her against the broken street before snapping her hard into a building, the
creature‟s chains twisting and writhing as she was smashed through a stone wall.
Then the chains snapped down into the ground, dragging her out of the wreckage as she
climbed to her feet, then snarled and levitated slowly, Marina and Serviteur glaring furiously at
each other… and then Serviteur screamed at her in a voice that seemed to make Zerrex‟s own
body shiver with agony, and Marina grabbed at her head with a wince of pain and retaliated with
a telekinetic blast that made Serviteur flinch. Then she lunged forwards, snapping one of her
chains out and smashing Serviteur across the body, but the Broken‟s chains seemed to react of
their own volition as she went down on her stomach, three of them lashing upwards as Marina
lunged to smash the psychic away.
She cursed as she fell, rolling backwards to her feet before she picked up a large, fallen
chunk of concrete with her mind and hurled it at Serviteur, but the Broken snarled as she climbed
slowly to her own feet, her chains lashing out and obliterating it. She floated slowly up into the
air, then arched her back and howled in fury before her chains snapped downwards, ripping not
into the pavement, but shattering through reality itself to form three distinct rifts, and her chains
lifted three Unworld Beings through.
Two of these lumbered after Marina as her chains wrapped around the last, the psychic
snarling as she knocked both of the creatures to the ground… and then the Unworld Being
ensnared in the chains howled and writhed before it turned into a lower, darker roar, and the
Broken‟s chains withdrew from around a bloated, broken-looking mess that was vaguely
spherical, smoking with Unworld essence, and Serviteur lashed across this and sent it flying at
Marina, who snarled and caught it almost gently with her mind before throwing it hard to the
side.
It smashed into the reactor and exploded in a noxious round cloud of Unworld essence,
pulsating like a black sun for a moment and making the Drakkaren‟s entire body ache before it
sparked out of existence, and a few chunks of stone fell from the little that remained of the
reactor. Where the Unworld essence had been, all matter had been instantly vaporized, only an
upside-down-L-shaped wall of concrete left in the stack… before it slowly crumbled to the
ground, sending a burst out over the reactor and covering the area in a cloud of dust that Marina
shot upwards through, levitating to the sky with her arms out before Serviteur snarled and
followed her upwards, her chains lashing in a violent windmill around her body as she charged at
Marina.
Marina dodged backwards, then her own chains shot out and wrapped around two of
Serviteur‟s, the Broken tugging back against them with a furious curse before another shot
upwards at Marina‟s face, but the psychic glared at it as her eyes glowed, and it was deflected
away before Marina‟s own chains speared up and tore through the Broken‟s stomach, making her
gargle and howl in pain, then shove herself away, bleeding black, acidic blood from the wound.
Psychic and Broken floated far above the ground, and then Serviteur leaned forwards and howled
in rage as her wounds healed, her chains snapping out around her before stabbing violently into

reality itself, tearing through rifts before they shattered through the thin air behind Marina and
seized into her, and Marina howled in agony as Serviteur leaned forwards, laughing insanely,
spittle flying from her jaws as new chains exploded out from her body as she convulsed, almost
as if growing from her form as they burned with dark energy for a few moments before
solidifying into black instead of gray links.
These six black chains thrummed with sick vibrations, then twisted and morphed in on
themselves, turning into an immense, metallic hand as Serviteur threw Marina forwards, the
psychic snarling, then screaming when the immense hand slashed across her, making her own
chains vanish from sight. Marina began to fall, but the huge hand seized her and began to crush
her… but Marina managed to shove her legs down into the palm and get her hands up against the
two center fingers, grunting in effort as her body flexed before her eyes glowed and she sent a
raw telekinetic blast into the metallic hand, shattering it apart into links of black metal that
floated eerily through the air as Serviteur cursed and convulsed as if pained, and the psychic fell
down to the top of a large, flat warehouse below, almost staggering into a gap in the roof before
she fell on her side with a grunt, and Serviteur floated slowly around her as the half-formed hand
snapped back apart into black chains.
“I am stronger than you‟ll ever hope to be!” Serviteur screamed, and the black chains
wrapped together and formed into a massive, deadly flail, the spiked ball at the end of the
interwoven chains growing in two almost-alive pulses before it swung downwards with a flick of
the Broken‟s head, and it smashed down into Marina and crushed her through the rooftop, the
Broken howling laughter as she floated slowly overtop the building. “You are nothing to me!”
The building rumbled… and then the entire back wall of the warehouse ripped off and
flew into the air, Marina holding onto the back of it before she snarled and flipped over, shoving
it hard down as her entire body burned with psychic rage, and the hundred foot long, fifty-foot
square wall exploded into immense chunks of stone that slammed down into Serviteur even as
she tried to protect herself with her chains and the huge flail, screaming in agony as piece after
piece of solid rock struck into her before the rest of the wall simply shoved her down into the
pavement, crushing her like a bug into the street. Marina, meanwhile, floated in midair, snarling
in fury… and when Serviteur tore herself upwards, black chains whipping around her like snakes
as the silver launched her off the ground, the Broken screaming in pain and fury, Marina shoved
both of her hands violently downwards and caught Serviteur square in the face with a telekinetic
attack, smashing her down into the crater she had just ripped out of, ripping through the streets
into the sewers below and even further down than that.
Dust and smog rose out of the hole in the ground, as Marina touched down to the street,
breathing hard… and then she cursed as a black chain tipped in a deadly blade ripped through the
ground next to her, snapping back and forth like it was alive before it withdrew, and the psychic
staggered into a sprint as similar chains ripped up through the earth, occasionally managing to
slash narrow cuts into her arms and across her back before the Broken exploded out of the
ground in front of Marina, the psychic running into her with a grunt before she screamed in
agony as her silver chains wrapped tightly around the psychic, crushing her against her body as
Serviteur grinned cruelly down into her eyes, her black chains writhing as their tips transformed
into hooks that drew slowly back, then snapped downwards, meaning to rend Marina apartThey bounced off a telekinetic shield, and the Broken snarled, crushing Marina harder,
making her vomit blood onto her shoulder as her chains tore at the wall of psychic force, making
it waver… but Marina‟s collar twitched, then unlocked and fell to the ground… and Serviteur
had a moment to frown before Marina snarled and vanished from the spot as her shield vanished

at the same time, and the Broken‟s chains lashed into her own front instead of the psychic‟s
back, the being screaming in shock and agony as Marina reappeared above Serviteur‟s head and
smashed her with a hard punch backed by raw psychic force right between her eyes.
The Broken flew bonelessly backwards, and Marina vanished before reappearing behind
her, time seeming to slow as Marina moved so fast she was almost invisible, using her telekinetic
power to bring a lamppost over to her before ivy crawled over the length the moment she
touched it, then transformed into thick steel cables covered in deadly spikes in the blink of an
eye… and then Marina smashed Serviteur in the spine with this, the Broken vomiting blood
before Marina threw the spiked lamppost hard like a spear as a harpoon head ripped out of the
top of it, only to vanish a moment later and reappear in midair in front of her.
She caught the senseless, stupefied Broken by the neck with her legs as she seized her
skull in her hands, pumping telepathic agony directly into Serviteur‟s head before physical agony
joined this as the spiked spear ripped itself halfway through the Broken‟s body, and Serviteur
screamed as her chains snapped wildly around her, but Marina avoided these easily before she
flipped around in midair and threw Serviteur down as hard as she could with her legs, letting
herself fall as well a moment later.
The spiked lamppost smashed into the ground, a grisly totem that had Serviteur‟s
bleeding body impaled most of the way through it, the female gargling in agony as blood dripped
from her mouth and her chains fell around her like funerary or sacrificial garlands, and Marina
landed in a crouch some twenty feet away before she winced and grabbed at her arm, which was
already covered in thick vines. More ivy was slowly spreading its way up her body, and she
breathed hard as she looked at the destruction she had wrought to the Broken… before her eyes
widened as Serviteur snarled, then screamed in fury, and the lamppost buried through her
exploded into dark flames and dissolved before the Broken fell to the ground, landing hard on
her side and face… and then she slowly stood up, cracking her neck as her dark chains snapped
back and forth, spasming as if they were alive, while the sliver chains dragged behind her as her
eyes glowed with terrible dark power.
The very air around her crackled with static as dark lightning zigzagged over her form,
then snapped through the air, and black flames alit on the street and the stone buildings, greedily
dissolving stone as easily as normal fires would wood, before Marina snarled… then screamed as
she was blasted backwards by an immense gout of dark flames that issued from the air itself,
clawing at the Unworld energies before she snapped her arms out and a telekinetic blast issued
from her body, the flames whiffing out… but Serviteur only continued to slowly and steadily
advance, seeming to walk inside a pall of darkness that surrounded only her as Marina backed
up, then threw a telekinetic blast at her… but the Broken barely staggered, as she whispered:
“You took my life away…”
She screamed at her, and Marina grabbed her skull in agony as that same essence seemed
to pervade her mind, falling to her knees before she snarled and punched the ground… and
Serviteur was slammed backwards as the earth exploded beneath her feet, but her chains lashed
out behind her and caught her, easing her down to the ground before Marina stomped the earth
beside her, and a perfect cube of concrete, rock, and dirt shot up from the ground as if from a
skeet machine, Marina waving a hand almost lazily forwards to fire this into Serviteur as if
launched from a cannon… but the Broken‟s chains lashed upwards, two of them slicing through
the block and turning it into nothing but dust and ashes, as Serviteur hissed: “You stole
everything from me!”

One of her chains shot outwards and lashed in from the side, wrapping around Marina‟s
arm and making her scream in agony as it burst into dark fire, but then the psychic vanished
before reappearing near where the fight had started, and the Broken lumbered towards her,
unstoppable in her determination, as Marina tried to raise her arm… then cursed as it crackled
loudly, bark now growing over the limb and making it stiff and difficult to move as roots tore
into the pavement from her feet, vines stretching back and forth between her legs and fusing
them together, becoming something solid and joining into her tail as well… and then she shoved
her other hand forwards instead, and the buildings on either side of the street rocked as Serviteur
was blasted by a tsunami of psychic force, before the Broken screamed as she was slammed onto
the back, her chains smashing into the pavement to try and hold her steady before the psychic
force passed, and she snarled as she rose up… but Marina was grinning insanely, her own hand
raised, and the wave of psychic force that had only just passed flipped backwards on itself and
crushed straight down into the Broken with the force of a meteor, and she screamed in fury and
pain as her black chains were torn into pieces by the power of it, crushed slowly down into the
pavement as the street around her rumbled and disintegrated, until she fell into the empty tunnels
below.
Marina rasped for breath, leaning forwards, her scales no longer green but brown and red,
her eyes vanishing slowly from sight as bark grew over her, one arm still extended but now
transformed into a branch, and her tail and legs one solid shape now, forming a thick, wide base
of a tree. She moaned, and her jaws froze open as bark and moss grew between them, her form
barely definable except for that one arm and her head, as the tree rumbled and continued to grow
upwards… then more branches tore from it, bursting into sudden life as black roses blossomed
over the length of the enormous plant, the bark thick and tough and old and vines and huge fern
leaves hanging down from the bough of the tree.
And then chains snapped upwards and caught the lip of the gaping hole in the street, and
Serviteur dragged herself, bloody, battered, and bruised, out of the hole, lunatic and moaning as
she rolled over the lip and her legs kicked weakly, her tail torn off and one of her arms
disjointed, most of the scales peeled from her body as she left blood that bubbled against the
ground on the concrete as her chains reached forwards, dug into the ground and dragged her
towards the tree, whispering: “Won‟t… won‟t, won‟t… won‟t be… cheated…”
She looked up at the tree, one of her eyes disconnected and rolling insanely in her skull as
the other stared stupidly at it… and then she howled as her chains lashed against the bark,
digging weak cuts against the huge, already fifty-foot tall mighty plant… and a tremble ran
through Serviteur‟s body before she vomited black bile forwards onto it, splattering over the
trunk of the tree, and it exploded into flames that greedily spread up its branches and through the
leaves, consuming it in a bonfire that made Serviteur scream with joy and pain all at once.
Then she looked up weakly as Zerrex approached, Marina‟s collar in his hand as he said
quietly over the crackle of the flames, the smoke smelling like perfume: “You can‟t kill her that
way, Maria. You can‟t kill a tree just by burning the top off of it, by hacking its branches up. It
has roots… roots can stretch for miles, roots can be deeper in the earth than anyone‟s ever
mined, roots can bide their time and sometimes even plant the tree‟s seeds.”
“S-Serviteur… my… my name is Serviteur…” the Broken moaned weakly, and then she
lifted herself up, whispering: “I‟ll kill… her…”
“You kill her, and you only hurt me.” Zerrex said quietly, and he reached out and silently
touched his daughter‟s face, alive but frozen in the tree, and he bowed his head forwards before

looking at the creature as she looked back uncomprehendingly. “How much do you think Marina
hates herself if she let herself become this?”
The Broken stared at the tree… and then she fell slowly to her knees and collapsed back
on her haunches, whispering: “But she is responsible for the deaths of my mother and my aunt…
I… I never got to apologize to them…”
“Nor they to you. But they raised you, and I know that Shelly and Maya raised you better
than this, Maria.” Zerrex didn‟t look at her, instead silently looking up to watch as the tree
burned slowly, feeling rage and pain and most of all, sorrow… and as he stared at the flames, as
the fragrant smoke surrounded him and seemed to try to lull his thoughts, as if Marina was still
treating him like he had to be first even with her trapped like this, a few drops of rain silently fell
from the skies above.
“Mommy…” Maria trembled violently… and then she dropped her head forwards and
began to cry loudly, her chains rattling around her like living things as more droplets fell… and
in only moments, became a storm that hid Maria‟s tears and put out the flames consuming the
tree, leaving them bare of leaves and vines but the tree still standing tall and proud, water
slipping its way through the crevices and cracks in the wood as Zerrex stood with his head
pressed against the trunk of the rough, pebbly bark, trying to pretend he wasn‟t crying himself.
Then Maria looked up shamefully as Zerrex looked down at her, the rain lightening
slowly… and she whispered: “Can… can… grandfather, you… can you help her?”
“Yeah. She‟s inside there… alive and well.” Zerrex patted the tree quietly, and then he
gently hung the collar from the back of Marina‟s neck, before he looked silently down at Maria
and extended a hand. “But I want to help you first, granddaughter.”
The Broken looked up at him, hesitantly reaching one of her hands out before her chains
jangled and pulled taut, and she tugged her chained-up limbs back against her body, whispering:
“N-No… no, I… I‟m a Broken now. I‟m a monster, look at what I became and attempted to do,
how… how I tried to take away your daughter, maddened by necessity, from you… I-”
“You are still you.” Zerrex said forcefully, and Maria quailed in front of him: strange,
this creature of such immense power hiding her face from him when he only rose his voice… but
it proves she’s… she’s still there. “A Broken, a demon, an angel, a god… we‟re all still people.
I‟ve come to believe that more than ever, and I know that if my own mother hadn‟t absorbed
Narrius‟s essence, she‟d still be here, too… a Broken herself, not a demon, not an angel. Stand
up, Maria.”
Maria trembled… and Zerrex gritted his teeth before he yanked her to her feet, and she
staggered before he caught her against his body, then seized her manacles, looking into her eyes
silently as he said quietly: “You and Marina have some issues you both need to work through.
And I‟m only going to say this once, so I‟m going to make it very clear. I‟ll kill you if you attack
her again, behind my back or in front of my face, is that understood? Likewise I won‟t tolerate
Marina attacking you… and I may not kill her, but there‟s a lot of things Marina would prefer
dying over doing.”
The female looked down silently, but then she nodded, and Zerrex didn‟t allow himself to
hesitate as he dug his claws into her manacles and then simply pulled with a grunt… and the
chains snapped as easily as if he‟d been trying to pull apart paper, Maria looking shocked as the
metal links over her form trembled and sizzled… then hissed as if they were alive before rotting
away, falling in pieces around her feet as her shackles and collar snapped and collapsed as well,
leaving her standing almost naked in front of him, dressed only in bare rags that covered a breast

and her groin… and she trembled as she reached up to touch one of the bright white scars on her
black scales, where a horn had used to be, whispering: “I‟m… I‟m free?”
“You‟re free.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he turned around before stiffening up as her
arms wrapped around him… but she only pushed her head against his back before she began to
cry again, and the reptile relaxed as he leaned against the tree, reaching one hand down silently,
to grasp her forearm, not feeling any Unworld residue, her energy strange and different but more
vibrant now without the chains on… and then he frowned as she slumped against him before she
collapsed to the side, and the reptile shot her a shocked look, the female laying silent and
unconscious.
“All the Broken lay in defeat.” said a quiet voice, and the reptile halted again in the
process of trying to put Marina‟s collar back on, turning slowly around to see Camus standing
not far down the street, looking quietly up at the skies above as a light rain continued to fall, and
yet the lion wasn‟t touched by a single drop of water. “That went far speedier than I expected by
any account, Zerrex… and yet at the same time, your development isn‟t nearly as far along as it
should be, I fear.”
“My daughter is a tree, can you please leave a message with my secretary while I fix
her?” Zerrex asked flatly, and then he rubbed at his head slowly before asking sharply: “And
how did you lose track of Maria, anyway? I get that the Unworld is a big place and you probably
have a lot of weird-ass machinations on the go all the time, but all the same, Camus. I thought
you were basically a GPS.”
“I don‟t know what that is but I get the meaning.” The lion rolled his eyes with a sigh.
“And I certainly understand why you‟re not in exactly the best of moods for this right now, but
Zerrex, my powers are not infinite. Yes, I am stronger than you. Yes, if we fought right now, you
would lose.” He paused meditatively. “Well, probably. Like I said, I expected you to be
stronger… but I also never expected all the Broken to be conquered so quickly. Even if you had
help from others… being able to ask for and accept aid is a form of strength, is it not? Those who
go it alone often tend to also die alone, and in the most miserable of ways.”
The Drakkaren glared at him, and Camus blushed a little, holding his hands up. “I‟m
sorry, I… I get lost on the way to a point a lot, I know. You‟ve… caused a minor setback in my
plans now, though, especially with Serviteur now having renounced her former ways.” He
stopped and looked down at her quietly, then murmured: “But she looks a lot more peaceful, and
I‟m very glad for that. Tell me, Zerrex why… why didn‟t you interfere in the battle?”
“Because I would have been ripped apart in the crossfire, and gods know what would
have happened then. Marina would blame Maria, Maria would blame Marina… and then the
world would probably end up getting cracked in half. Furthermore, I‟m sure some of my
Disciples or Iuratus are trying to lock onto me right now… I shudder to think of what would
happen if they came down to a free-for-all with me trying to stop those two from fighting and
them attempting to claw each other‟s eyes out.” Zerrex muttered, and Camus grimaced and
nodded in understanding. “Some fires you just need to let burn out.”
“Then let the next fire I have to light burn out, Zerrex, I implore you.” Camus said
quietly, and Zerrex frowned a bit as he looked at him, and the lion smiled a little bit. “It‟s… one
of many requirements for me to get my plans off my ground and moving in the right direction.
But it‟s one that also requires me to cause… a bit of a ruckus. Were Serviteur… I mean, Maria…
still here, still working with me, it would have been far less troublesome… but as it is now, who
knows? I may even fail, Zerrex… and I‟m sure that would be a relief for you.”

Zerrex frowned a bit, asking quietly: “What the hell would be such a big bang that it
would actually cause you trouble, Camus?”
Camus, however, only laughed and shook his head, gazing at the Drakkaren with faint
amusement. “I keep telling you, Zerrex, my powers are not infinite. You might be surprised at
the amount of things that cause me problems… I mean, were I infinite in power and wisdom,
would I be so philosophical all the time, or would I need you as part of my plans?” Camus
gestured at him gently, laughing a bit, and the lizard slowly nodded. “Exactly. I‟m… I‟m in no
way overanxious for our final confrontation, Zerrex, but it will be soon… and although I have
been… waiting for this moment for many, many years, I certainly won‟t begrudge you any time
that… that you need to set things in order, or any last requests. I know you have a family.”
He quieted, looking at Zerrex with sadness that seemed like it was tinged with envy…
and the reptile looked down thoughtfully, before he said slowly: “Well, I… I have some tickets
for a game I‟m supposed to see with Pallas, Lily‟s son. I… I killed his real father, and yet I‟m
also supposed to be his dad… I mean, come on, the kid‟s real dad went insane with jealousy and
was going to chuck him into a volcano, and he was dying anyway so… so I hurried the process
up a bit.”
“But to a child, a father is usually god, especially sons; a role model, even when they
treat the child like garbage. Cases like yours, where the child pulls so totally away from the
father, are limited… sometimes sadly, as the child grows up to simply repeat the cycle, no matter
what he‟s taught or told.” Camus murmured, looking down for a few moments, and then he
shook his head in distaste. “My father… well… no. No, that is a story for another time.”
Zerrex looked at him curiously, but Camus only smiled a bit. “Oh believe me, I don‟t
envy you your childhood, Lord Zerrex. I‟ve read the reports on it compiled by both Heaven and
Hell… and it was nothing that anyone should envy. But I meant in the future, further along than
a week… although I suppose you like to live day-by-day, don‟t you?”
“I do.” Zerrex nodded, and then he paused for a moment before beckoning to the lion,
asking mildly: “So why don‟t we spar, Camus, you and me, right here and right now?”
Camus, however, held up his hands and shook his head, replying politely: “You‟ll forgive
me for declining, Lord Zerrex, but I have duties to attend to that will require my full
concentration shortly… and I don‟t dare give away either what I am capable of or my position to
anyone else. Even portalling to make contact with your son was a dangerous gambit… had I
been followed or attacked, it could have ruined everything. But oh, one last word before I go.
“Broken require sustenance in the form of energy at regular intervals, and meals will not
suffice. The Unworld, despite being a place where all things are broken down, is also irradiated
with energy, and more energy can be absorbed from the Unworld Beings there. In a place like
Hell or Heaven, Maria will be able to survive for extended periods between meals, but she must
have energy in one form or another, or she… may begin to suffer.” Camus said quietly, looking
pointedly at Zerrex. “Otherwise… take care of her. Take care of her as you would if she were
still just a demoness.”
“She‟ll always be my granddaughter, Camus. You don‟t have to worry about that.”
Zerrex said softly… and Camus smiled and nodded before the lion vanished in a flicker of dark
flames, the Drakkaren grimacing before he turned around and carefully locked Marina‟s collar
back around her extended neck… and the tree shivered violently, then cracked down middle, and
bark peeled off Marina‟s form as she fell free, vines and sap and wood falling around her as she
fell forwards into her father‟s waiting arms, stiff limbs convulsing once.

Zerrex lowered her quietly to the ground, and then he took a slow breath as he touched
Maria‟s shoulder and Marina‟s before concentrating… and he vanished from the spot to reappear
in the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, both of the females groaning in agony before the reptile
stood up and turned his head, shouting: “Sin! Cindy!”
There was a pause for a few moments… and then two portals opened, Sin stepping
through one and Cindy the other, and they both winced at the sight of the Broken and the
psychic, laying on the floor across from each other, both in terrible shape, and Cindy cursed
under her breath as Sin asked quietly: “Not to be rude, Lord Zerrex… but is this wise?”
“Daddy knows what he‟s doing.” Cindy muttered, as she walked over to Maria and licked
her lips before carefully picking her up… and she concentrated for a moment before frowning
and glancing at her father. “I can‟t feel Unworld residue coming off her.”
“She doesn‟t emit it, Camus mentioned that to me once… but she and Marina kicked the
crap out of each other, so I need her pumped full of energy, I think.” Zerrex replied, and then he
frowned at the slight smile Cindy gave him. “What?”
“I read Camus‟s book, Daddy, remember? It had all the information in here… but I‟m
still surprised. With how badly battered she is, I thought her shell might be damaged to the point
where she‟s leaking energy…” She stopped, then shook her head as Sin carefully picked up
Marina, gazing over her with a frown. “Sin, can you take Marina to the Healing Cathedral where
we were treating the others? My stuff for treating Unworld residue is all set up there, she‟ll need
treatment for that… she needs a private, quiet room, though, otherwise she‟ll throw a fit when
she wakes up and her head is full of voices. Daddy, come with me.”
Sin nodded and half-bowed to them both, smiling encouragingly at Zerrex as he patted
her on the arm, and then the Drakkaren followed Cindy through a portal and into the hall outside
the power repression room at the top of the cathedral, a Dius Priestess bowing to her as Cindy
murmured: “The moment I heard what happened I reserved this room, just in case… I… I wasn‟t
sure what was going to happen, but I figured someone would be putting it to good use.”
Zerrex nodded, looking up at the ceiling as Cindy carried Maria over to the bed and laid
her gently down, then she touched her father‟s shoulder, gazing at him and saying softly: “Sit
tight here, I‟ll be back in a few minutes… but before I go, this wasn‟t your fault.”
“Wasn‟t blaming myself, I swear.” Zerrex smiled a bit, then he laughed a little at the look
Cindy gave him, saying finally: “It‟s… it‟s only a half-lie. Look, go get the stuff and I promise I
won‟t beat myself up too much, okay?” He paused, then asked hesitantly: “Mind if I transfer
some of my energy into her?”
“Go ahead, Daddy, I don‟t think it‟ll hurt.” Cindy replied quietly, and then she nodded to
him slowly before she turned and left, still looking hesitant. As the door closed, Zerrex gazed
quietly at Maria, reaching out to stroke over one of her arms… and then he sighed softly before
sitting down on the bed beside her, adjusting her body carefully and pulling her head into a more
comfortable position on the pillows before he held his hand over her, pushing gently down into
her stomach and taking long, easy breaths as he gathered his concentration and his energies,
before gently pushing them down into the Broken‟s body.
She moaned quietly, twitching and shifting on the bed, but it wasn‟t either pain or
pleasure, just surprise… and then her eyes fluttered open a moment later as she grasped Zerrex‟s
wrist, her grip stronger than he expected as her looked down at her and she smiled weakly back
at him, whispering: “I… I don‟t need much… I don‟t deserve it, grandfather, and it‟s improper
for you to… to help me after… what… I did…”

She stopped, and Zerrex continued to gently push energy into her form as her wounds
began to visibly heal, pulsing with his energies before they solidified into scale and strange flesh,
and she murmured: “I thought I could kill her… I thought I hated her, but… it was just another
way to avoid coming to terms with the fact that my beloved mother was dead… and the fact that,
worse than her being dead, was the regrets. All I wanted to do was pretend that mother… my
mothers, really… had always been good to me… even though I knew very well… they loved me,
and yet they also wanted to control me, and I never had the courage to face them…
“Worse, I never had the courage to face the Old Gods… to help the sweet, generous Miss
Mary of the Silver Wind out, when… she had done so much for me. How insane with impotence
I began to feel… how… how foolish and weak I began to feel. I was still nothing more than a
child, a mortal child, really… I could not use my body to seduce, nor my mind to strategize, nor
my fist to subjugate… all I could do was… run away.
“And you too, had died… and I had done nothing. Nothing.” she murmured bitterly, and
then she arched her back and gritted her teeth, and Zerrex withdrew his hand, afraid for a
moment that he‟d hurt her… but she caught his hand and smiled up at him after a moment,
saying quietly: “Thank you for the energy… I… I really do feel much better. It‟s… the memories
that hurt the most.”
“It always will be… but often even that pain fades, if you can let go of the bad and…
instead strive to remember the good.” Zerrex stopped, and then he looked down and said quietly:
“And believe me when I say, hard as it is to believe now… not remembering anything at all hurts
far, far worse.”
Maria looked up at him silently for a few moments, and then she squeezed his hand
slowly, asking quietly: “I know it‟s… it‟s terribly selfish of me, but… but do you remember…”
“I remember you, Maria. My granddaughter…” He paused and smiled a bit, reaching up
to squeeze her shoulder silently. “I remember that I was your friend once.”
“You still are.” she replied quietly, squeezing tightly into his hand and smiling back…
and then he lowered his head and they kissed for a soft moment, and the reptile couldn‟t describe
what it felt like as their mouths worked together, leaning gently over her as her little claws dug
into his hand with how hard she squeezed, trembling as their mouths worked together… and then
she drew away with a flush when Cindy banged loudly on the door.
Zerrex glanced over his shoulder with a bit of a smile, and Cindy gazed back at him with
amusement more than irritation, as she said softly: “Now come on, you know the rules. No sex in
this room.”
“Yeah, like we never broke that one.” Zerrex said mildly, and Cindy rolled her eyes as
she pushed a medical cart towards them, a small machine with two glowing cylinders full of
visible energy on top of it, a tube ending in an IV hooked up to the end of this.
Zerrex scooted out of the way as Maria regained her composure, looking hesitantly at
Cindy… but Cindy only smiled at her, gently taking her arm as she said softly: “Hi, Maria, do
you remember me? Cindy, Zerrex‟s daughter. I‟ve changed a little bit, I know…”
“Your energy is still mostly the same, though… Magnus used to tell me about… what
was going on. I always pined for you when he did, but it was worse when he didn‟t…” She
looked down quietly. “I should have known from that I… I couldn‟t… that what I was doing was
wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong.”
“We all make mistakes.” Cindy said soothingly, and then she patted her quietly on the
shoulder. “I‟ve made a few bad ones myself… and what matters now is everyone‟s going to be
okay, and you‟re here with us. Daddy always said he‟d bring you home, and I‟m glad he did.”

Maria looked silently at her, then she nodded slowly, Cindy smiling encouragingly at her
before she said softly: “Now listen, okay? I‟m going to insert this needle into your arm and start
pushing energy into your body… I know you can get energy from secondary sources, too, but
this is in pure form, so your body will directly absorb it.”
The Broken looked at her softly, then she hesitated before nodding, and Cindy gazed at
her for a moment before carefully going about her business, as Zerrex said softly: “Don‟t worry,
Cindy knows what she‟s doing. I‟ve been hooked up to this machine once or twice after I used
up too much of my strength. I guess… you know at least some of what‟s been going on though,
huh?”
Maria nodded again, looking at her grandfather quietly as she said softly: “Only a little…
I… I was always too consumed with bitterness, always attempting to formulate some scheme or
another to go after… after Marina.” Maria seemed humiliated about this now, looking down as
Cindy carefully inserted the needle into her arm, and she winced a bit, flexing her fingers slowly.
“I liked to listen to Magnus, but often… I got lost when certain subjects came up, or made
myself lose focus if only so I didn‟t have to bear the pain of them.”
Zerrex gazed at her softly as Cindy stepped back to tap a few buttons on the machine and
adjust the dial upwards, and then he said quietly: “Well, let‟s keep things nice, easy, and as
stress-free as possible for you for the next little while, Maria.”
“Because I‟m a Broken now?” Maria asked bitterly, looking down and trembling a bit…
and Zerrex sighed as he reached out and tilted her head upwards, making her flush. “I… I‟m
sorry…”
“Don‟t be, I understand not being in a happy mood right now. Believe me, I‟m usually
worse after a solid beating.” Zerrex said softly, and then he added gently: “And not because
you‟re a Broken. I don‟t care about that. I care about your well-being, that‟s all… and you‟ve
spent these last twenty-some years in one big stress spiral. Right now you deserve some rest and
relaxation, and I‟d like to see that you get it.”
Maria gazed up at him quietly, then she silently reached out to stroke down his arm,
before asking hesitantly: “Is it true, Zerrex? Are you a god now, so powerful that… that one day
you‟ll be able to defeat Magnus?”
“I am a god. I don‟t know how strong Camus is though, but… we will fight.” Zerrex said
slowly, and Maria nodded silently as the Drakkaren glanced over at Cindy, but she was busying
herself with something else now, and he abruptly said: “You know, I hate calling myself a „god.‟
It sounds so vain. It‟s like, look at me, I‟m the god of energy and fertility, feed me your awe and
your prayers and I swear I‟ll get back to you and some crazy stuff like that, when… I‟m just
me.”
“You‟ll have to excuse Daddy, he‟s been a little touchy about the subject.” Cindy said
mildly, as she stood up with a cloth and a sponge, and Maria smiled a little before she blushed
when Cindy began to wipe her gently but firmly down, the Broken fidgeting a bit on the bed but
not resisting. “Gods, where were you fighting? You‟re covered in more grime than Zerrex often
comes back in from fighting with Cherry.”
“Nostrum, in Northern Ire.” Zerrex said quietly, and Cindy nodded slowly before she
began to gently wipe down Maria‟s face, making her blush deeper even as she didn‟t fight.
“Maria, I wanted to ask, if it‟s okay… how did you get to the Unworld? And the Unworld
Manse, what was that like?‟
Maria glanced away, and Zerrex could feel her emotions welling up before Cindy said
softly: “Now Daddy, you know some things are better left for later. Maria just got back here…

let‟s celebrate her return for now, not dissect how and when she left. Besides, I have a question
myself that I‟d like to have answered, and you had your damn turn.”
Cindy gazed down at her softly for a few moments, and then she asked hesitantly: “Your
ability to… to bring people back from the Unworld. How exactly does that work? How were you
able to bring back… all the lost souls of the Goth Legion when Hell‟s cycle of demonic rebirth
doesn‟t even work all the time anymore?”
Zerrex knew what Cindy meant, as he gazed from her to Maria, who looked curious more
than anything else before she looked down… then blushed deeply and grabbed at the rags
covering her bosom as Cindy began to pull them off, saying embarrassedly: “Miss Cindy, please,
I must insist that you leave my clothing on… or rather, what little of it remains intact…”
“We‟re all family here, Maria…” Cindy soothed, but when the female only blushed
deeper, and when Zerrex reached up to squeeze her shoulder gently, she sighed and nodded,
saying quietly: “Alright, how about if I get you a nightgown and then we both turn around?”
She nodded hesitantly, and Cindy ducked over to the cart, before looking up as Maria
answered her question after a few moments, as if she had been thinking it over instead of
interrupted: “But… I‟m not sure. When I came to in the Unworld, Magnus… Camus… told me
that I had a gift, that… he wanted to help me use it. I…” She stopped and looked down in shame.
“I only thought of using it for myself at first, and not even for positive reasons, but instead how it
could be harnessed to bring back Marina‟s nightmares… except there was not a piece of any
person who ever dared called her nemesis intact in the whole of the Unworld… and all her
nightmares centered around the loss of you, grandfather, which I could never… have done
myself. I have never hated you…”
She stopped, then smiled a little over at Cindy, who had halted in her search of the cart.
“I… before… I asked Camus for the chains, I still had the talent. He brought an Unworld Being
before me, and I was so scared of it at first…” She laughed a little, looking down quietly before
nodding slowly. “But when I realized it wouldn‟t… that it couldn‟t hurt me, I approached it and
touched it, and my hands… it was like my hands had known what to do the entire time, and
although I was sloppy at first and wasted a lot of energy, I transformed the Unworld Being into
the mortal he‟d been in life.” She quieted, then glanced down, murmuring: “Then Jupiter crushed
him to a pulp and mocked my abilities. I will never forget the look on the poor male‟s face…”
“My other abilities were discovered over time… but once I had the chains, I was able to
shape and infuse massive quantities of energy into the Unworld essence, enough to cancel it out
and at the right frequency to bring it back to stability. Unworld energy, after all, is the very
essence of decay…” She stopped, looking down and shaking her head slowly. “It‟s so hard to
describe, to put into words. I‟m sorry.”
She paused, but when Zerrex smiled at her encouragingly, she continued, gazing more at
him than his daughter: “If there‟s even a piece of the soul surviving in the Unworld, attached to
some wretched Unworld Being – who are often entirely-different souls fused into one person out
of necessity to survive – or if there is a spirit, floating somewhere throughout the universe… then
I am capable of caging that ethereal thing into the physical form. I infuse so much energy I create
a material body, but the tradeoff is that sometimes I have so little to work with that I have to
„finish‟ the creation myself, altering the personality or building the body based upon my
preconceptions about it instead of using the true shape and mind… and… I am so sorry, Zerrex,
but I am also responsible for why your friends in the Legion cannot resuscitate. I was forced to
seize their floating spirits, which were in the process of regaining consciousness around Hell, and

then to alter their personalities so they would battle you emotionlessly… I… was so caught up in
the promises of revenge, that I‟ve done a very terrible thing.”
“Like Cindy said, we… we all make mistake.” Zerrex said quietly, and he touched
Maria‟s shoulder when she looked away in shame. “It‟s all in the past now, it‟s all forgiven,
okay? What matters is that they can truly rest now… that their pains are over, after what they
suffered during their lives.”
Maria nodded a bit, not speaking as she continued to stare off into space… and then
Cindy asked with soft urgency: “So can you locate souls in the Unworld, if you know
specifically what you‟re looking for?”
The reptile looked at her for a few moments… and then he realized what she was after,
and he softened as he turned to her as Maria replied curiously: “After… after I regain enough
strength to rift from one world to the next, easily… why do you ask?”
“I…” Cindy halted, and then she cleared her throat as she pulled out a nightgown, saying
finally: “Here, you can put this on, Maria.”
Maria took it, and Cindy walked a few feet away as Zerrex looked at the Broken, who
was examining the simple piece of cloth before he asked: “Do you want some help with it,
Maria?”
“No, no, I… no…” Maria mumbled embarrassedly, the Broken hiding her face as she
blushed deeply… and Zerrex looked at her for a moment or two longer before he nodded, turning
around and walking over to where Cindy was standing. They stood with their back to her, facing
away… but when Zerrex reached out and touched his daughter‟s arm silently, they might as well
have been staring at each other, with how clearly he could feel her emotions and thoughts
beneath on contact.
Zerrex was silent for what felt like the longest time… and then he said finally: “I want
him back, too, Cindy, but… Requiem probably went peacefully once he reached the Unworld.
Paradise was one thing, but the Unworld… he would have moved on.”
“I don‟t want to believe that.” Cindy said roughly, and then she rubbed at her face slowly,
whispering: “Zerrex, he‟s the only person other than our family who left such an impression on
me… and he‟s who really helped make me value you, and turn me into what I am today. Without
him, I would have continued to just half-ass my martial arts lessons and things in Hez‟Ranna…
would have gone even uglier. Without him, Marina might never have been born, because Gods
know that I never loved you as much as I did until we were separated…”
The two stood side-by-side, and then Cindy quietly hugged Zerrex, and the Drakkaren
hugged her tightly back, both of them closing their eyes before she sighed softly and trembled a
little as he soothingly massaged over her back… and then Maria said anxiously: “I‟m… I‟m
finished, I… are things okay?”
“Yes, yes. I just… need to check on my other patients.” Cindy mumbled, rubbing at her
face as she pulled away and tugged at her hair, and then she gazed at Zerrex silently before
turning and heading quickly for the door, letting herself out. The Drakkaren looked quietly after
her, and then he turned towards Maria‟s concerned eyes, walking over to sit in the bed beside
her, the female dressed primly with the poncho-style nightgown pulled as far down as she could
and her sheets up over her bosom, as if covering a nudity she somehow felt was still there.
He reached down and gently squeezed her shoulder, saying quietly: “Cindy and I… lost
someone a long time ago. He was like my father… he taught me everything I know about honor,
about right and wrong, about how all things require balance. And to Cindy, he was a teacher, a
mentor, someone… very dear to her. The only person she was proud of from the Narrius side of

the family.” He shook his head a bit, then smiled a little at Maria. “Don‟t worry yourself about it,
though. It‟s been a long time since he died, both on the mortal world and as a warrior of Heaven.
What I‟d like for you to do is concentrate on healing yourself before you go and do anything
stupid like I end up doing.”
Maria laughed a little, but when Zerrex started to get up, she reached out and grabbed his
arm, saying quietly: “Please grandfather, don‟t leave…”
“Zerrex… didn‟t I ever tell you not to call me grandfather?” Zerrex tilted his head with a
bit of a smile, and Maria blushed a bit before the Drakkaren leaned down, pulling his boots off
before he pulled his legs up into bed, his bad leg giving a mumble of agreement before Maria
looked embarrassed when the Drakkaren swung a leg over her, making her blush as she was
straddled before he laid down beside her. “I‟ll stay with you, though, I will, for at least a little
while.”
She nodded her thanks to him, curling up a bit… and then she glanced over at him,
whispering: “Why don‟t you get under the sheets with me?”
The lizard looked at her for a moment, as she turned scarlet… and then he nodded and
carefully slipped his way beneath the sheets, and she hesitantly pushed backwards so their bodies
touched… before he let one arm slip gently around her waist, the other sliding under her neck,
and she let out a soft little breath as her back touched against the scales of his muscular front,
feeling his body pressing forwards with gentle strength. She smiled after a moment, however,
then snuggled herself backwards as her eyes blinked blearily a few times, before murmuring: “I
loved… Shelly and Maya… but… but they never would have approved of this…”
“It‟s a whole new world out here, Maria.” Zerrex said quietly, and as he pulled her back
against his form, he kissed her cheek gently, feeling the heat radiating from her and smiling a
little bit. It was a good thing, he thought… it proved how alive she was, even if others saw her as
more dead than Anathema. “Get your rest now. I‟ll stay with you until you wake up… I swear.”
“I love you, Zerrex…” Maria murmured sleepily, and the reptile blushed, touched by the
sentiment before she pushed herself comfortably back against him, and only a moment later she
was asleep. The Drakkaren gazed at her silently, amazed by her in so many ways… and as they
rested together, he could feel her emotions playing through her form, could feel how different
her energies were, how terrifying the powers inside of her could be… and yet at the same time,
her old mind was there, and her old emotions were rising up, as if pushing through the sludgy
layering of bitterness she had coated herself in to protect herself. He could almost feel her
dreams, as she began to cry in her sleep ten minutes later… but he soothed her, with his energies,
with his body, with sweet whispers to her, and she calmed gradually until her sleep became
tranquil once more.
She only slept for two hours… but when she woke up, she was almost radiant, her body
completely healed of all of its wounds. She yawned quietly, then sat up and rubbed at her face as
Zerrex gazed at her with soft entertainment, and then she looked over her shoulder at him with a
blush before the reptile asked mildly: “Is this the part where you offer to cook me breakfast or
are you going to say you need to get to work and I should just let myself out when I‟m ready, but
preferably before noon?”
She looked confused… and Zerrex sat up, rubbing her back gently as he said softly: “It‟s
a joke. Mortal humor… I guess you didn‟t get a lot of that with Zane around though, huh?”
“Zanbrick was never so bad… he was just stuffy, and traditional. I understood him better
than Lady Mary sometimes…” She laughed a little, then gazed quietly at Zerrex, reaching up to

trace slowly over the scars of his face as she murmured: “You… I heard you were taking on
something called Disciples, grandfather. May I ask what those are?”
“Only if you stop calling me grandfather.” Zerrex said with soft amusement, and then he
paused and inspected her features as he gently grasped her shoulders, murmuring: “Holy hell,
you… your energy flow is spectacular. And you look… so alive.”
She blushed, glancing away and murmuring embarrassedly: “It‟s nothing, Zerrex…
Broken are merely beings with a will powerful enough to sustain themselves in the Unworld, that
eventually allows them to dominate the very essence that tries to take them over. In other words,
beings that feed off energy… but are made of a controlled, even if volatile, energy themselves.
My organic shell is easily repaired.”
Zerrex inspected her for a moment, gently touching along her body… and although she
fidgeted and blushed deeply, he realized a few moments later she was perfectly fine. He looked
at her for a moment, then asked curiously: “Want me to take the energy feed out, then? Or are
you… I dunno, is it right for me to ask if you‟re… feeding?”
Maria only smiled at this, however, looking almost touched as she said softly: “Now look
at which of is being so prim and proper. Lord Zerrex, it may not be proper to ask a lady many
things, but I don‟t think I qualify as a lady anymore, and certainly not as an average lady of Hell.
No, no… I feel stronger than I‟ve ever been, and the corruption in the air helps as well, even with
my essence being repressed in this room. It‟s probably best you remove it.”
The Drakkaren gazed at her softly, and then he nodded and reached forwards, gently
pulling the IV free as she winced a little bit… but not even a trickle of blood came from the
wound, which instantly healed itself as the reptile slipped over her – she didn‟t blush this time –
and off the bed to turn the machine off, saying softly: “And well… to answer your question,
Disciples are… sort of like… sort of like Iuratus. Cindy‟s a Disciple, and you saw how she was
changed, too, from her old self. I dunno all the details, in truth… but they‟re supposed to protect
me, and… serve me… and I can exert control over them when I concentrate and my armlet is
off.”
Maria tilted her head at the last bit, and the reptile smiled as he walked over to her,
rubbing awkwardly at his left arm. “Usually I wear this machine on my arm that regulates my
energy flow. It also lets me interact with other machines and make clothing and stuff. But it
keeps me… keeps me stable. Keeps my powers from ruling me, because I can keep them turned
low instead of being at full energy like I am now.”
“But you‟re acting perfectly fine now… and you were before too.” Maria said curiously,
and the Drakkaren glanced away, rubbing at his head slowly before she gently touched his back,
saying softly: “Didn‟t you tell me only a short time ago, Zerrex, that we all make mistakes?
Perhaps you shouldn‟t let the mistakes of the past come to haunt you… perhaps you need to
embrace your future with these abilities, and learn to master them in full: I honestly believe
myself that you would never harm anything or anyone you didn‟t need to.”
“What about Sin‟s Tower?” Zerrex asked quietly, looking down silently, and Maria
blushed a bit: this was a subject the Drakkaren had never really brought up in front of her before,
in any of his memories. “The place where I butcher people for kicks… hell, I have torture cells
and a prison, and-”
“My mother and aunt always used the existence of that as evidence against you when
they wanted me to believe you were a monster.” Maria said quietly, and Zerrex looked over his
shoulder in surprise at her, as she gazed at him softly. “And yet they only did so when upset and
furious with you. And whenever I asked more about it, they would become uncomfortable…

because they simply did not know the answers to the questions I asked. I asked if you hurt the
innocent there, and they would murmur about… „everyone has an innocent side‟ or other such
nonsense meant for the ears of children, not a succubus of maturing age. I asked about
masochists and succubi, and they could not answer if they were tortured for their pleasures there,
either. But then, on other days, I would be seated with them, having our discussions, and
sometimes Shelly would reflect on when she had been a child and you had sat with her while she
did her homework, trying your hardest to help her out… or Maya would laugh about the time she
was suspended from school for her unladylike behaviors in the past and how you had simply
grumbled about how stupid people could be these days, then gave her a treat of ice cream.
“I don‟t believe you‟re a monster, Zerrex, whatever your lusts and purview of right and
wrong. I have done terrible, awful things, for a reason I realize more and more with disgust was a
bad one, a dark one.” She stopped, then leaned over and hugged him tightly, pushing her head
against his chest as she murmured: “I won‟t let my friend talk that way about himself.”
Zerrex embraced her tightly back, closing his eyes and leaning over her… and then he
glanced over his shoulder as there was a double-knock on the door before it was pushed gently
open, Cindy and Cherry entering, the former female carrying Camus‟s well-worn black tome.
She frowned a bit as she noticed Zerrex had unplugged Maria… but then the female easily
hopped to her feet off the bed, smiling and bowing to Cindy as she said kindly: “Thank you for
your exceptional care of me, Miss Cindy. It means a great deal that you‟ve been so generous.”
“You‟re healed already?” Cindy gaped at her, and Zerrex shrugged before Cindy
muttered under her breath, opening the book and flipping through it. “There was a passage in
here about how fast the Broken could heal, but I thought it was exaggeration…”
“Hey, I‟m glad.” Cherry said cheerfully, and then she grinned and walked over to Maria,
who blushed a little as the female peered over her, then grabbed her shoulders and looked at her
warmly. “Heard you and Marina kicked the shit out of each other. And uh, Boss, don‟t take this
the wrong way, but I can‟t say I totally mind. Bitch needs to be humbled now and then.” Zerrex
rolled his eyes at this, and Maria blushed deeper before blinking when Cherry pulled her close in
a firm hug, saying quietly: “Now you listen, „cause I‟m only saying this once. You might feel
lonely and shit, but you‟re family to us all, hear? We‟re gonna take care of you now.”
Then she pulled away, and Maria looked almost as if she was about to start crying in joy
before Cherry glanced over at Zerrex, asking mildly: “So did you fuck her yet?”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but he quickly replied: “Cindy says there‟s no sex allowed in this
room, remember?”
Maria turned scarlet, and Cherry grinned, winking at him as Cindy muttered about
hormones. “Like that ever stopped us. Anyway, I know a place where you two can fuck your
brains out. Hey, Boss, do your clothes thing.”
“I can‟t, I don‟t have the armlet on and this room represses energies, remember?” Zerrex
said flatly, and Cherry looked dumb for a moment before he rolled his eyes, saying mildly:
“Look, I need to… to check on Marina.” He glanced at Maria, but she only nodded, looking
hesitantly at Cherry and Cindy. “Can you two bring her to the Ravenlight Estate and help her
settle in? There should be… an open room there.”
He quieted, and Cherry nodded slowly before she gently patted Maria‟s arm, saying
softly: “Come on, we‟ll help you get changed and shit, then you can either… sit down on your
own or walk around and take a tour of the place with us. Boss can always find us when he‟s
ready, he‟s good like that.”

“Alright. Please come back soon, Zerrex.” Maria said quietly, gazing at the Drakkaren for
a few moments, and the reptile nodded to her with a bit of a smile before he turned and headed
for the door, patting Cindy on the shoulder as he passed and making her smile a little herself.
Then he pushed through and concentrated… and a moment later, vanished and reappeared in
front of an ajar door, walking through it as if nothing had happened and trying to keep his face
impassive even if he was spooked by his own growing powers.
Then he softened as he saw Marina, laying in bed and with several tubes coming out of
her arms and a metal skullcap over her helm, and Serenity glanced up from where she was sitting
at the corner chair, looking silently at the Drakkaren for a moment before she went back to
slowly sharpening her sword on a small, slick stone, murmuring: “Your daughter took some
heavy hits.”
“I didn‟t know you cared about her so much, Serenity.” Zerrex said quietly, and the
Iuratus smiled awkwardly up at the Drakkaren as he walked to the end of the bed, leaning over it
and gazing at his unconscious daughter, the monitors around her static-riddled from Hell‟s
electromagnetic interference but still insulated enough that they were able to clearly display her
vital signals. Low… and her energies were minimal… but she was alive and out of critical
condition now, covered in bandages and sweet-smelling salves; yet it didn‟t mask the fact she
still smelled like Hez‟Rannan oak. “I thought you two hated each other.”
“Rivals make the best companions sometimes.” Serenity said quietly, and then she
sighed, sitting back and gesturing at her, muttering: “How the hell could I hate her, Zerrex?
She‟s everything I want to be. Powerful, confident, sultry and beautiful when she wants to be,
and dedicated to you far beyond reason or the comprehension of most. I‟m the Captain of your
Iuratus, but she‟ll always be the commander of your heart.”
Zerrex looked at Serenity for a few moments, then he walked over to her and touched her
scarred features, smiling a little bit as he leaned down and kissed her cheek quietly… and she
blushed before he said softly: “Look at it this way, Serenity. You have a goal to fight towards,
then. And I‟m sure, in time, you‟ll reach that goal. You‟re my daughter too, and I love you… and
I respect you deeply for your dedication and your hard work.”
Serenity glanced down, and then she sighed and shook her head, changing the subject as
she asked: “How‟s Maria doing? Does she require containment or is she handling herself well?”
“She‟s still your… niece. Niece, right?” Zerrex looked stupid for a moment, making a
face as he muttered: “Goddammit, families are so complicated when they‟re this big. But she‟s
sane, if that‟s what you‟re asking, and she‟s already back on her feet. Cindy and Cherry are
showing her around the Ravenlight Estate as we speak… or at least they should be. Knowing
Cherry, they might end up on a side-trip somewhere.”
Serenity made a face, rubbing at the armor plate covering her chest slowly, and then she
muttered: “Alright, Zerrex. I‟ve learned to trust your judgments, even on things like this. If you
say Maria is okay, then I‟ll believe she‟s okay, and treat her as I used to… but if I may make a
suggestion, we should probably avoid stressing her out undue amounts.”
“I already thought of that, Serenity, believe me, and not because I‟m worried about her
lashing out…” Zerrex walked to the edge of the bed, reaching out to gently touch Marina‟s neck
and feel her pulse and her energies, making a face at how much psychic pain she was in. Maria’s
chains must have channeled her mental anguish into others with every strike… “Think of what
the last two decades must have been like for her. I don‟t want to even imagine it, and I‟m used to
being the one stuck in misery.”

The Iuratus looked down quietly for a moment, and then she sighed and nodded before
glancing up, asking quietly: “So do you think Marina will be okay, then? Cindy said something
about… needing to repress her and keep her unconscious. Asked me if I would keep an eye on
her, in case anything went wrong.”
Zerrex nodded, saying softly: “I think she‟ll be okay, but she both had the crap beaten out
of her and she went through an enormous shock to her system. She‟ll appreciate you being here
to watch over her… I appreciate it myself, Serenity.”
“Then I‟ll hold position here and continue to watch over her.” Serenity said softly, and
she stood up and put her sword on her back, saluting him… but Zerrex only smiled and opened
his arms, and the female hesitated before she stepped quietly forwards and hugged him, resting
her face against his chest as his arms wrapped tightly around her. “Sometimes… I miss the past.”
“I do too.” Zerrex said quietly, and he stroked over her face as she pulled away, smiling
faintly at him. “You need a new hobby, I think. Hey, I know… you‟ve been training Daria, why
not let her teach you something, like pole-dancing?”
At first Serenity looked at him with a thin smile… but it slowly turned to disbelief as she
realized he wasn‟t joking, and he shrugged, touching her stomach gently, which made her
squirm. “You‟ve got the right body for it, Serenity… you‟re athletic, you learn fast, you‟d
probably pick it up quick. Unless you‟re scared, of course.”
“I‟m an Iuratus, a warrior-servant, not one of your… sexy-dancers.” Serenity said stiffly,
and she sat grouchily down in the chair and crossed her arms, likely not realizing that she looked
exactly like the child she had once been, which only made Zerrex smile tenderly at her even as
she spat: “My duty is to protect you and your honor, not… not… entice stupid males out of
money!”
“Serenity, define Iuratus!” Zerrex snapped out suddenly, and Serenity literally leapt up to
attention, taking on a rigid salute.
“An Iuratus is a warrior-slave dedicated to the pleasures and life of a singular entity, and
can be male or female, sir! An Iuratus lives to please his or her master in any way, shape or form,
and has roots in both providing sexual pleasures and release as well as the actual protection and
guardianship of said entity to whom they are dedicated, sir!” Serenity replied crisply, and then
she paused, frowned, and her stance loosened as she slumped sulkily. “Oh fuck.”
“Exactly.” Zerrex said cheerfully, and he flicked her nose, making her grimace before he
motioned irritably at her, and she fell to ease and glowered at him. “You know Hez‟Rannan
culture is highly based around the physical aspects of life, and they treat sexuality with the same
ease that gets people labeled as sluts and whores in Ire… well… in old Ire, I mean, before things
went to hell and they lost their „high moral standards‟ or whatever they passed it off as.” The
lizard paused meditatively, before he said slowly: “So unless you want Daria to excel in one
aspect of the Iuratus field where you… shall I say… fall short…”
Serenity narrowed her eyes dangerously, punching her fist against her palm as she
muttered: “No, no, oh no. I have worked far too long to get here… alright, Zerrex, I‟ll take that
up and show you that I, too, can be a whore when required.” She made a distasteful face,
glancing at him dryly. “I have no plans to ever do this unless ordered to though, is that clear?”
“Perfectly.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he turned and walked over to Marina, leaning
down and kissing her cheek as he murmured: “Sleep well, daughter… and other daughter? I‟m
going to take my leave now. Watch out for her, huh? Marina might be able to teach you a thing
or two herself.”

The Iuratus nodded and stood, then she hesitated before asking quietly, as the reptile
reached the door: “Aren‟t you going to give me your blessing?”
Zerrex looked over at her with amusement, then he nodded and approached, Serenity
smiling as he kissed her forehead, then her lips chastely… before he leaned forwards as she
wrapped her arms around his neck, sliding a leg gracefully up around his hips as his own trailed
down to squeeze her waist, their mouths meeting in a slow, passionate kiss that he hadn‟t shared
in forever with this particular Iuratus… and when she pulled away, she was flushed, rubbing
slowly at her muzzle as her legs trembled a bit before she murmured: “I may have to fulfill my
other duties to you soon, Father. I may be a Pride demon, but we have our lusts too.”
Zerrex smiled slightly at this, and then he shook his head as he walked towards the door,
murmuring: “It seems almost like all my boys and girls are giving me such tender affections
lately… it‟s almost like they‟ve all become even more attracted to me than before, or like the
flames of passion have been relit.”
The reptile snorted as he stepped into the hall, realizing how corny and poetic this
sounded… and then Anathema said dryly from beside him, making him flinch and stare at her in
shock: “Maybe it‟s because you aren‟t wearing your armlet, that‟s all. You‟re a god of fertility
and energy, Zerrex… you create a natural attraction to those dedicated to you that you should
probably learn to control, but haven‟t even experienced because you insisted on going around
with that damn crutch of an armlet all the time, whimpering about how much a pain in the ass
your life was.”
“Shut… up.” Zerrex mumbled, unable to come up to a response to the skeletal female,
who was grinning as she leaned against the wall. “And where the hell did you come from? And
where the hell are the kids, too?”
“Lily.” Anathema said mildly, and then she waved a hand dismissively. “And it‟s simple.
I just projected my spirit out of my body, tracked your energy signals down, and waited here for
you. I knew you‟d come and see Marina eventually… and if there‟s one thing we undead have,
its patience.”
“You‟re enjoying this far too much.” Zerrex said flatly, and Anathema laughed before
she became skeletal, snapping apart and then locking herself onto him as the reptile flailed his
arms, and he scowled down at the bony plates now covering his chest and the skull on his
shoulder as he muttered: “I thought we were past this phase.”
I need to rest, and furthermore, am curious about what went on between Marina and
Maria. Watching your memories is easier than making you describe the events of then and after.
Anathema replied mildly in his mind, and the reptile grumbled under his breath as he caught a
vision of her sitting in front of a television with a large bucket of popcorn, wondering stupidly
how the hell she could eat in his brain… and she laughed, replying to the absent thought as if
he‟d asked directly: Easily. The senses are signals passed into the mind. I merely take your
memory of what popcorn tastes like… and whenever I ‘eat’ I taste what you remember.
Memories are powerful things indeed, Zerrex… more powerful than perhaps you can imagine.
The reptile grumbled under his breath, and then he mumbled about people being
annoying before he concentrated, and a moment later he vanished, reappearing instead in the
Ravenlight Estate. Anathema didn‟t seem to mind, however, attached to his body as she was…
and the reptile was almost disappointed at the fact she didn‟t complain as he headed up the stairs,
the undead Naganatine receding into the depths of his mind as he looked back and forth before
concentrating on Lily‟s energy signature, and he realized a moment later that she was in the
library again before he paused and reached down.

His wallet, thankfully, was still in his pants… and he was glad for once that he hadn‟t
fought at all, since it had minimized the chances of him losing this. He smiled as he headed up
the stairs, then took a breath before he pushed into the library to find Lily reading to Naganen
and Darren… and Pallas in handcuffs at the other end of the table, making him frown a bit as
Lily looked up with a blush but also frustration in her eyes, not at him but obviously at her other
son, who was sulking before she said quietly: “Boys, your father and I need to speak for a
moment. I‟ll read more to you after, okay?”
The two nodded, and Naganen waved shyly at Zerrex, making the reptile smile and wave
back to them both even as his eyes lingered on the muscular, tall gator… and then Lily walked
over to him and grasped his arm, quietly leading him out of the library before she closed the
door… and then she rose a finger when Zerrex opened his mouth, shaking her head and pulling
him down the hall and into an empty room before she sighed and grabbed her head. “I‟m sorry,
Zerrex, I know you disapprove of the old parenting methods of Hell, but… I just don‟t know
what to do!”
“Handcuffs?” Zerrex asked dubiously, and Lily grumbled as she paced back and forth
before the reptile reached out, gently grasping her shoulders as he said softly: “Tell me what‟s
wrong, Lily.”
She sighed and slumped a bit, looking up at him and murmuring: “I‟m sorry, Zerrex…
Pallas is just… he‟s out of control. He… he‟s only sixteen, but he thinks he‟s an adult, and he
was out with his gang again, except this time they actually did something, to try and prove they
were a real gang. They broke into a store while you were gone, stole alcohol and started getting
drunk, then tried to… Zerrex, they tried to rape some poor succubus whore! I mean, I think she
came over seeing if any of them would pay her, but they… they just grabbed her and tried to
force her to give them sex, and Pallas… Pallas was the only one who really tried to force himself
on her!”
Zerrex made a face, then he asked quietly: “So what happened? Did someone stop them
or… did the succubus do it herself?”
Lily snorted in disgust, shaking her head slowly. “They were in God‟s Acre… over in the
Western Province, one of the growing cities. They did it at night, and… I‟m pretty sure some
people just walked by and ignored what was going on, since I think they all knew how it would
end. Pallas might be strong, but he‟s no match for a several thousand year old succubus who just
said „no‟ to him… she used her powers of persuasion to get his gang to turn on each other, and
while they might have had problems trying to rape some girl, they had no problem beating the
shit out of each other. Pallas, meanwhile, she put into a trance, and then she just slapped him
around until a Royal Guard showed up and got the story out of her.
“I really don‟t know what to do. He‟s been charged and everything, and of all the people
he drew fucking White Phoenix on the judge‟s roster. I know he‟s a family friend, but he‟s
merciless, Zerrex, he‟ll send Pallas to prison for this… it was attempted rape after a theft, by a
gang he organized, that‟s three strikes in one blow, there‟s no leniency call!” Lily burst into
tears, then she threw herself against Zerrex, hugging him tightly as she whispered: “And this is
all my fault… if I had saved them sooner, if I hadn‟t blamed you and made him think you were a
bastard… this is all my fucking fault!”
Zerrex held her silently, rocking her slowly… and then he closed his eyes and sighed,
asking quietly: “When‟s the hearing?”
“Next week… until then he‟s out on bail, but he can‟t go anywhere without supervision
and he can‟t see his friends at all, or he‟ll be thrown into a detention center until his hearing.”

Lily said weakly, and then she trembled a bit before she whispered: “How… how much did…
this hurt with Markus? I‟m sorry to bring it up, but Zerrex, I don‟t… I honestly don‟t see… how
else this will end.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly, and then he kissed her forehead softly and murmured:
“Alright. Listen, you stay here, and I‟m going to go and talk to Pallas, alone. Anathema, looks
like there‟s no rest for the wicked.”
Anathema grunted as the yellow flames lit in her sockets, and then she pulled herself off
his body and became skeletal, then flesh and sinew and scale spread over her form as she
muttered: “Perfect. Fine, I‟ll watch Naganen and Darren. Try beating the shit out of the kid,
Zerrex, it might work better than talking to him.”
“Anathema!” Lily said sharply, but then she trembled before starting to cry again, and
Zerrex sighed as he hugged her tight against his body, looking mildly at Anathema. The female
winced, then she mumbled as she exited the room… and Zerrex quietly kissed Lily‟s forehead
before gazing at her softly, then he simply sighed and left as well as she nodded a few times and
covered her face, turning away.
He walked side-by-side with the skeletal female before the reptile opened the door to the
library, Pallas still seated at the table and Naganen and Darren reading… and then they both
smiled at the sight of him, before Zerrex jerked a thumb to Anathema, saying quietly: “Go with
Annie, she‟s going to read to you while I have a talk with Pallas.”
The two kids nodded obediently, walking over to the undead Naganatine, who softened
as she always did at the sight of the children… and then she scooped them both up into her arms
with ease, resting them against her body. Darren smiled awkwardly at her, fidgeting at first… but
as always, Naganen made himself comfortable, looking serene the moment he was in his
mother‟s arms, and she kissed the forehead of one, then the other silently before looking at
Zerrex and saying quietly: “I‟ll watch them close.”
He nodded to her, then closed the door and turned around, walking towards the table as
Pallas muttered, the stink of whisky on his breath: “Go the fuck away.”
Zerrex reached out and grabbed the chain between Pallas‟s handcuffs, yanking him to his
feet, and Pallas looked up at him with surly surprise as the reptile simply made the handcuffs
vanish, before he said quietly: “We‟re going to have a talk now, and you‟re going to listen to
me.”
“Fuck you!” Pallas shouted, and he leaned forwards, howling: “You killed my father!
You‟re a goddamn monster, I thought you were a hero but you‟re a monster, and you‟re to blame
for all this shit! I wouldn‟t have to look so tough, but I got no one to look out for me except for
me, you stole my mom from me and killed my dad, and I fucking hate you and everything about
you, you fucking asshole!”
Zerrex slowly wiped Pallas‟s spittle from his face, and the gator snarled at him, breathing
hard, before the reptile repeated: “We‟re going to have a talk, and you‟re going to listen.”
Pallas snarled and shoved him hard, knocking the Drakkaren back a step before he threw
a punch at him… but the Drakkaren caught this and squeezed, and the gator grunted in pain,
gritting his teeth as Zerrex said again, in a harder voice: “We are going to have a talk. And you
are going to listen.”
Pallas trembled a little… but the message finally got through, and he nodded slowly as he
pulled his hand away, shaking it out a bit. Zerrex measured him up, the gator taller than him and
almost double his size in muscle, his eyes glowing with anger and bitterness, his scales rough
and stony in places, a perfect Wrath demon that would grow into a being of incredible power…

but right now, he could be molded into someone who wanted to do the right thing, or someone
who just wanted to hurt other people to bury his pain.
Zerrex rubbed slowly at the underside of his muzzle, and then he said quietly: “Pallas,
I‟m sorry for what you‟ve been through. For the things you‟ve seen, for how you‟ve been hurt.
But you have to face facts now. You aren‟t an only child, you are a brother… except your
brother is dead, killed by your father. Your father would have killed you, too, if I hadn‟t stopped
him. Yeah, I killed him. Blame me for that all you want. But if you‟re going to take out your pain
on anyone, take it out on me, stop taking it out on the world around you, stop blaming everyone
else for your bullshit.”
Pallas snarled at him, and then he shook his head in fury, saying darkly: “I‟ll kill you one
day, Zerrex. I swear it. I‟ll fucking end you.”
Zerrex sighed, looking at him with contempt, and then Pallas grabbed his shoulders and
shouted: “You think I can‟t do it? My father was Paluth, a lord of Hell, and I‟ll grow up and
become an even more powerful warrior than he was, and I‟ll rip you apart! I‟ll fucking kill you!”
Pallas swung hard at Zerrex‟s face, and then Drakkaren didn‟t bother to block the blow,
wincing only a bit as his head twisted slightly to the side but Pallas grunted in surprise and pain,
shaking his fist out slowly again as he staggered backwards, and the lizard said coldly: “How the
hell are you going to grow up to do that if you get locked away for the rest of your life in prison
for trying to rape a prostitute? How the hell is that noble, or right, or you coping with things?”
Pallas snarled, but he obviously couldn‟t find a way out of this as Zerrex turned around,
saying quietly: “If your father really was some noble lord in Hell, he‟d be disgusted with you
right now, wouldn‟t he? Hell, the way he treated you as a kid, he‟d probably disown you right
here and now.”
“Don‟t you talk about my father!” Pallas shouted, and he charged at Zerrex… before the
Drakkaren‟s eyes glowed green, and Pallas staggered weakly before he fell to his knees, drool
falling from his mouth as he fell victim to the lizard‟s Dominate ability, crushing the will of the
gator with his own in a single glance.
He recovered slowly, crawling up to his feet and trembling before the Drakkaren dug out
his wallet and threw it on the table, saying disgustedly: “Here. Go enjoy your last few days of
freedom, Pallas. If you don‟t want to be saved, I won‟t help you. If you don‟t want to change
from this stupid life you‟re living, I won‟t help you. I‟ve always seen you as a son, but
goddammit, how the hell am I supposed to do anything for you when you refuse to look at me as
anything but a monster and blame all your problems in life on me? I don‟t want to wash my
hands of you, and goddammit, if you need help, I will help you, but you need to open your eyes
and see the truth, look past everything that‟s happened!”
“Never!” Pallas howled at him, and then he climbed up to his feet, breathing hard in and
out, rasping: “Fight me, fight me right here and now, come on, I bet you don‟t have the fucking
balls, I‟m strong, I‟m strong! I‟m strong!”
“Goodbye, Pallas.” Zerrex said softly, and he turned around to head for the doors, before
his instincts yelled at him… and the lizard sidestepped before a chair shot by and smashed
against the wall, and then Pallas yelled incoherently as he grabbed another chair and threw it
hard, Zerrex slapping this one out of the way before the gator demon picked up the long table
and threw it as hard as he could at the Drakkaren… but Zerrex caught this with one hand and
slammed it down against the ground before his other hand shot out and caught the wallet that had
been launched with it, laying it gently down on the tabletop.

Pallas snarled, then his hand burst into blue flames as he shouted a spell, throwing a
fireball at the Drakkaren… but the reptile snorted in disgust as he caught it and crushed it out in
his right hand, smoke floating up from the slightly-charred scales as he said quietly: “Pallas, stop
this now. If you don‟t stop, I‟m going to have to restrain you.”
“No! I‟ve had enough of this, of pretending, of… of all this shit! You… you‟re not my
dad, you killed him, he was a good dad!” Pallas shouted, but he was crying now as he threw
fireballs wildly, and the reptile cursed as they hit the shelves and they burst into flames, the gator
trembling before he screamed: “I‟ll do anything to kill you!”
Zerrex‟s mind went blank as he waved a hand out… and the flames consuming the room
simply vanished as books snapped into place and rearranged themselves, papers going from ash
back into perfect condition and the room seeming to vibrate with energy, before the Drakkaren
held a hand out towards Pallas… and then he snarled and stopped himself, jerking his head to the
side and feeling his sanity, his consciousness return as Pallas stared at him with horror, the
reptile murmuring: “Security to Library.”
A portal opened, and two Royal Guards in full armor stepped through, holding up
enormous kite shields in front of their bodies and long spears in their other hand, and Pallas fell
backwards, crawling away and shaking his head numbly as the reptile said quietly: “Please take
Pallas to his room and keep him there. Lock the doors and guard it.”
Pallas snarled desperately, leaping to his feet and then roaring as he ran towards one of
the guards, but the demon‟s fist clanged off a shield and he cursed, before howling when both
guards smashed him on either shoulder at the same time with their spears, before the larger
Royal Guard stomped forwards and smashed his shield into Pallas, knocking him flat to the
ground. The other Royal Guard immediately dropped his gear and tackled Pallas, knocking the
wind out of him before he pulled a pair of handcuffs off his belt and snapped them home over the
wrists of the gator, the restraints glowing with energy as the gator struggled, then managed to
shove the guard back off him… only for the other guard to level the tip of his spear at his throat,
saying coldly: “Go ahead. Give me a reason.”
Pallas trembled, then slackened, and the other Royal Guard picked his gear before they
backed off and motioned for him to stand… and as they guided Pallas towards the door, he
whispered to Zerrex: “This isn‟t over. This will never be over.”
Zerrex only looked back at him quietly, then he said softly: “Wait.” The guards halted
immediately, and Pallas frowned as the reptile turned around and pulled out the two tickets from
his wallet, walking silently over and pushing them down into Pallas‟s hand, and the gator looked
down with a tremble of shock as the Drakkaren said quietly: “I‟m sorry things escalated. I‟m
sorry I upset you. I‟m sorry I killed your father, Pallas. But sometimes, things happen.” He
stopped, then turned and pushed the doors open, muttering: “Go. Take him away.”
The Royal Guards shoved Pallas onwards as the gator lowered his head, tears flowing
down his face as his fist clenched around the tickets, and Zerrex stepped out into the hall and
watched them go as Lily covered her muzzle and trembled violently… then she looked at Zerrex.
For a moment, the reptile thought it would be a repeat of the past… but instead, Lily sprinted to
him and wrapped her arms around him, pushing her head against his chest as she whispered:
“Thank you for trying so hard…”
“It wasn‟t hard enough…” Zerrex murmured, as he curled Lily against his body, rocking
her slowly… and then he closed his eyes, shaking his head out before he lowered it and said
quietly: “I… I‟m going to take a walk, I guess.”

“Don‟t blame yourself. Just… live. Live as you always should, be happy, Zerrex.” Lily
urged quietly, and Zerrex looked at her with surprise before she smiled faintly, kissing his cheek
and then resting her head against the nape of his neck. “This… I brought this pain onto you, and
you… you… you don‟t deserve it. Maybe it isn‟t even my fault, though, maybe Pallas… can‟t be
helped, maybe his father was… I don‟t want to think about it. I need to lie down anyway, and…”
She stopped, looking down silently, and Zerrex hugged her tightly against him before
they pulled apart… and Lily gave him one last kiss on the cheek before she slumped and walked
away, looking dejected. The reptile half-wanted to follow her, but he knew she wanted the time
alone, to think on things that should have stayed in the past, but insisted on following them
anyway… and he turned around, throwing a fist out into the air before shaking his head and
walking onwards, letting his fingers drag quietly over the wall as his feet guided him,
murmuring: “Me, happy. I don‟t deserve to be happy with how I fail others like this.”
He snorted in distaste, and then winced as Ravenlight grumbled: Stop being such a
fucking crybaby. Kid deserved to be quartered, not to be coddled. Anyway, you have more
important shit to attend to, like Camus. He has something big planned, and I don’t like the
bastard one goddamn bit. I like even less the fact he’s probably got some other tricks hidden up
those long fucking sleeves of his. Let’s interrogate Maria.
“Let‟s just find Maria and see if she cheers me up, how about that?” Zerrex asked flatly,
and Ravenlight grunted something like „same difference‟ in his mind. He sighed, shaking his
head slowly, then continued moodily onwards, wondering if his brain was trying to drive him
completely insane and how the hell Ravenlight was still in his head after all these years.
His feet drew him onwards, the reptile plodding forwards as he grumbled and stared more
at the carpet than the mansion around him… but these days, the halls were emptier than they had
been in the past, and he sighed quietly as this weighed on his mind now as well. Half of his
children, many of his friends, dead and gone… and the reptile shook his head a bit, murmuring:
“But Maria is back, and that‟s what matters. One life saved is a triumph against the odds… and
others may return, who knows? The rebirth cycle may just be jarred because of the merge with
the plains… Mist and Shine came back, after all.”
He nodded to himself, then glanced up as he realized he was at Shelly‟s old room. She
had moved out of the Estate as quickly as she could, distancing herself from Zerrex… but yet she
had always kept a room here, always told him she was „coming back for her things‟ every time
they ran into each other, and yet… it only seemed like she added more things to her room instead
of getting rid of them. The reptile quietly pushed the ajar door open, gazing inside at the pretty
display cases made of ironwood on the wall, filled with ancient jade figurines, china dishes
covered in marvelous design work… and at the bottom of the furthest one, the frame slightly
turned away, was an old photo of him and Shelly standing together with a smile, his arm around
her shoulders as she beamed with pride, degree from one of Hell‟s prestigious universities
clutched in her hand.
He opened the display case and picked this up, looking at it quietly for a few moments,
studying Shelly‟s features… then he put it back inside and closed it, before turning around to
look at the dusty windows past the tall white bed covered by plastic sheeting. The armchair and
the lamp beside this had both been uncovered, however, as had the writing desk in the far corner,
Shelly‟s multiple degrees framed and hanging on the wall above this next to the tall windows…
and then the reptile realized he was being watched, and he stepped forwards and looked dumbly
around the corner into an elongated portion of the room hidden by the short entrance area,

leading to a small bathroom: not equipped with a toilet, but a deep bath and a wide sink and a
vanity mirror.
Maria was standing in front of the bathroom doorway, dressed in a top that covered her
breasts but left her collarbone and belly exposed, and a long, flowing skirt that fell to her ankles,
open at the front, but this portion was covered by a wide loincloth the same length as the skirt.
Her clothing was black, only the loincloth edged in gold, mixing well with the dark color of her
scales… and she smiled hesitantly, asking quietly: “Are you okay, Zerrex?”
“Kind of… I didn‟t mean to intrude, Maria, I‟m sorry.” He hesitated, however, gazing
over her again before he said softly: “Wait, I recognize that…”
“My mother said she wore it to her prom, and… it looked like it would fit me, after I
adjusted the hem of the skirt.” Maria glanced down at herself, looking back and forth before she
gazed up at Zerrex quietly, her eyes soft. “You never intrude, either… you‟re a welcome
presence. I thought I wanted to be alone here, so I asked Miss Cindy and Miss Cherry to leave,
but… being alone in this room, surrounded by the feeling of my mother… it was so strange. So
lonely… so… so desolate.”
She went quiet, walking over to the bed and reaching down to gently tug the plastic
sheeting off it, and then she tossed it aside and gazed at it for a few long moments, touching the
prim white covers, as pristine as if it had just been made for the first time. “Grandfather…
Zerrex…” She stopped, then looked over her shoulder at him, saying quietly: “I want to stand
with you, and swallow my cowardice… but I need your support. First I relied upon the guidance
of Lady Mary, but I fled from her when things grew difficult… second I came to Camus,
swearing fealty to him in exchange for the terrible chains I ensnared myself in… third and last I
come to you, after I have learned much from the world‟s workings, and after I have begun to
come to grips with myself. Will you… will you make me your Disciple? I wish… I wish nothing
more than to be under your tutelage, Zerrex.”
The Drakkaren looked at her quietly, and then he stepped forwards and took her face in
his hands, asking gently: “But aren‟t we friends already? Maria, I know you must have suffered
horribly, but I don‟t… I don‟t want to provide you with some other way for you to flee from your
problems, from reality, and-”
Maria only smiled at him, however, reaching up to squeeze his shoulders as she
murmured: “I‟m not going to run away any longer… and my suffering has taught me much over
the many years I‟ve spent in the Unworld. We are friends, but… but I want and am ready to be
more. I was a succubus with a proud sexual heritage, but made so ashamed of myself that I never
once used my body to my advantage, that instead of indulging in Lust I went insane with Wrath.
I tried to run away in destroying the outside characteristics of my inheritance… and now I come
to you, asking to be brought back into the family… back into the fold.” She stopped, drawing a
hand slowly down his chest as she whispered: “Please, Zerrex. Let me serve you, let you become
my mentor on a whole new level, let me show my loyalty to you. Make me your Disciple… take
from me what I should have given to you long ago.”
She flushed as she pressed close, and the reptile felt her flurry of emotions, felt her
thoughts as she ground herself against him, and he slid his hands slowly down her sides, taking
in the shape of her form. Beautiful, toned, still with that special gleam she‟d always had, her
breasts fair-sized and pressing out against the fabric as if encouraging him to touch them, her
loincloth fluttering forwards and then moving back as his leg sank into the space between her
dress when she lowered herself lightly, until her crotch grazed his thigh… and she leaned up as
she whispered: “I was always taught to save myself, Lord Zerrex… to protect my virginity at all

costs… but let me give it to you. Let me give you my last bit of innocence… let me become your
Disciple, dedicated to you, to learn from you, to become as a Broken the proud demoness that I
know I should by all rights have been.”
“Maria…” Zerrex‟s eyes roved up her body to meet with her own dark irises, as her
hands slid slowly up along his chest, then gently drew back down towards his waist, as one of his
own hands slid almost hesitantly upwards to grip a breast gently through the cloth that covered it,
and she released a short, soft gasp as she arched her back towards him, flushed with pleasure, no
longer speaking but only working her body forwards, grinding herself against his strong,
powerful form and into his grip as her hands worked clumsily between them at the fly of his
pants.
A moment later, she had the button open, and she grasped either side of his waistband to
pull slowly to either side, zipper descending tooth-by-tooth as she did so. Then, slowly, her
hands slid around, the female shivering as Zerrex squeezed gently on her breast again before he
rubbed his other hand soothingly up her side and slipped his arms around her body, embracing
her close as she pushed his pants down, and they fell and puddled around his feet as his fingers
played up her spine to where the back of her top was clasped.
His dexterous fingers opened this with ease as Maria rubbed at his hips through the cloth
of his boxers, a flush suffusing her face as she gazed down between them, before a quiet sound
escaped her muzzle when he pulled the wraparound top off and dropped it to the floor. Her
breasts were left revealed in all their glory on her body, appealing and perfectly-sculpted, her
nipples petite but hard as he gripped one swell and rolled it slowly in his hand, kissing the side of
her neck as she moaned and clung to him, a bright scarlet from being touched and treated in
ways she never had been for all her long, long life.
Zerrex reached down and grasped her hips, and her legs rose, spreading and embracing
his waist welcomingly, only the loincloth between them as she squeezed around his neck and
gripped into his scalp, before their mouths met in a slow and delicious kiss. Jaws worked
together hungrily and passionately as the lizard blindly strode forwards, his fingers digging
lightly into her lower back as she clung into him, squeezed him around the waist with her legs…
then groaned softly again, gazing up at him with love and adoration and need in her eyes as
leaned forwards and she fell away, arms remaining around his neck and legs tight around his
waist still before she dropped with liquid, strange grace onto her back on the bed, breasts heaving
slowly with her movements and breath.
The Drakkaren slid his hands down her stomach quietly, and then he gripped into the belt
around her waist as she flushed, and he paused… but she nodded quietly and insistently,
reaching down to squeeze one of his wrists soothingly as the other massaged over his body.
Zerrex smiled a bit down to her, and then he slowly opened the belt that kept the loincloth and
skirt on her body, pulling it back inch-after-inch, slow, careful, giving her time to adjust before
he pulled it off and tossed it aside… and there she lay, naked now, her smooth groin and revealed
vagina wet and slick but virginal and pure still, before she moaned and clutched at his hair when
the Drakkaren leaned down and quietly kissed down her stomach to her waist, inhaling the sweet
smell of her scales and body.
Then he slid carefully into bed beside her, and she gazed up at him lovingly before halfrolling and stroking a hand over his bare, muscular chest, getting carefully up to her knees to kiss
him quietly as the blankets humped up around them from their movements, their jaws meeting as
Zerrex grasped into her shoulders and they rocked together as their mouths moved slowly and

hungrily, their tongues dancing and twisting, Maria moving against him crudely but effectively
as her body squirmed closer to his.
Then, slowly, the kiss broke as they leaned towards each other, forehead-to-forehead,
breathing quietly… and her hands drew down his chest, tickled over his abdominals, and
hesitantly grasped the waistband of his boxers before Zerrex smiled softly and encouragingly at
her, and she swallowed, looking up at him quietly before she nodded and slowly pulled them
down, wincing away a bit before she gasped softly as his penis was revealed, the flaccid, blackfleshed member still incredibly thick and dangling low as her hands drew back, and Zerrex
carefully shifted off his knees to pull his boxers the rest of the way off and toss them aside
before he leaned back, spreading his legs a bit as he grasped one of her hands and pulled her
forwards, guiding her fingers to wrap around the thick member.
She squeezed into the flesh of his penis slowly, looking amazed and hesitant and lustful
and scared all at once, feeling its warmth in her hand as it pulsed and bulged and began to slowly
grow towards full erection, and she hesitantly stroked it, looking up at the male for a moment…
and when he nodded and grunted softly, she began to stroke a bit harder, leaning forwards to rest
her head against his body, her other hand stroking down his muscular side as she watched his
shaft stiffen, come to life in her hand, grow and grow seemingly endlessly as she gripped into it
as tightly as she could. She flushed deeply, gazing up at him fawningly and breathing hard, her
hand working rapidly up and down his shaft as the reptile simply sat back and enjoyed, grunting
softly in pleasure at the stimulation as he thickened and grew to full size… and then, finally, as
his pillar of flesh throbbed at its full thirty-two hard inches, he reached up and squeezed her
shoulder, making her blush again before he pushed her quietly down on her back.
He reached towards her, but she spread her legs willingly, grasping into her own thighs,
her small and virginal sex revealed, clenched in fear and anticipation before she moaned softly as
Zerrex touched her with two fingers, sliding them gently up and down her lips as his shaft
throbbed, gripped by the base in his other hand… and then he smiled a bit, leaning down to kiss
her neck softly, and she relaxed bit-by-bit before blushing red again as he carefully positioned
the head of his shaft against her sex. He looked at her quietly, but she moaned and nodded,
trembling a bit, her legs spread wide for him, her sex slick and ready and hot even as it clenched
for a moment more before relaxing slightly… and he pushed carefully forwards, stretching her
with only the tip of his cock as she groaned softly, then rocked her hips and gritted her teeth as
the enormous head of his shaft pushed into her entrance, sank slowly towards her depths,
stretched her wide enough to leave a thin trail of blood before he gently bumped against the final
barrier of her hymen.
He carefully leaned forwards over her, planting his hands into the blanket on either side
of the Broken, and she moaned and reached up to wrap her arms around his body, curling herself
upwards a bit as she nodded again and again and breathed hard, her legs flexing as her hips
rocked… and Zerrex breathed quietly in and out, looking down over her features, muzzle
wrinkled as she gritted her teeth, eyes clenched as she moaned softly… and then he thrusted hard
forwards with a groan, and she threw her head back and screamed as he tore past that barrier and
ripped no less than ten inches of cock deep into her body, her eyes bulging before he reached
down and grasped her hips, sliding hard forwards… and even as she screamed again, as tears
formed in her eyes, she bucked her hips hard and shoved her head up against him, wrapping her
legs around his waist and kicking at the air every time they slipped, begging with her body for
him to bury every last inch of his thick, enormous shaft into her sex.

He thrusted forwards again, again, blood leaking in a steady flow out of her vagina,
making his immense member pulse hard, surrounded by a supernatural heat as he groaned and
bore down against her with his strength and weight, reaching a hand above her head to claw into
the blankets… and she howled in pain and delight, fingers scratching over his back before she
screamed when he pistoned deep into her and slammed, finally, to the very hilt inside of her
body, his testicles slapping roughly against her ass as he gritted his teeth and pulled her tightly
up against him, and her hips rocked hard, her vagina leaving bloody red kisses against his crotch
as it slapped up against his groin over and over, before she howled in delight even as a blush
suffused her cheeks, and the reptile groaned as her passage clenched around his length like a
vise, barely letting him move before a liquid far sweeter than her blood gushed down the passage
and spurted out around his cock, her sweet nectar released, her first orgasm achieved in the
monumental storm of emotions, pains and pleasures that engulfed her body like wildfire.
Zerrex groaned, and she arched her back against him as she screamed out in bliss again,
the Drakkaren grunting hungrily as he bore down against her and dragged his shaft back before
slamming it home, making her screams reach a new pitch as the lizard started to thrust, roughly
but easily, in and out of her stretched, pleasured, devastated passage. She clenched into him with
her legs, groaned and cried out, dug her claws into him and kissed hungrily over his chest and
throat as she shivered like a leaf in a tornado beneath his body, but at the same time, despite her
lack of experience, her vocal, hungry dedication made the experience as pleasurable as it could
be for them both.
She bucked her hips hard, never slowing, never letting up, as Zerrex thrusted firmly down
into her, their rhythm unsynchronized but the delight steadily building in their bodies as the
Drakkaren pounded hard down into her, picking up both speed and strength with his movements
as he breathed hard and gripped into the bed above her, taking long, quick thrusts in and out of
her sex as his testicles beat a steady, wet tattoo against her buttocks and the base of her tail, both
dripping with blood spilled down from her stretched sex. Her breasts bounced up against his
chest as their bodies ground together in movements both animal and rough, and she licked slowly
against his neck as she moaned loudly, Zerrex panting roughly above her as he grunted in
pleasure at the feeling of her tongue dragging along his scales.
It wasn‟t long before she was bucking her hips furiously up against him again, her breaths
becoming shorter and sharper as her body rocked itself harder and harder up against the male‟s,
her legs clenching as best they could around his waist, gripping tightly into him before she threw
her head back and screamed her delight to the room loudly enough to make glass tremble,
another, even harder orgasm overtaking her as she bucked violently against him and squeezed
firmly around his body, her form shivering as her passage clenched convulsively around the
Drakkaren‟s girthy cock almost hard enough for it to be painful, her sweet nectar once more
gushing out in a hot waterfall as the lizard groaned and leaned into her, pinning her down by the
shoulders with both strong hands as he slipped his legs beneath hers and brought his hips in close
to make short, sharp thrusts over and over into her hot, gripping sex.
He pounded her slick sex almost savagely, grunting hungrily as she gripped tightly into
his forearms, moaning and staring up at him with adoration, ecstasy, hunger, and as Zerrex gazed
over her he watched as her scales seemed to smolder, as dark flames alit on her body here and
there. He dropped himself forwards, as if to smother the fires with his own body, his arms
wrapping tightly around her waist… but she only screamed in delight as their forms smacked
together and he thrusted extra-hard into her passage, kissing over the side of his face before their
jaws hungrily met, and the reptile groaned as he leaned back but she wrapped her arms and legs

tight around him, squeezing into him as his lean turned into a powerful upwards thrust, making
her shriek in delight into his jaws as he impaled her deep on his cock and lifted her up into a
sitting position with only that and her limbs wrapped around him, both of his hands grasping her
buttocks with a loud smack as he felt her burning body grind against him… but the dark flames
were painless, felt like they were hot, dry kisses against his scales as she began to bounce in his
lap, and Zerrex grunted as he spread his legs, thrusting loosely upwards as he gripped into her
hips and began to guide her with his hands as their jaws continued to work together passionately
and hungrily.
She slammed up and down his length, her body burning higher with the dark fires as his
own sparked with sapphire energy, and her black eyes glowed with obsidian light when she
opened then and drew her jaws back to cry out towards the ceiling, gyrating her hips as she
dragged herself upwards, then slammed herself down to impale herself over his thick length, her
sex stretched wide as blood and sweet liquids hailed down to sprinkle the blankets below. Her
breasts bounced with every movement, her body pressing close to Zerrex‟s as she moaned and
breathed roughly, her features flushed as she buried herself against his powerful form and rode
him almost savagely, the Drakkaren panting through grit-teeth as he slammed into her as fast and
hard as he dared.
She was tireless, moving herself with speed and power that amazed him, up and down
and up and down the huge obsidian tower of his member as Zerrex groaned hungrily and moved
in time with her even as he felt his pre spurting into her almost steadily now, as he felt himself
stiffening up, soon to pass the point of no return, as her virgin blood still spilled down his shaft
but only lubricated his passage all the more for him. Her hands slid over the back of his neck, her
body literally burned against his as a multitude of sensations plagued the Drakkaren, drove him
wild, and he breathed hungrily as he felt himself growing harder than steel inside of her, his teeth
gritting as he leaned forwards and slammed as brutally as he dared up into her body, but she only
screamed louder for him, her eyes rolling up in the back of her head in pleasure.
Then the Drakkaren wrapped his arms around her body and tackled her forwards, jerking
her downwards as he thrusted to the hips, testicles battering against her as his body crushed her
down against the bed for a moment, her entire body arching, grinding, heaving up against him as
she howled in delight instead of pain at the sudden move, before Zerrex growled as he slid
upwards, pinning her, taking almost savage control as he slammed in and out of her, pistoning
into her depths as his penis stiffened fully inside of her, and her legs clenched him as she moaned
in anticipation before it rose to a cry of delicious delight as the reptile groaned above her,
muscles flexing and back arching before he winced backwards as she howled and slammed
herself up against him hard enough to rock his entire body when his first volley of seed exploded
into her depths, making her eyes glow. Her hips bucked savagely as he slammed into her roughly
again and again, and her body boiled with dark flames before she shrieked as her released
another great blast of seed, and this time wings tore free from her, black and shimmering, made
of a thousand shapeshifting strings that imitated chains, steel, feathers, a raven‟s wings.
He roared as he leaned down into her, pinning her with his body as he felt her passage
clench, felt her third orgasm hit her, send her juices rushing downwards as he blasted another
volley of viscous seed into her form… and her newly-formed black wings began to glow,
becoming steadily brighter as he released into her and she experienced the apex of pleasure, their
bodies working, grinding furiously together like animals before she finally screamed, and her
wings flashed white with energy as Zerrex‟s body glowed and he slammed to the hilt into her
one final time after countless pistons into her depths… and as the blinding glow faded, their

forms slowed, breathing hungrily as Zerrex began to draw back, but her legs clenched around
him as her black wings flapped, leaving charred marks against the blankets before they vanished
in a burst of immaterial dark feathers, and she whispered: “No. Don‟t pull out yet. Not yet…”
He gazed at her… and then realized she had changed: her body had filled out a bit more,
her breasts were a bit larger and her features no longer scarred. Horns, instead, had pushed their
way proudly out of her skull, the tall, antler-like black horns of a Dius… and as they gazed into
each other‟s eyes, she smiled lovingly up at him before he leaned down to kiss her softly, their
mouths working quietly together for a few moments before he stroked up and around her neck…
and she flushed as a moment later, she was wearing a collar made of thick ivory chain links
overtop red, smooth leather, all of it held together by a black clasp in the shape of a raven
feather. “My master… my lover… my God…”
Zerrex looked at her softly, and then they kissed slowly again, her hands sliding up to
push through his hair before she moaned softly as he rocked his hips, lightly grinding his stillhard cock against the sensitive, ravaged passage of her sex, and then she gasped softly into his
muzzle as he drew slowly back and free, seed and blood leaking off of his thick penis before he
rose a hand… but as a waterfall of his seed spilled out of her stretched body, making her flush,
Maria sat up and leaned down to kiss the side of the Drakkaren‟s meaty cock, blushing quietly as
she whispered: “No, no… I‟ve… I‟ve always wanted to know what this… was like…”
She slowly, hesitantly licked at his member as she closed her eyes, and then she licked
her lips slowly, breathing quietly as a shiver ran through her… before she gripped gently into the
base of his shaft with both hands, sinking her jaws over the head of his penis and making the
lizard groan in pleasure as her tongue swept the seed and blood from it, sucking quietly back on
his thick member before she drew it slowly free from her muzzle and moaned quietly, legs
shivering as she half-opened her eyes in surprise. Then she licked her lips again before beginning
to draw her tongue over his length, letting her hands massage outwards and up along his chest as
he gripped her skull quietly, watching her with soft affection and harder, hungrier lust as he
panted quietly.
When she was done, Maria drew slowly away and then quietly took Zerrex‟s hand,
licking along his palm slowly, before pushing his fingers closed and gently kissing each of his
knuckles, looking up at him softly. The reptile gazed back down at her, then he reached out to
stroke her face quietly, making her smile tenderly at him before she gazed down at his shaft…
and he smiled slightly back, saying softly: “Later, Maria. Aren‟t you interested in how your body
has changed?”
She glanced at herself: scales that had lightened slightly to a very dark, very deep bluepurple instead of black, truly discernable as not the darker shade only in bright light… curvier
hips, larger breasts, horns, and now her tail-tip ended in a short spade… but she only smiled,
saying lovingly: “The only thing that matters, grandfather, is that you‟ve helped me embrace my
heritage… and god do I ever want to fuck you hard right now.”
She shoved him backwards, Zerrex grunting in shock, before she dived hungrily
forwards… and for the next two hours, the Drakkaren indulged her, making her moan, scream,
and thrilling her as he took her in ways she had never even dreamed, gave her pleasures with
things that had always scared her, kissed her, fucked her, loved her. And at the end of it, they lay
together on Maria‟s disheveled, stained bed, her curled up against his side, her horns retracted
into her skull so she could comfortably curl her head up under his neck as her body almost
literally pulsed with vibrant energy, and Zerrex felt his own form alive and awake, flexing his
powerful musculature as he basked in the afterglow. For the first time in years, he could honestly

say that he was once more comfortable with his own body again, perhaps even comfortable with
his powers… but taking pleasure in the bodies of others had certainly helped him with that.
Maria quietly sat up next to him, gazing down at him as she trailed her fingers over his
chest, and the reptile looked up at her softly before she said quietly: “I think… I think I
understand something now, Zerrex, that I never did before. That mother never simply hated
you… that maybe, she loved you deeper than she wanted to acknowledge, and was jealous of the
others whom shared such love and affection with you on the physical levels… she was never
totally comfortable with. Maybe my aunt was even the same.”
Zerrex looked at her quietly for a few moments, and then she leaned down and kissed his
lips chastely, whispering: “I‟ll never be afraid, though, to show how much I love you. I‟ll never
be afraid again of being who I am, who I feel I was meant to be at heart. Sex is not a sin, love is
not a sin, lust is a sin only when it begins to rule us and our better judgment, when we begin to
feed those fires in the hopes of drowning the rest of the world out.” She stopped, then smiled a
little, kissing the side of his neck now. “Thank you, for all the time you spent with me today. For
giving me physical pleasure… for giving me physical love.”
The reptile gazed up at her softly, and then he pulled her gently down into a slow, quiet
kiss for a few moments, and already she had improved, working her mouth in a hungry, but slow
and controlled way, making him chase her for more, shiver in anticipation… and then they
parted, and the two smiled at each other before the reptile slid off the bed and said with soft
entertainment: “Well, you know. It‟s the very least I can do… and besides. I guess… you gave
yourself to me in more ways than one, anyway.”
“To serve you forever, Zerrex, as a Disciple, as a slave.” she replied in a teasing purr, and
then she blushed a bit as she slipped off the bed and rubbed her hands slowly over her body,
murmuring: “I… I don‟t feel ashamed of myself anymore. Is that strange?”
“Not at all. You should be proud of your body, Maria… it‟s beautiful.” Zerrex said
quietly, and Maria smiled at him softly as the lizard began to climb into his pants, and then she
flicked her hand upwards… and the reptile glanced over his shoulder as he heard a clanking
sound, before staring as thin, tight chains of black steel wove themselves over Maria‟s breasts
and groin, forming into a tight two-piece chainmail bikini that steamed for a moment against her
body before it turned solid silver. “Holy hell.”
“Just… natural abilities, I guess, seemed… instinctive.” Maria said shyly, shuffling a foot
and putting her hands behind her back with a blush, and Zerrex smiled at her as he pulled his
boxers and pants up, then gazed at Shelly‟s prom dress for a moment where it lay. Then he
quietly picked it up and laid it gently over the edge of the armchair as Maria glanced over her
shoulder and cast a cleansing spell on the bed, and the stains over it vanished as she softened and
gazed quietly up at the ceiling. “Do… do you think mom would… would understand? Honestly,
grandfather, I… I want truth, not just reassurances now. I think… I‟ve grown strong enough to
handle the truth.”
Zerrex was quiet for a moment, and then he looked at Maria and said softly: “The one
thing that your mother and I always shared was stubbornness, Maria. Sheer, bullheaded
stubbornness. But she… she did eventually adjust to you being on the mortal plane. I won‟t lie
and say that she‟d be comfortable with this, certainly not for a long time, if not ever: Maya had a
knack for holding grudges. You to be yet another notch on my belt, as she saw it, was the last
thing she wanted for you, and even if we tried to explain to her now, she‟d just see me as
manipulative and vindictive and lustful. But no matter what ever happened… I know she would
always love you, and would always go out of her way for you, Maria. She loved you. She might

not have been the best mother, or the kindest-hearted person, and her and Shelly… damaged you
in ways that I found terrible and belittling, yes… but neither of them ever once stopped loving
you.”
Maria trembled a little, then she stepped forwards and hugged him tightly, curling herself
against his body as he hugged her tightly back, closing his eyes and cradling her close… and
they slowly rocked together for a few moments, Maria breathing hard against his chest before
she whispered: “Thank you, grandfather. That‟s what I wanted to know, what I needed to hear, I
think. I think… I think I‟m ready to move on now. I think… let‟s… redecorate this room. I want
to live here, I want to always be close to you.”
“And we‟ll set you up in the Cloister then, too. I think it‟s about time I show you my
secret playground anyway.” Zerrex said softly, stroking her face gently… and she smiled
lovingly at him before the Drakkaren created a portal, deciding to save his energies for the
moment as they stepped through and into the courtyard in front of Sin‟s Tower.
She gazed over it with an expression of awe, and the Drakkaren smiled a bit at her before
he motioned for her to follow… and she quickly ran up beside him, wrapping her arms around
his forearm and making him laugh a little as he pushed through the door. From the moment she
stepped inside, she was entranced, and not once did she hesitate as they made their way slowly
down past the cells, past the prisoners, past the chains and eventually into the Cloister beneath
the structure above that housed some of the reptile‟s darkest enjoyments.
The Sisters welcomed them tenderly, as if Maria was an old friend who had never been as
far away as she had, and she was touched by their kindness, speaking in polite tones back to
them. She had transformed and blossomed, but the change was obviously not total yet, still her
shy, cordial self even as she didn‟t hesitate to gaze appreciatively over the immense dragon
warriors, and looked now with interest instead of veiled fear at the Sacrifices, the masochistic
demons that had a hall to themselves.
Daria was reading quietly in her room, and she looked up curiously as they approached,
hesitating only for a moment before embracing Maria, who hugged her back as if they had
known each other forever. They smiled, and Maria‟s eyes settled on the pole after a moment…
and Daria laughed before putting on a brief show for them, earning excited praises from Maria,
who was already eager to better learn to use her body, to show what she could do, to be as
wonderful a Disciple and sexual creature as she could be.
Zerrex left her under Daria‟s tutelage for the moment, and Maria seemed perfectly
content, shyly waving to her grandfather before she and Daria sat down to talk… and the reptile
wandered out into the hall, stretching slowly before he frowned a bit and glanced curiously
towards the arena doors, something tickling at his mind. He walked over to them, then grunted
and pulled them open… and Cindy glanced up from where she was resting back in the seats,
Camus‟s tome half-open on her lap as she made notes on a pad next to her.
Carmen was sitting in one of the chairs nearby, and she grinned widely at Zerrex, her
breasts enormous today and barely restrained by a tight leather bra, her pants covered in simple
jeans, and Mary was beside her. “There‟s the big guy! Hey, heard you tamed a Broken. Zerrex, is
there anything you won‟t fuck, especially if it‟s related to you in some way? By the way, ever
think it‟s a little weird everyone you like to fuck is your kid?”
Cindy snorted laughter, then cleared her throat and covered her muzzle embarrassedly as
the reptile glowered at her, before he looked for a few moments at Carmen, who was glaring
back… and then he sighed, asking flatly: “Are you still pissed off about the Disciple thing?”

“Dude I deserve it too!” Carmen flailed her arms, glaring at him as she leapt the seats and
almost knocked Mary over, the feline blushing a bit as Cindy groaned and dropped her head in
the book: Carmen had ranted often about this over the past many years, and Zerrex still couldn‟t
understand how it was such an immense deal to her: it wasn‟t like she had a shortage of suitors,
after all, and she was an exceedingly high-ranking demoness, the former Queen of the Circle of
Lust and even now demonic royalty. All things she cherished… all things she‟d have to give up
if she became more than his friendly concubine. “I mean, okay. How many years have we known
each other? How many times have I fucked your brains out? How much did I teach you
personally? For fuck‟s sake, Zerrex, I even have the damn collar already, just make me a frigging
Disciple and get it over with or I‟m going to continue hanging out here and harassing everyone!”
“You‟re as bad as Vampire.” Zerrex muttered, reflecting on how the enormous black
wolf had almost literally whined his way into becoming one of his Disciples. Then he paused,
running a hand through his hair before he sighed and said quietly: “Carmen, you have a very
long, very decorated past. You once defeated Beatrice Blossom, ruled a Circle of Hell, and have
been a very close friend to me… and I know how much you enjoy power and control, too, and
the freedom to explore and do as you please. You‟d be giving all that up-”
“For something better.” Carmen said quietly, and she softened, becoming serious as she
let her arms slump a bit, and Zerrex was taken aback as she smiled a little at him. “Oh come on,
Boss, look at me. I‟m a fucking hybrid between an Amazon and a Daius, resulting in a Lust
demigoddess. My father was the Daius, so we‟re clear and shit. And Daius, not Dius, I‟m tired of
people inferring I‟m made of two muscle-chicks.”
She lost her solemnity only for a moment, however, grinning weakly before shaking her
head and saying softly: “Do you know what it‟s like to live for eons, purposeless except for Lust,
except for finding and creating pleasure, and punishing excess of desire? To wander and roam
across Hell, to aspire for a high throne, only to sit in it… and find how empty your life is? To
have thousands of suitors, but then quickly realize that only a hundred or so of them are
feasible… and that only a few of those actually care about your feelings, but are still mainly
interested in the money and royal blood of whatever child you‟d spawn for them?
“Zerrex, you‟re different from them. That‟s what attracted me to you in the first place,
you weren‟t the dipshit, self-centered asshole I expected to find the Princess crowing about. And
you turned on her, fought against her, for us, for all of Hell! You…” She stopped, then hugged
herself and laughed before grinning again, looking at him warmly. “When I became your
concubine, I was happier than I‟d been in the longest time. I was reminded what it was like to
belong, to have a place in the world. And after my tours and pilgrimages through the world, I
felt… all the safer, but only when I was in your arms, only when I had Cherry around to laugh
with me, only when your beautiful daughters here were good and happy too. Yeah, I like control,
and I like to be in a position of power, and I love to spread pleasure and hedonism, but fuck, do I
ever feel like I don‟t fit in sometimes. Even now, I‟m like, what? The only concubine who isn‟t
part of your special little group? Hell, your only concubine… the other concubines you had, half
of „em still think you‟re dead, the other half have moved on to the next fuck in line. Boss, I give
a shit about you. I‟d give my fucking heart to see you smile. I want to be a Disciple,
goddammit.”
She stopped, kicked a chair hard enough to dislodge it, then looked down and muttered
quietly: “I wanna fit in with the rest of this family of yours. I want to have a place in the grand
scheme of things.”

Zerrex looked at her silently for a few moments, and then he stepped forwards and
ordered quietly: “Kneel, Lady Carmen.”
Carmen immediately did so, bowing her head respectfully… and Zerrex reached down,
touching her shoulder and concentrating as he murmured quietly: “I‟m sorry… for my lack of
sight with you. For not realizing that I was hurting you, ostracizing you from the rest of the
group, that… I injured you. I… I apologize, from the bottom of my heart… and from this day
forwards, Lady Carmen, be my paladin, my sword and shield, my warrior priestess. Be my
Iuratus, and my Disciple.”
Carmen trembled, then she choked as her collar glowed brightly, grasping at the black
platinum for a moment before she gritted her teeth and leaned forwards, smoke rising up from
the back of her neck… and then she trembled before she slowly touched the spot covered by the
collar, then Zerrex walked around her and reached down, silently removing the collar to reveal a
black inscription on the back of her neck. “„Eternal Protector.‟ How does that sound, Carmen?”
He quietly snapped the collar back into place, and Carmen smiled at the ground before
she stood up and turned around, rolling her shoulders before gritting her teeth as her body flexed,
then she groaned and grasped her skull… and a moment later, the scales over her arms hardened
and bulged, becoming serrated, layered plates of steel as the lower portion of her pants ripped
into pieces, taking on the same armory layering as her feet changed into deadly steel talons, and
demonic wings tore from her back, flapping wildly once before they turned pure white. She
breathed hard in and out, then stared up at Zerrex before grinning slightly, looking down at hands
that had transformed into steel gauntlets tipped with barbed claws… and then she flexed her
body, and a moment later her metallic armor became smooth, flexible scale again, and she
rumbled: “Oh fuck, you have no idea how hot shit like that makes me, Boss. I could seriously
fuck your brains out right now right in front of these two chicks. Hell, I‟d drag them both into the
action with me.”
She grinned widely at them, then turned to Zerrex and hugged him tightly around the
middle, picking him up and kissing his cheek firmly as she whispered: “Thank you, Lord Zerrex.
You know just what‟s best for me, for all of us. It‟s why we love you, you big bastard…” She
stopped, then gazed at him fondly as he looked dumbly down at her, before she coughed and put
him down with a wink. “Sorry, I… get excited and shit.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, then he watched as her wings folded slowly into her back, the
female murmuring: “So many damn Disciples now, huh? I think you might almost have enough,
Boss… but fuck knows you could do with more, since you don‟t have a godly family or any shit
like that.”
The Drakkaren grunted: this was something he had done his very best to avoid, since he
wasn‟t exactly keen on the idea of being lumped in with another bunch of gods. Worse still was
the idea of needing to be responsible in that kind of a group: the reptile honestly didn‟t think he
had what was required to be any kind of true deity. “Yeah, yeah. But…” He paused, making a
face and rubbing at his head. “I think I need to get some rest, actually. I feel a little bit tired.”
Cindy nodded, standing up and gently pushing Carmen aside as she said softly: “You‟ve
had a stressful day… and knowing you, Maria must be a Disciple herself now, and making
Carmen into one would also suck up a lot of your energies. Let‟s find you a place to relax,
Daddy.”
“I wanna come too!” Carmen whined, but then she sighed and instead dropped down by
Mary, who waved to Zerrex, getting a soft smile from him before Carmen asked her loudly: “So
about Zerrex when he was mortal, he always have a big dick?”

Mary blushed, and Zerrex sighed and mumbled, leaving with Cindy. They paused at
Daria‟s room, however, to gaze in for a moment and watch as Maria and Daria spun in slow time
together on either side of the pole, and Mahihko giggled and clapped in a cute little dress as Lone
drooled over the females… and then Cindy shook her head, murmuring: “Her regeneration is
absolutely marvelous… and she looks stunning, Zerrex. She looks… she looks free.”
The reptile nodded quietly, watching the way she moved, her eyes closed as she twirled
in easy time with Daria, her form relaxed for one of the first times Zerrex had ever seen… and
then he smiled a bit at Cindy as they slowly continued onwards, saying quietly: “I‟m… I‟m glad
to see it, too. I mean, I hope I didn‟t push her too far, to the point where she‟ll… start burying
herself in lust, but-”
“I don‟t think she will either.” Cindy said softly, and Zerrex smiled faintly at her, glad as
always she knew what he was thinking. “Come on, Daddy, take us back to the Ravenlight Estate.
I want to do a checkup on you before you go to sleep, just in case.”
Zerrex grumbled, but he knew why she wanted to, embarrassed as it made him: Broken
fed off energy, and even though Maria seemed far different from any Broken Zerrex had
encountered before… his own mother, Celestial, had used sex herself as a tool to feed off of his
energies, often leaving him poisoned with her Unworld residue afterwards. He tried to
concentrate on other things, though, as he made himself and Cindy vanish and reappear in the
main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, and then he winced when Cindy staggered to the side and
leaned against the wall, turning to her… but she held up a hand before looking for a moment at a
cut on her arm, fresh and slowly bleeding, and she muttered: “It‟s nothing.”
“Dammit, it‟s my fault, I wasn‟t… thinking straight…” Zerrex shook his head with a
wince, and then he reached out and stroked two fingers along it, smearing blood over her arm…
but Cindy stared in shock as the wound glowed blue and instantly fused itself shut, only the bit
of blood still on her forearm there to show she had ever been hurt, as the reptile mumbled:
“Sorry, I… here.”
He drew his hand down her arm, and the blood vanished, Cindy flexing her fingers in
amazement before Zerrex looked at her dumbly… then down at his own hands, examining them
with disbelief. Before he could say anything, however, Cindy said quietly but firmly: “Don‟t
even start, Daddy. I… thank you. That‟s amazing, and that‟s good. Better than I ever
anticipated.”
Zerrex mumbled anyway… but then looked up past her with a frown to see Lily and
Anathema standing at the end of the hall. The latter female was awkwardly patting the demoness
quietly on the shoulder, and they both approached slowly, Zerrex frowning as he stepped
forwards… before Lily said quietly: “Pallas tried to kill himself in his room, Zerrex… I… I don‟t
know what to do.”
Zerrex winced, and Cindy squeezed her father‟s shoulder before the golden-scaled female
sighed and lowered her head, murmuring: “He‟s in restraints now… it wasn‟t… Anathema says
he was just… being stupid…”
“Tried to hang himself. Could have eventually suffocated, but I think it would have taken
a long time… he might not be fully-developed as a demon yet, but he doesn‟t exactly have a
severe need for air, either.” Anathema said dryly, and Zerrex nodded, making a face. A cry for
attention? A plea for help? What the hell are you doing, Pallas… “I think that kid just lives to
make you and Lily miserable.”

“He‟s a good boy.” Lily said forcefully, and Anathema winced away before Lily sighed
and rubbed at her forehead. “He‟s… I don‟t know, Zerrex. What do I do? Do I sit with him? Do I
show him I still love him? Do I leave him there to rot?”
“I…” Zerrex looked at her quietly, and then he shook his head, saying finally: “Just… try
and… I mean…” He looked down, then simply said: “I don‟t know.”
Lily looked at him for a few moments, then she nodded slowly and said quietly: “Then…
then I think I‟ll go and sit with him for a little while, if you don‟t mind at all, Zerrex. I think I‟ll
spend some time with him and maybe… maybe I can talk to him. At least right now he can‟t run
away.”
She sighed and looked down quietly, and then turned around and smiled a little over her
shoulder, saying softly: “You look like you could use some rest, Zerrex. You should make sure
you get some too… we all need you feeling strong.”
Zerrex gazed at her quietly as she walked away and left into the main hall… and then he
looked at Anathema, who rubbed at the back of her head before saying awkwardly: “I know this
is bad timing and all… but Selena wants you to go meet her in the back yard or something, she‟s
hanging out with some angel chick there and they keep making googly-eyes over each other.”
“Where are the kids?” Zerrex asked curiously, and Anathema rolled her eyes, looking
sourly amused despite herself as Cindy began to check over his body cursorily.
“They have friends and shit, Zerrex. They‟re visiting some pals right now, but don‟t
worry, I sent a detail of guards out too, they‟ll be safe and shit.” Anathema said mildly, and then
she looked at him with dry amusement. “You fucked the Broken.”
“You… fuck yourself.” Zerrex said moodily, and Anathema laughed as Cindy looked at
Zerrex thoughtfully for a moment. Then he shook them both off, grumbling: “Anyway, I have to
go find Selena now. I‟ll be fine, Cindy, she‟ll just want to talk. Her and Aluinnia go back a long
way and I guess… she wants to introduce me.”
“Okay Daddy, just… be careful. I think you‟re fine… you have no traces of Unworld
residue on you, you‟re probably just… tired. We all get tired sometimes.” Cindy smiled a little at
him, then she said quietly: “I‟d be glad to bring you out some coffee if you want. I don‟t have
any problem finding your energy signature. It might be nice for everyone.”
Zerrex hesitated… but then he smiled and nodded a little, and Anathema said mildly:
“Fine, I‟ll go with Cindy then and stay out of trouble. Just don‟t start any shit.”
Zerrex blew a raspberry at her before he vanished, reappearing beside a tall hedge in the
back of the Ravenlight Estate and striding into a small, open courtyard, where Selena was sitting
quietly on a bench with Aluinnia, the two holding hands. She blushed a bit and immediately
stood as he approached, rolling his sore shoulders but smiling a little now, and Aluinnia stood a
moment later, bowing respectfully as she said softly: “Selena has told me so much about you,
Lord Zerrex Narrius. My name is Duchess Aluinnia Chevron, of Lady Du Marquis abbey. It is
such a pleasure and an honor to meet you in person.”
Zerrex stopped in front of her and smiled, taking a hand gently and kissing it softly… and
Aluinnia gazed at him warmly as he held her small fingers tenderly for a moment, saying gently:
“The honor is all mine. Selena‟s told me much about you, too… but not half as much as I‟d like
to know.”
She laughed a bit, drawing her hand away and fanning her face for a moment before she
gazed at Selena lovingly, making the Dius blush and fidget. “So kind and gentle! But perhaps
such things are best saved for after business… as Selena and I wish to be married, but she
requested that we endorse your favor first.”

“Aluinnia!” Selena said in a strangled voice, as Zerrex looked dumbly from one to the
other, but the Benevolent only smiled contently, even as her eyes flicked over to the Dius.
“You… what the fuck are you doing? I mean… fuck… just… you… what?”
“Eloquent as always, Selena.” Zerrex said dryly, and Selena glowered at him, her eyes
glowing black before the Drakkaren gazed at Aluinnia, saying softly: “I take it then that any bad
blood between you has settled now?”
Now Selena flushed and shrank away, and Aluinnia laughed a bit, looking at Selena and
murmuring softly, as she kindly stroked the Dius‟s face: “Did she never tell you we grew up
together?”
“It‟s a subject Selena usually avoids… but now you definitely have me curious for
more.” Zerrex replied quietly, and Aluinnia nodded before gazing lovingly at Selena, who was
beet-red and curled up, looking like she wanted to vanish.
“Yes… we were best friends in the village where we grew up together. Both of poor
household, but mine was better off than Selena‟s in some ways… more kind, more
compassionate, more cherishing of me.” Aluinnia said quietly, and Selena looked away,
obviously not wanting to get into how she had been used as a sex toy as a child, growing up in
medieval Ire. “When she left, I thought she had died, you know… but no, she had eloped with
her knight, gone on a great journey… and I myself eventually took up simple service, a wench
for the local baron. But when he could not afford payment to the regent lord of what was then the
eastern valley of the kingdom, I was sent instead.
“It was not uncommon, for servants and slaves to be used as payment, so that the
aristocrats could continue to hold on to their crumbling power… and the work was no different, I
was still serving rowdy males and touched in awkward places, they just wore better armor and
had a different sigil. I was neither happy nor unhappy, only glad to be alive, and gladder still I
could send my payment every week by messenger to my ailing family.” Aluinnia continued, her
voice composed and fearless. “But one day, I served a knight who was brash and beautiful and
sat apart from the other knights, and I knew not then it was dearest Selena… but I fell in love
with her from that moment, even though I thought at that time it was a striking male.
“We spent months romancing.” Aluinnia looked lovingly at Selena, who was mumbling
as she covered her face in her hands, and Zerrex could feel the heat of her needless
embarrassment from here as he smiled softly at her. “And when… when I found out the truth, I
rejected her out of terror of what the people would do to me. Out of fear of a god I did not
wholly understand at that time, of being struck down. It is the single greatest mistake I ever
made… and although she killed me in a terrible way, I saw her killing herself in her own eyes
with every movement.” Aluinnia quieted. “And my anger after reaching Heaven abated
quickly… only to turn to humiliation at what I had turned away from… and then despair as
Selena was destroyed herself in an even more miserable fashion than I had died.
“I wanted to find her. I honestly wanted to… but in those days, angels were only
interested in mocking and subjugating Hell, and angels and demons slew each other on sight. I,
merely a Benevolent, had no chance of reaching my dearest Selena…” She quieted, gazing at her
softly. “But even after things changed… I wondered why she never came to me in Heaven. I
knew we both pined for each other, but… I felt weighted down at the abbey that I had come to
find myself in charge of, and feared more and more that my Selena was dead, or lost, or had
forgotten me.”
“I could never forget you.” Selena murmured, looking quietly at Aluinnia, and Aluinnia
gazed lovingly back before Selena smiled faintly at the Drakkaren, saying faintly: “It… I can‟t

explain it. She was back here, and we were talking, and it was like we had known each other all
these years. And I… I don‟t know, I… I was hoping… you could marry us.”
Zerrex looked dumb at this, and then he said stupidly: “Selena, I‟m not a priest, I‟m not
even… a justice or whatever, those people who do the… courtroom marriages. I mean… you
know, I would and would be glad to if I could, I just-”
“You would?” Selena leaned forwards with shining eyes, and such a strange expression
of joy on her face that the reptile couldn‟t help but stare, as she flushed and said lamely: “I mean,
I… Zerrex… Zer, I‟ll always love you, you‟ll always be my best friend, but Aluinnia… is… is
special, and… I love her. I love her so goddamn much, and… I mean… I wanted to ask you and
shit and make sure it was okay because I want it… to have something more with her than just… I
mean… you know…”
“Lord Zerrex, you are a god, and were once the High King of Hell. You have the
authority and the ability to marry us.” Aluinnia said gently, and then she smiled and rose, taking
Selena‟s hands and pulling her to her feet as she said quietly: “I wish not to rush you… but let us
do it now. With little ceremony, under witness of only the dusky sky above and the beauty of the
mortal planet as it slips into view. Let us be married once now, and then twice later, in the view
of all who love us.”
“I have the two most important people to me with me right now.” Selena said with a
tremble, and she gazed at Aluinnia silently before Zerrex stood up, feeling their compassion and
love for each other as he looked at them both… and then he finally smiled, nodding slowly as he
stepped back and spread his arms, taking a slow breath as the demoness whispered, tears flowing
down her cheeks: “Thank you…”
Zerrex gazed at her, then Aluinnia softly, before he said gently, the words seeming to
flow from a window not completely opened in his memories: “Before me stand two who wish to
be married, their souls and families intertwined, their love for each other deep and unyielding.
Selena and Aluinnia, do you love each other?”
“Yes.” There was no hesitation from either female, there was no pause, no worry, no fear,
as they looked at each other, and then back at Zerrex, tears rolling down the Dius‟s cheeks and
the Benevolent‟s eyes bright and joyous.
“And it is love that binds you in the promise that you will support each other, watch over
each other, acknowledge each other, respect each other, and never fail to protect each other from
the harms that may come your way.” the Drakkaren continued quietly, and then he pushed his
hands together, concentrating for a moment before letting them open, uncurling his fingers to
reveal two beautiful, black stone rings. “Take your ring, tell your partner you love her, make
your vows to her.”
Selena trembled, but Aluinnia reached forwards first, and took Selena‟s hand as she
quietly slid a ring onto her finger, whispering: “Selena, my darling, my beloved. I swear to
always watch over you, to save you from yourself when needed, to love you without remorse,
regret, or worry. To be there for you, and to never let anything come between us again, and to
never feel shame for who I truly am.”
Selena clenched her hand into a fist as the ring slipped to the base of her finger, and then
she smiled at Aluinnia before taking the other ring from the Drakkaren, slipping it quietly onto
the female‟s finger as she whispered: “Aluinnia… I love you. I will always love you… I will
never, ever hurt you again for my own greed, for my own gain, out of stupidity and pain. I love
you. I love you so goddamn much I… I‟ll always be there for you.”

A tear fell down Aluinnia‟s cheek, shining brightly as the glow around her grew for a
moment… and then they both faced towards Zerrex as he leaned forwards, kissing first the
Benevolent‟s forehead, then her lips chastely, before he repeated the blessing on Selena, who for
once didn‟t drag him into a harder kiss… and then he said softly: “Then now, I pronounce you
lovers married, wives, partners together. Selena, Aluinnia, seal your marriage with a kiss.”
They turned towards each other, throwing their arms around one-another‟s bodies and
kissing firmly, Aluinnia‟s eyes opening in surprise as Selena growled and dragged her forwards
as she leaned over her before the Benevolent‟s eyes rolled up into her head in stupid bliss… and
Zerrex clapped for them, smiling warmly, feeling all manner of emotions twisting through his
body before he started to turn… and then Selena grabbed him and jerked him forwards, shoving
her muzzle over his and kissing him hungrily and greedily, the Drakkaren flailing his arms a bit
as Aluinnia flushed deep red when she was pressed between their strong, muscular and muchlarger bodies, before the kiss broke and Selena panted hard, then she grinned at the Benevolent
and pointed at Zerrex, growling: “He‟s my husband. You better make out with him too.”
Zerrex rose his hands and Aluinnia turned scarlet, and then Selena grabbed their heads
and shoved them together, forcing their muzzles to sink into a kiss… and Zerrex‟s eyes slipped
closed after a moment as he felt the Benevolent resist at first, but then suddenly kiss him hard,
tongues twisting and playing together as Selena grinned widely, then pulled them apart and
licked her muzzle slowly before Aluinnia slapped her and blushed, pushing away from Zerrex…
but then they smiled awkwardly at each other, before the Dius rubbed at her stomach and said
hungrily: “Hey, we‟re going to have a lot of threesomes. Because… Aluinnia I… he is my
husband. I will never forget how much he means to me again, not ever.”
She gazed silently at Zerrex, but Aluinnia only smiled softly, hugging Selena quietly as
she murmured: “I understand, my wife. I will never question your values again… and I will
never force you to choose.” She paused, blushing as she gazed at Zerrex and touched her own
muzzle quietly, and the reptile half-turned away, as she whispered: “Strange…”
“Coffee!” Zerrex said in a strangled voice, as Cindy appeared, and he charged quickly
over to her, asking over his shoulder: “Want any you guys? Girls, I mean, I mean ladies! Ladies,
you want any? I‟ll get you some coffee too, how do you want it?”
Cindy looked at him mildly before Selena grinned and held her hand up, showing off the
ring on her finger with a bright look as Aluinnia blushed and rested herself against the enormous,
masculine female, and then the newlyweds kissed lovingly after a moment, as Zerrex frantically
poured three mugs of coffee, then hissed: “Why aren‟t there four? You‟re staying here with me!”
“What the hell is going on?” Cindy asked blankly, and Zerrex mumbled under his breath
before she frowned, then apparently things snapped into place for her as the lizard guzzled his
mug of coffee, the females behind him still kissing hungrily. “You married them?”
“Apparently I can do that. No clue where the words came from but… I dunno, they just
came to me.” Zerrex muttered, pouring himself another mug of coffee, then adding an unhealthy
amount of sugar and a splatter of cream to it before he took a long sip from this one, as Cindy
looked at him dumbly. “I dunno, Selena made me kiss Aluinnia afterwards because she‟s a
whore and a bitch and an ass, and now Aluinnia‟s looking at me all funny and I feel like I‟m in a
goddamn soap opera!”
“Calm down, Daddy.” Cindy said soothingly, and then she sighed and walked past him as
the reptile half-hid behind her with his coffee, sipping at it and looking disgruntled. Selena and
Aluinnia both gladly took mugs of it as they parted and sat down on a bench, still holding hands,
and Cindy sat on another bench, Zerrex joining her there even as Aluinnia blushed but then

glanced at the empty spot beside her, resting a hand on it almost as if trying to cajole him over.
“So, you two are newlyweds now… any honeymoon plans?”
“Honey moons? I don‟t understand.” Selena said flatly, and then she frowned a bit as
Aluinnia whispered something to her, then brightened and nodded, sipping at her coffee before
saying hesitantly: “Well, I dunno. Hey, maybe we could just hang out here in Hell. I‟m… what
I‟m really interested in is showing Aluinnia my… my life here. What I‟m familiar with. Then
we‟ll go to Heaven and… she can show me the abbey and shit.”
Cindy nodded with a smile, and Aluinnia added kindly: “I do hate to lean on your
generosity though, Lord Zerrex… but perhaps we could stay at the Ravenlight Estate? It‟s such a
beautiful place, and Selena said she‟ll gladly share her room with me if… that‟s preferable to me
staying in another room.”
Zerrex nodded dumbly, and then he said carefully: “Well…” A glare from Selena, and he
mumbled in his mind about psychopaths. “We… definitely have the room, and you‟re certainly
welcome to stay with Selena… but I‟m sure that there‟s all kinds of things you‟ll be doing once
in Hell and places to visit…”
“Yes, but… the best things always start at home.” Aluinnia said softly, gazing at Zerrex
with a smile, and then she glanced at Selena, adding as she stroked slowly along her leg and
made the Dius shiver in delight: “I‟m certainly looking to have… new experiences here in Hell,
after all, and see if there‟s anyone who can help both me and Selena in our… explorations…”
Her eyes flicked to Zerrex, and the reptile sipped at his coffee as he grinned weakly…
then he glanced skywards and said in a mumble: “Well uh… looks like it‟s starting to get late. I
should really go pick up my kids.”
“I love children.” Aluinnia said dreamily, smiling at the Drakkaren as she stood, then she
held a hand out, asking curiously: “May Selena and I accompany you?”
“I…” Zerrex paused for a few long moments, then he stepped forwards and leaned down
to kiss her hand, making her smile in delight as Selena stood up and grinned, wrapping her arms
around Aluinnia‟s waist and grinding against her back before they both pouted as the Drakkaren
stammered: “I-I would love for you both to, but… I‟m going out with Anathema and Ixin
afterwards to do some training.”
“Yeah, sweetheart, you don‟t want to be around them.” Selena kissed Aluinnia‟s forehead
gently, making the Benevolent smile before she looked up and started to say: “But there‟s no
reason we can‟t… Zerrex? What the fuck, where‟d he go?”
Cindy only shrugged innocently… and inside the Ravenlight Estate, Zerrex reappeared
with a wheeze in the main hall, grasping at his chest. He glanced back and forth, then muttered
under his breath as he decided to find a place to hide and rest his goddamn head: the day had left
him confused about a thousand different things, and the last thing he wanted now was yet
another Disciple begging and clawing at his feet.
Zerrex ended up finding his way to the art gallery at the top of the Ravenlight Estate…
and he stopped to stare over portraits of old, mighty enemies he had conquered. The Princess, the
Warlord, Azazel and Astaroth… and the reptile shook his head quietly as he slowed, feeling
strange before he glanced away from the wall of portraits and towards an old, dusty door,
approaching it and knocking twice before gripping the handle and trying to turn it… but it was
locked shut.
Zerrex snorted in distaste at this, then he pushed two fingers lightly against the keyhole,
his energy spilling into the gap and locking into the mechanical workings inside before the
reptile simply twisted his hand, and the lock clicked as it opened. Zerrex smiled to himself at

this, then he pushed the door open and stepped into a small storeroom that had perhaps once been
an office, boxes full of old papers here and there and a crumpled futon in one corner, as if
someone had been sleeping up here.
The Drakkaren meditated on this, but when he opened one of the boxes, he found art
inside, and he softened as he gazed at drawings done by his children. Not just Marina, but young
kids, old kids, talented people, untalented people, all with so much meaning behind them… and
he sighed as he set the lid back on the box after shuffling through the papers, before looking at
the futon and stepping over to it as he kicked the door closed behind him as he reached up and
fumbled for the chain hanging from the ceiling.
It bathed everything in a dark light when he pulled it… and although his natural ability to
see in the darkness would have worked better, the deep light spilling down illuminated words on
the wall written in a silvery ink he likely would have missed otherwise. „I love yous‟ and
„goodbyes‟ and other words written by a thousand other hands in almost invisible ink… and the
reptile realized this was the room where they had stored their memories of him after he had
died… and someone had taken it upon themselves to start a tradition of writing their unspoken
thoughts to him on the walls.
He felt loved, and comforted in this little dusty, cramped storage space, surrounded by
boxes piled on shelves and desks and the floor, before he laid down on the futon with a soft sigh,
feeling the energies of children he‟d lost still pervading this little mattress… and he smiled
faintly as he looked up at the ceiling, where more words glowed quietly in ink. It settled his
mind… and then he whispered: “I love you all too. So very much… and I‟m so sorry for
everything that happened.”
A soft breath seemed to pass through the room… but Zerrex only closed his eyes,
unfettered, unafraid, as he fell into a quiet sleep… and when he awoke, there was no ivy on the
walls, no strange grasses, no monstrosities, no living memories. There was only the room, as the
reptile sat up and yawned, feeling revived as he stood up… and then he vanished even as he
stretched slowly, reappearing in the main room as his back cracked loudly, Desire, Mist and
Shine all jumping backwards in surprise as he appeared right in front of them out of thin air.
Desire blushed, carrying a wooden box tight in her arms… and the Drakkaren smiled at
her before he said quietly: “Why don‟t you just take the armlet and put it in my room? I… I don‟t
think I need it anymore. I think I‟ve… gotten a hold on myself and my abilities.”
He flexed his hand slowly… and then he frowned a bit, adding quietly as he tapped at his
temple gently: “But I did have a strange dream… like… like people were asking for my help,
like there were a million alien voices in my head…”
“Gods can hear prayers… perhaps you heard from the beings created by Athéos, since
you absorbed his energies into your own.” Mist suggested, and Desire frowned a bit as the male
bit his tongue at this, looking disgruntled.
Shine, however, only laughed quietly and smiled at him, patting his bicep as she added
gently: “But you might also simply be hearing the prayers of other souls, reaching out from
every corner of the universe for someone, anyone, to hear them. Being a god is a difficult thing,
Lord Zerrex, by all the accounts we‟ve heard.”
Mist nodded, adding kindly: “But we believe you‟ll do an excellent job of it. We‟re only
sorry that we‟re still regaining our strength, and can‟t do as much as we were able to before for
you…”
“We‟re certainly always glad to continue doing research and work for others, though, and
we are always at your command, always ready to serve you.” Shine finished firmly, and the two

bowed deeply to him, huge cleavers gleaming on their backs before they both smiled when
Zerrex opened his arms to them, and they walked forwards to hug him tightly as he embraced
them both for a few moments.
They stepped away, and the reptile gazed over the three Iuratus as Desire blushed and
hugged the box against her body, saying softly: “Mist and Shine, you are absolutely invaluable
as Iuratus… and you make excellent role models for Desire, who is almost ready for permanent
duty. I‟m only honored to have so many people who care so deeply for me.”
“The honor and pleasure is ours.” Desire murmured, as she knelt to him… and Mist and
Shine both did the same, smiling warmly as they nodded. Zerrex gazed affectionately over the
three… and then she hesitated before adding quietly: “Mom‟s been looking for you, by the
way… may I ask where you‟ve been for the last ten hours?”
“I found… a little sanctuary where I was able to get some much-needed rest.” Zerrex said
finally, and the three nodded to him before the reptile said quietly: “Mist, Shine, after you‟re
finished your current duties, I‟d like to reassign you to guarding the Ravenlight Estate and
staying on-call here. Desire, you can put the armlet in my room, then report to the Cloister and
train with Daria. Where‟s your mother, anyway?”
“She was up in her room a few minutes ago…” Desire said after a moment, and Zerrex
nodded, before he smiled and motioned to Mist and Shine, who saluted him before walking
towards the doors. The Drakkaren, meanwhile, headed for the stairs, Desire blushing as she
tagged along with him and asked quietly: “Do… do you really think I‟m almost ready? I‟ve
trained hard, Daddy, but… sometimes I think that Mist and Shine are on a whole different level,
and… and Serenity…”
“I know, Desire, but you‟re the daughter of me and Lily, don‟t forget that.” Zerrex said
quietly, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her against his side, and she blushed a bit as
they walked up the stairs together, the reptile smiling as he added softly: “You‟re also much
stronger than you let yourself think. I know Serenity can be tough on you, but she means well,
she honestly does… she just has a very rough teaching method.”
Desire nodded to him, looking up at him quietly before she nudged him gently with her
elbow, smiling a bit. “I know, Daddy… and she forgets sometimes that our job isn‟t to serve the
rules, but to serve and please you. You have no idea how delighted I was when I visited her and
she was in one of her grumpy moods because you reminded her how Iuratus are meant to please
their masters in physical ways… speaking of which, I… haven‟t done much for you recently…”
She blushed a bit, and Zerrex looked at her with soft amusement before he leaned down
and shared a quiet kiss with her as they climbed the second stairway, then they paused in front of
the door as he murmured: “Believe me, Desire, you do a lot for me without getting to the
physical part. Besides which, I‟ve… kind of had my hands full with people crawling all over me
as of late. Apparently it‟s got something to do with… natural magnetism or something.”
Desire blushed again and gazed at him affectionately as he opened the door, saying
softly: “Well, you are our master, and a god of fertility. I‟d say you‟re supposed to attract us…
just remember, you don‟t… you never need to hold back from your urges, whatever they are.”
Zerrex looked at her softly, then he nodded and motioned her onwards, and she bowed to
him with a soft, loving look in her eyes before turning and heading down the hallway, as Zerrex
knocked twice on Lily‟s door, then paused for a moment before slowly opening it and leaning
inside, finding her sitting at the edge of the bed in her nightgown. She looked at him softly, and
he gazed back for a few moments… and then she smiled faintly and gestured for him to come in,
and the reptile closed the door behind him as she murmured: “Life‟s hard, huh?”

“Yeah.” Zerrex said quietly, as he sat down on the bed beside her. She leaned against
him, and he slid an arm around her, holding her loosely to his side and feeling suddenly guilty
for everything that he‟d done, as he murmured: “Lily, look, I-”
“Oh stop it.” Lily muttered, slapping his knee, and the reptile winced as a bolt of pain
went through his bad leg. “I‟ve spent most of the night in council sessions, working with
Firenze… and when I‟m not sulking, I‟m off doing worse things than you seem to think you do.
Selena told me about that wedding you did, though… that was very kind of you, Zerrex.” She
gazed up at him quietly, and the reptile knew by the look in her eyes it wasn‟t a dig at him: it was
merely what she thought was true, and reassurance in its own strange way. “You were sweet to
do that for her… especially after how things went with you and me.”
She paused, then gazed down as Zerrex rubbed gently along her back, saying softly:
“Otherwise… Pallas is…” She blushed a bit, rubbing at her face slowly. “I almost punished him.
Then I almost had sex with him. Then I… I dunno, it‟s so complicated. He‟s not a boy anymore,
and his body is so powerful, so well-developed already… but his mind is so tormented that all he
can think about is revenge and anger and… bitterness. He can‟t let go of it, even though he
knows it‟s destroying him. I‟m not sure if he… if he needs prison to show him what his life
could be like… or if he needs a kind, compassionate gesture, to show him the world isn‟t the
terrible place he thinks it is.
“I mean… he focuses so much of his hate on you, but it‟s obviously not just you, Zerrex.”
Lily struggled to find the words, looking down before she said quietly: “He never did well in
school, and he never did well with private tutors, and his friends want to be criminals but they‟re
too cowardly to commit the very sins they‟re supposed to represent. Low-tier demons who will
probably piss the wrong person off one day and end up dead. And Pallas, Pallas is… so big, so
different, and so much is expected of him…”
She sighed softly, murmuring: “Markus visited him a little while ago. He‟s still in
restraints, so he couldn‟t run away when Markus started to scold him. He‟d… he‟s a real good
father to his own kid. I think… it was a good idea introducing them to each other, but Markus is
also really broken up over Pallas. I think he‟s sitting outside his room right now, but… I don‟t
know. I feel like I don‟t know anything anymore sometimes. I‟m not like you, Zerrex, I can‟t…
seem to absorb events, then analyze them over and find a solution or… push them away and bury
myself in anything other than work or sex.”
Zerrex laughed faintly, nudging her quietly. “Now come on, I‟m the one who‟s been
burying all this in sex, and… besides. Pallas… I care about him, but you gave birth to him.
He‟s… all you have left of Dorian and Paluth, whatever good there was in Paluth. I… I don‟t
mean to bring that up, I‟m sorry.”
“It‟s fine, I‟m over it now.” Lily looked at him softly, saying quietly: “You don‟t have to
pussyfoot around that kind of thing with me anymore, Zerrex. I‟m going to be an adult about it,
and I‟m going to… acknowledge it wasn‟t the best of things for a lot of reasons, and what‟s
happened, happened and now it‟s over. But Pallas, I…”
“I‟ll take him to that fighting tournament, anyway.” Zerrex said quietly, looking away,
and Lily looked at him with surprise before the Drakkaren shrugged a bit. “Why not? It‟ll
probably be his last chance for a good day before he goes to prison… and I‟d like to take one last
swing at settling things between us, for better or worse.”
Lily looked at him quietly for a few moments, and then she looked down, then silently
took his hands and gazed into his eyes, saying softly: “Thank you, Zerrex. Thank you.”

The Drakkaren only smiled at her faintly… and then the two leaned together as they took
one another‟s hands, curling against each other and closing their eyes as they comforted one
another as best they could over the impending loss of a child.
Zerrex pulled a shirt on and rolled his shoulders slowly, looking awkwardly at his bed:
Selena was snoring on one side of it, naked and a pleased look still on her face from recent
events, and Aluinnia was gazing tenderly over at him, admiring his body. He had the distinct
feeling she liked him physically far more than anything else, but at least she wasn‟t awkwardly
trying to crawl all over him… and he made a face as he turned around, making sure his fly was
done up before he heard the Benevolent slide out of bed, and he looked around to see her gazing
softly up at him, before she stood on her tip-toes to kiss the underside of his muzzle as he leaned
down a bit, whispering: “A husband of Selena‟s is a husband of mine. Take care today.”
She hugged him tightly and cuddled her naked body up against him, and somehow that
was even more awkward than if she had tried to kiss him, as the Drakkaren carefully patted her
on the back and smiled a bit before he grabbed his wallet off the side table and left, as Aluinnia
gazed after him lovingly… and when he stepped out into the hall, he found Lily and Cherry
waiting for him, the golden-scaled female giving him a reproachful glare as Cherry tried to
mimic her from behind. “What? Selena grabbed me and basically dragged me off!”
“You‟re going to be late if you stay around much longer, now take Miss Cherry and go
get Pallas and Markus.” Lily said irritably, but he could tell it was only fear and anxiety that was
making her grouchy today. And she had every right to be: this was possibly the last fun thing her
son would have the pleasure of doing before he ended up in prison.
So Zerrex only nodded, and then he stepped forwards and kissed Lily on the cheek, and
she softened and waved as Cherry fell into step beside him, the female putting her hands in her
pockets as she asked mildly: “So like. Aren‟t we going to be there like. Three hours early at this
rate?”
“Yeah, but Markus says the seats fill fast.” Zerrex replied mildly, and he sighed a bit as
he rubbed the back of his head, muttering: “What the hell was I thinking, getting into a
threesome at the last minute?”
“Uh. Score?” Cherry grinned widely at him, and when the reptile glowered at her, she
huffed. “Dude, I‟d totally do the same. Selena‟s a bitch but she has crazy-huge boobs, and crazyhuge boobs are fun as hell to play with. And that little Aluinnia chick is hot.”
“I think Aluinnia is crazy, though. She called me her husband.” Zerrex said morbidly, and
Cherry simply shrugged as they strode down one set of stairs to the landing in the main hall, only
to walk up the set leading to the door opposite. “Anyway, are you going to play nice with
Markus today?”
“Yeah, yeah, I ain‟t gonna screw shit up for you, don‟t worry.” Cherry said softly, and
then she grimaced as she shook her head a bit. “Apparently Mist and Shine are going to be
patrolling the perimeter, too, just to keep an eye on things. What about Lily? Is she going to go
ballistic while we‟re gone? Babe looks stressed.”
The lizard shook his head, saying mildly: “She‟s going to take over for Firenze for a little
while… work distracts her at least, and that‟s what she needs right now. It‟s kind of ironic that
when she‟s in a bad mood, people also listen to her better… but then again, she also dispenses
with the long speeches and tends to yell a lot.”
Cherry snorted at this, and they walked on in relative quiet until they found Markus
standing with Pallas outside his room, the Dragokkaren dressed in plain clothes and Pallas in

handcuffs. The two pairs stood facing each other, as Cherry made a bit of a face and Pallas stared
sullenly at the ground… and then, as if they were trading hostages, Cherry and Pallas walked
forwards at the same time, the muscular female grumbling as Markus hugged her and patting his
side lightly as Pallas stood beside Zerrex, the Drakkaren looking at him for a moment before he
asked quietly: “If I remove the handcuffs, are you going to try and hit me?”
The gator shook his head silently, and Zerrex reached out and grasped the handcuffs: a
moment later, they simply vanished before he patted Pallas on the shoulder, and Markus held up
two crumpled tickets, saying quietly: “Here, Dad, Pallas. The tickets.”
Zerrex smiled as he took them, looking at the gator… and he sighed, simply tucking them
in his pocket for now before Markus clapped his hands together and said finally: “Let‟s get going
then, I guess. Here, I‟ll uh… I‟ll go ahead, get us there…”
He held up a hand, and a portal sparked into existence, Markus and Cherry heading
through first before Pallas and Zerrex followed, and the four stood for a few moments outside the
enormous arena, Markus motioning them past the ticket booths and instead towards a door
guarded by two huge, brawny guards. For a moment, Zerrex thought Pallas was going to run…
but then the gator simply sighed and followed, grumpily tagging along with Zerrex as Markus
said over his shoulder: “Mom and I will go in at a different gate, and we can just meet back at the
Ravenlight Estate afterwards. Take care Dad… Pallas.”
Cherry grunted and waved to them both as she followed Markus leisurely, and the
Drakkaren looked awkwardly at the gator , who sulkily crossed his arms as they approached the
huge gate. Guards were checking tickets there, and the reptile dug out both of them before he
handed one to Pallas… and the male looked at this for a long time as they slowly walked
forwards, someone arguing with a guard before he was dragged out of line with a squeak as a
few others laughed.
Then Pallas looked up and said grudgingly: “Thanks for… taking me to this show and
shit. I mean… yeah. Just… thanks for that, I guess.”
Zerrex looked at him for a few moments, then he smiled a bit and said finally: “No
problem, Pallas. I hope… I hope you enjoy it. And I hope maybe we can go to another show like
it in the future if you do.”
They stepped forwards in awkward silence as voices babbled around them, then handed
their tickets to a guard, who motioned for them to move on through the tunnel with barely a
glance in their direction. Past the gates, past the short tunnel and they emerged into a massive,
circular area already filling up with people, perhaps tens of thousands of seats around the thirty
square foot ring. The ring itself was in the process of being finished off, workers attaching siding
that extended some ten feet past the ropes that already surrounded it, and security guards
patrolled around a border marked by a simple velvet rope around the ring. They shoved away
anyone who got too close to them, but people were already gathering in the twenty or so feet of
empty floor space in a pit between the raised arena-style seats and the ring itself, looking excited.
The tallest security guard was still only head level with the ring‟s floor, which had to be
at least ten feet off the ground: the same height as the floor beneath the seats. But the seats were
mostly empty, and Pallas and Zerrex were able to secure several nice, comfortably-cushioned
seats in the front row, facing the eastern side of the ring. The Drakkaren also noted that there
were enormous projection screens hanging from the ceiling above the ring, likely for the people
in the far back, who would be lucky to be able to tell if there were even people standing in the
ring.

Markus was right, the seats filled up fast: but Zerrex was still stunned by how fast it
happened. A security guard also was going around, checking everyone‟s tickets, and the reptile
winced as he realized he‟d forgotten that these weren‟t just first-come, first-serve… but when he
and Pallas showed their tickets, the guard nodded and grunted for them to have a nice day, and
the reptile remembered they had priority seats anyway. He smiled a bit as he rested back in the
chair, and Pallas looked at him for a moment, but remained silent as he looked ahead, watching
as the tech crew finished adjusting the lights over the ring and the rest of the team checked that
everything else was in place. The energy in the air was almost electric as people talked excitedly,
and Zerrex wondered if all these fighting events were so… intense, even before the fights began.
Admittedly, it had been a long time since he had been here, though… and back then it
had always been a smaller arena and he had always come to watch Markus‟s fights, meaning he
came in waiting for one exact moment, looking for one exact thing. The reptile sat back a bit,
wondering mildly to himself if this was going to be like way back when Cherry had been mortal
and made her money in the fighting pits in Valise, using any means necessary to bring down
opponents who varied from unskilled but strong to tough enough to give Cherry a pleasant
challenge. Markus, after all, had never done any fighting past events organized by his school,
when he had just been a child… and after that, he had stayed far away from the fighting game,
even if he‟d always kept up his training.
Pallas shifted uncomfortably beside Zerrex, and the reptile glanced at him for a moment,
then he looked back towards the arena, clearing his throat… and he sensed Pallas looking at him
now, either out of nervousness or sizing him up. The reptile didn‟t know or care which: he only
wondered if he should say something first. He tried to fight off this urge, but he caught Pallas
glancing at him again, making him fidget, and then he said finally: “So uh… you… looking
forwards to any of these matches in particular?”
Pallas just remained quiet, and Zerrex tugged at the collar of his shirt as he looked away
for a few moments… and then Pallas asked quietly: “Why did Mom choose you?”
“Choosing people in love is… not something you do consciously, Pallas.” Zerrex said
after a moment, looking down as he rubbed the side of his face slowly, and then he glanced at the
gator, who was looking at him miserably. “And she certainly didn‟t choose me over you, either,
if that‟s what you‟re getting at. She talks about you constantly… wanted to try and heal the
damage between us before… before it was too late, even if some things you just… you just have
to leave them alone and let them heal when they‟re ready.”
“What do you know about that? You‟re so strong, you can do anything you please.”
Pallas said bitterly, flexing his hands slowly, and Zerrex gave a dry laugh. “What?”
“Pallas, no matter how powerful you are, there‟s usually just another bigger fish in the
pond waiting to kill you, or all the smaller, angrier fish are sitting around waiting to take you
out.” the reptile said distastefully, gesturing at nothing. “I might be strong, but I‟ve got far more
responsibilities on my head than I like, too… there‟s nothing I like better than being out there,
without anyone pressuring me to do anything… but the only way to enjoy your life is to have
other people in it, and yet the only way to have other people in your life is to live up to your
responsibilities to them. You can‟t have one without the other, it‟s… it‟s a balance, like all
things.”
“I don‟t understand.” Pallas said grouchily, looking away, and Zerrex didn‟t think even
he understood, as he looked down and grunted. “Besides, who needs people? People are
stupid…”

“People are stupid. But stupidity isn‟t always a bad thing.” Zerrex smiled a bit, and this
just made Pallas grumble some more before the Drakkaren motioned out at the fighting arena,
saying mildly: “Two people agreed to stand in a cage one day and punch each other in the face,
not just to prove that one is better than the other, but also for the entertainment of an entire
viewing audience, who sits around and watches this event. The only genius part of this entire
setup is how much money they can rake in off the proceedings, but even then, every match
comes with a guarantee of a pain and a rising chance of death or mutilation.”
Pallas didn‟t seem convinced, muttering under his breath as he looked away, but he snuck
a glance out towards the arena as Zerrex leaned back in his chair, sighing a bit. “I wish that I
could be stupider myself, Pallas… that I could look past all the faded things I see in life, that I
could… take more for granted, because taking something for granted sucks, yeah, but sitting
there and staring at something, knowing and constantly reminding one‟s self of its value is even
more damaging to your love of something, and to how that something… can treat you back.”
Zerrex paused for a few moments. “A balance is best, like I always say. Balance in all things.”
“That doesn‟t even make sense.” Pallas said grouchily, and Zerrex rolled his eyes as he
sat back in the chair, crossing his arms. “That would mean… everything ends in a tie, no one
ever wins or comes out ahead, that the losers aren‟t any different than the winners…”
“Not when you‟re measuring the intangible… besides, a lot of losers are better than
winners. Winners are often chosen by people who have no right whatsoever to choose, people
who are self-involved, self-inflated, and whose only interests lay in furthering their own agendas
and their own influence over others.” Zerrex shook his head slowly, muttering: “Besides, when
you stop and think about it, who the hell are we to judge the value of our own lives? We
certainly can to a point, but… we can‟t perceive how the lives of others have been, we can‟t feel
their emotions, how they felt when subjected to this or pushed through that, what their range of
suffering and joy was nor their ability to emphasize with others. We‟re all… designed for
something different, we all learn to deal with and handle events, good and bad, differently…
trying to… to take our lives as a whole and judge it is a gamble at best, tainted by our own bias.
It‟s like… judging whether or not you‟re a good parent. I might want to say I was a damn good
father but… only my kids really know the answer to that.”
He quieted, and Pallas looked away, muttering: “Yeah, you‟re really one to talk about
that… all this bullshit, it doesn‟t even mean anything…”
Zerrex was quiet as he looked out at the ring, and then he asked softly: “What about the
fact you‟re going to prison? Doesn‟t that mean anything to you?”
Now Pallas fell silent, looking blankly out past the seats as Zerrex glanced awkwardly
away, rubbing at his arm and knowing that he‟d gone a little low, but at the same time feeling
vindictive and moody and confused. He didn‟t know what Pallas wanted, what the gator needed,
and he certainly wasn‟t making it easy for either of them, as they sat at these seats… and neither
rose even as the people on either side of them jumped up and yelled as the lights around the
arena went out and spotlights focused over the ring, a tall, tuxedoed stag with a triple set of
enormous horns and black eyes lined with red shouting cheerfully: “Welcome all, to the seven
hundred and twenty-third annual all-pain no-gain head-to-head matchups! No one gets voted off
today, folks, everybody stays, but we guarantee at least half of them will wake up a few hours
from now wishing they weren‟t even alive!”
People roared and yelled as Zerrex sat back, tilting his head curiously, and the stag
laughed before he grinned wider, clapping his hands together and then shouting: “I see a full
house and plenty more crowding the standing room! And as always, today we‟ll be offering the

arena house shakedown, where we get you kind folks out there to test your physical might
against the big, the bad, the unstoppable Warhead, banned from professional fighting ever since
he ripped an opponent‟s head off and tore out his spine to do his flossing!”
More roars, and Zerrex covered his muzzle to repress a snort of laughter at how corny the
dialogue was, even though Pallas was on his feet now, yelling and leaning forwards over the
railing, and he thought the entire arena was rocking with life before the stag pointed at the air
and stomped a hoof three times, shouting as his voice amplified throughout the arena, the screens
flashing on and projecting the stag in every direction at enormous size: “But now, coming at you
all the way from the Northern Province…”
Zerrex mostly ignored the stats, leaning back as he yawned and crossed his arms over his
stomach, feeling energy and emotion pulsing powerfully through the air around him but
thankfully not nearly as affected by it as he had been worried he‟d be. He also knew that
although these statistics could help determine the winner – and the stag not only announced what
their weight, height, and record title was, but also their sin and if possible, demonic species, as
more stats flashed over the screens – they could also make one or the other competitor seem
more appealing when they really lacked either the experience or the skill to put their advantages
to good use.
The fights were divided into three rounds of five minutes each, and the winner was
determined by technical scoring done by judges or a knockout, whichever came first. The only
rule in the ring was that only physical attacks were allowed: everything else, even attacks that
would be lethal to mortals – and even to some demons – were permitted, and some demons were
obviously better built for the ring than others. Demons with sharp claws, demons with natural
body armor, demons with thick horns and demons who were titanic walls of muscle, all
competed with demons who had no obvious natural advantages, demons who were small and
slender, demons who didn‟t look like demons at all.
The ring itself was far more solid looking than it appeared, taking the occasional dent but
quickly repairing itself, and even when blood splattered over the floor, it was quickly, almost
greedily absorbed into the mats. The fencing around the ring also seemed impenetrable, and it
seemed to be a particular favorite for one competitor to throw the other competitor into it, as they
struck whatever magical force or barrier kept the fencing from collapsing and were violently
repelled. The reptile also noticed that the screens seemed to follow whoever the crowd favorite at
the time was, and he figured they were powered by some complex telepathic technology.
There was also no referee: there was no need for one, and if the fight did have to be
broken up, both demons were „pacified‟ by a powerful discharge of force and energy. This
happened once in the first fight, as a huge, armored demon continued to throttle his opponent
after he had knocked him out, and „PACIFICATION!‟ flashed over the screens as the ring
rippled with shockwaves of energy, the crowd howling gleefully as both demons were battered
violently back and forth, with enough force to wake up the kayoed demon and stun the other.
The clock continued to tick-on, and Zerrex realized morbidly that the fight was only won if the
demon stayed unconscious for a period of time: quick knockouts apparently didn‟t count.
There was a pause of roughly one minute between each round, during which both
opponents would exit through a doorway on their side of the ring and drink something: probably
an energy supplement of some kind, or some alchemical recipe. During this one minute break,
the screens flashed with the stats from the fight, as the judges at a small, roped-off table near the
western side of the ring conferred with each other. Then the fighters would climb back into the

ring, and the moment the stag in the tuxedo shouted „Fight!‟ they would charge at each other and
start beating the crap out of one-another again.
After the first three fights – during which Zerrex stopped guessing the outcome of the
fights and instead began guessing the outcome of each round – they took a short break. Pallas, at
least, had forgotten his moodiness and instead looked elated, yelling and whooping with the
others. The intermission was only some fifteen minutes, and mostly featured Dius strutting
around the arena in scanty clothing, holding up signs for the various competitors, and the screens
flashed with statistics as well as advertisements for food and beverages in the lobby.
“Hey, uh… can… we get something to eat?” Pallas asked awkwardly, and Zerrex looked
up at him with dumb surprise before he slapped his forehead as he realized that Pallas might be
physically maturing, but he still needed to eat. The gator demon looked away at this, downcast
and interpreting it probably as Zerrex thinking badly of him… and then he frowned when the
Drakkaren held out his wallet to him, slowly taking it. “You… you aren‟t gonna come with me?”
“I hate crowds. At least here the crowd‟s to my back, I‟m sure the concessions will be
swarming with people.” Zerrex paused meditatively, and then he shrugged a bit, adding:
“Besides, if you run away, you‟ll miss the rest of the show.”
Pallas nodded, looking at Zerrex for a few moments strangely, and then he shrugged and
made his way carefully out of the seats. Zerrex, meanwhile, relaxed… and then he sighed as the
next round of fights started up and he realized Pallas still wasn‟t back.
He gave him five more minutes… then muttered grouchily, excusing himself past the
shouting, whooping people who barely noticed as he passed, and followed the signs towards the
concession stands, hoping absently it was just an enormous lineup as he made it to the top of the
arena and began walking around the edge of it. Then he frowned a bit as he sensed Pallas‟s
energy ahead, and it sparked… and he cursed as he jogged forwards and halted at the corner,
looking around it to see Pallas being shoved up against the wall by a snarling Wrath demon, the
gator looking terrified out of his mind as his feet kicked weakly at the air, and the enormous,
armadillo-like demon covered in rocky, deadly plates and juts of bone hissed: “Fucking prick.”
He smashed Pallas into the wall, and the gator coughed and then shook his head, holding
his hands up and dripping blood from a damaged jaw, his popcorn and cola spilled over the floor
as he wheezed: “Listen, listen, I… it was all my fault, you‟re right…”
The Dius on one side of the armadillo grinned and smacked her hands together, licking
her lips slowly. Both of her horns were snapped off, and she was wearing a loose vest and a
ripped pair of shorts, as she cooed: “Come on, give me the handsome boy, I‟ll make him an adult
before you kill him…”
“You‟re my bitch, not his!” the armadillo shouted angrily, and the Dius quailed from the
twenty-foot, rocky-plated demon, before she snorted and threw her head to the side, looking
away disgustedly. On the other side of the armadillo, a minotaur chuckled stupidly, and then he
quieted when the armadillo glowered at him before he brought a fist back and said roughly: “I‟m
gonna teach you why you don‟t mouth off, punk…”
“Shouldn‟t you three be running back to the special ed class?” Zerrex asked mildly, and
the minotaur turned around, looking startled, as the Dius snarled and hissed at the Drakkaren.
The armadillo, meanwhile, slowly glared over his shoulder before he dropped Pallas and turned
around, and the lizard shrugged absently, saying calmly: “Walk away, and no one gets hurt.”
“Oh fuck me, what the hell is this shit?” Armadillo asked, looking back and forth
irritably. His huge, rake-like claws flexed slowly, the bare, golden layering of cracked metal over
his chest glinting weakly before he stepped forwards and grinned, reaching out to shove Zerrex

easily, knocking the lizard back a step as the Dius and the minotaur quickly flanked either side of
the Drakkaren. “What, you think you‟re gonna protect this pussy? Fuck you, I‟m gonna show
you what happens to people who are dumb-shit enough to try and play hero.”
He threw a punch at Zerrex, but the Drakkaren caught it against his palm, the goliath
frowning and then snarling in surprise as he realized his fist had easily been halted by the
Drakkaren‟s palm… and then the lizard threw his fist out to the side as the Dius raised a hand,
Armadillo‟s fist smashing her in the face and knocking her down with a cry out pain before the
lizard simply glared at the minotaur, his eyes glowing green as he lashed out with Dominate, and
the minotaur trembled before collapsing back on his haunches, drool falling out of his muzzle.
The Armadillo looked back and forth, horrified by the quick and sudden loss of his
companions, and then Zerrex whistled to him and beckoned with one finger for him to lean in
close… and the demon snarled before he shouted: “Now why the fuck would I listen to you?”
He swung both hands down hard, and Zerrex leapt nimbly backwards, the armadillo‟s
huge fists smashing into the tiled floor before the lizard gracefully swept his foot upwards in a
hard thrust kick, and the demon was knocked staggering as he gurgled, his jaw dislocated and
blood and teeth fragments exploding from his mouth, and Pallas gaped before skittering out of
the way as Armadillo staggered back into the wall, then slid slowly down it, grabbing at his
bloody mouth and whimpering like a baby as tears rolled down his cheeks. He stared in terror as
Zerrex walked forwards and stood in front of him, arms crossed, and then he said quietly:
“Because sometimes listening is what saves you from getting your ass kicked, asshole. Now run
along before I start to lose my temper.”
Armadillo scurried to his feet and bolted away, looking humiliated and still clutching at
his shattered jaw, and the Dius giggled as she leapt up to her feet and approached Zerrex, saying
lovingly: “Wow, a big strong knight who came to rescue someone else, that really turns me
on…”
Zerrex looked at her flatly, and then he shook her off his arm before grabbing one of her
horns, making her screech as he dragged her to eye level and said calmly: “Only those who help
themselves deserve being helped in return. Keep latching on to the biggest, meanest males you
can find and one day you‟ll end up dead. Now get the hell out of here.”
He shoved her backwards, and she snarled at him before turning on her heel and stalking
off, and the reptile picked up the fallen cup of cola from the ground, glancing down at the liquid
left in it before he walked over to the minotaur and poured this over his head, ice cubes tinkling
off his skull with a hollow sound as the cola splashed down, and the minotaur shook his head
stupidly before he stared up at Zerrex with a cowed expression – ha, pun. I can be funny
sometimes. I gotta tell that one to Pallas. Or Cherry. – and then the Drakkaren jerked his thumb
down the hall towards the mostly-empty concessions area, saying mildly: “Your friends went
that way.”
Immediately, the minotaur leapt to his hooves and charged away, then tripped and fell on
his face before whimpering loudly and clawing his way past Pallas, who could only stare… and
then the lizard sighed and shook his head, walking over to the gator and asking quietly: “You
okay?”
Pallas rubbed slowly at his face, and then he nodded weakly before wincing when Zerrex
motioned for him to lean down, the tall gator-demon doing so, then flushing when the Drakkaren
tapped along his jaw and muttered: “Yeah, you took a nasty hit. Gimme a second.”
He concentrated, stroking down the underside of his cheekbone, and Pallas hissed in
surprise as he felt his features knitting back together, before the reptile cast a cleansing spell over

him to get rid of most of the blood, the gator wiping at his flushed features before he asked:
“Why… why did you do that for me?”
“I‟d do it for anyone in trouble. Besides… you‟re sort of my son.” Zerrex stopped,
rubbed awkwardly at the back of his head and looked down, then he murmured apologetically:
“Half-son… stepson… you… you know what I mean.”
“Yeah.” Pallas said quietly after a moment, and then he cleared his throat before looking
down abashedly, rubbing his hands together slowly. “Can you… gimme a few minutes? I
wanna… I just…”
“I‟ll wait for you at the seats.” Zerrex nodded to him, and then he turned and headed back
towards the yells and shouts of the arena, feeling awkward and embarrassed now. He sighed a
bit, hoping Pallas wouldn‟t find more trouble as he made his way to the seats, and then he
grumbled when a half-drunk demon stomped in his way with a yell, waving a flag in his face
marked with the arena logo, and the reptile shoved past him before continuing towards his seats.
A few minutes later, Pallas joined him, and the Drakkaren glanced over him… but the
gator refused to look back as he instead watched the fight in the ring below, shouts and energy
surrounding them. But it was the emotions of the gator the lizard could feel most of all, as he
rested back and tried to just watch the competition… and then he sighed, muttering: “Three…
two… one…”
Pallas frowned a bit… and then he watched as the pretending-to-be-injured, smaller
fighter leapt up and smashed an uppercut into the underside of the mostly-unharmed jaw of the
Salamander opponent he was up against, and the reptilian demon staggered backwards, head
lolling stupidly before he fell over on his back. Then the gator looked at Zerrex, who shrugged as
he muttered: “Analysis happens to be my forte.”
“Yeah?” Pallas didn‟t say anything beyond that, as he leaned back in his seat. The
fighters left through their different sides, the Salamander dragged off by security officials and the
other demon dancing his way out, and the next set of fighters came in shortly after.
Two hours later, the stag announced a long break before they geared up for the next class
of competition, and Zerrex leaned back in his seat, content to relax here as he rubbed slowly at
his left arm. It was strange, not wearing the armlet and not having his powers suppressed at all,
and then Pallas asked him quietly: “I‟ve… I‟ve always wondered. How did you become the High
King of Hell? Mom… would never talk about that part of your life. She talked about you a lot,
even… even Dad… talked about you a lot…”
He went silent, and Zerrex looked down as he crossed his arms, saying quietly: “I‟m
sorry, Pallas. I‟m sorry for… ruining the images you must have had in me in your head, all those
years ago, but I‟m not a great hero, or the most talented warrior in all of Elysium. I was just a
mean son of a bitch who ended up sitting in the Throne because he killed another mean son of a
bitch… everything I‟ve done, I did for my own beliefs, not… to better the world, much as I like
to pretend.”
Pallas was quiet, and Zerrex glanced down, laughing a bit. “Sorry, emotional reading.
Still haven‟t learned to control that totally. But to answer the question you asked, I killed… my
first son. His name was Crow, and he was born of Celestial Narrius, my mother… a Broken. He
consumed the essence of my father, who… who was an evil, evil being. There is no other word
to describe him, not even… not even wrong can. Because Narrius was only interested in
destruction, in things so wrong, so evil, he defied the idea that anything he did was subjective…
the only thing he knew how to do was hurt everyone else for no reason other than that he could.”

Zerrex rubbed at his head slowly, and Pallas looked at him quietly for a moment before
he looked away, rubbing at a leg slowly before he whispered: “I don‟t wanna go to prison.”
“I don‟t want you to go to prison, either, Pallas. But you probably will.” Zerrex sighed as
he leaned back in his chair, saying finally: “This… I guess you realize by now this is just me
trying to reach out to you. But I would take you to a thousand things you enjoyed if I could, if it
meant we could… connect a little. I don‟t want to take the place of your father, or even change
your opinion of him, I just want you and me to get along. I don‟t know how to do it, though…
I‟ve never been good with my sons. I screwed up Driz, I screwed up Markus, I screwed up
Aether…”
“Aether?” Pallas tilted his head, looking over at Zerrex with a frown. “I‟ve never heard of
him, Mom… talks about all your children, living and… gone… but I‟ve never heard of Aether.”
“He was…” Zerrex looked down quietly, rubbing slowly at his face. “He took after
Narrius, to keep it simple. Sin and I locked him away… and then we had to sacrifice him to raise
Anathema from the dead and… stop the mortal world from being destroyed. But we failed in that
too… I failed in that too.”
Zerrex made a face, shaking his head slowly before he stood up and leaned against the
railing, watching as workers busily inspected the arena and adjusted the fencing here and there,
and then he glanced over at Pallas as the gator sat quietly back in his seat, head bowed and
looking confused. There was silence between them for the rest of the intermission, until the
Drakkaren finally sat down in his seat… and then they both watched as the next round of
fighting began, these competitors brawnier and rougher-looking, obviously more experienced
and more vicious even before they really started to fight.
The Drakkaren realized that the fighting class here was rated in a different way: while on
the mortal world, fighters were most often put into different weight classes, in Elysium they had
developed a ranking system, putting fighters into different classes based on their ability. There
were fewer stupid mistakes now, in these B-Class professionals… but most of the lizard was
focused inwardly, feeling morbid and wondering if depression and anxiety were common in
gods, or it was just him.
Two hours more… Pallas eventually starting to get into it again, and then another long
break, as the announcer came on stage. Something about the A-Class professionals… but then he
was extolling this Warhead match again, and Zerrex grimaced before he blinked as Pallas said
hesitantly: “You… you could probably beat Warhead.”
“I… what?” Zerrex looked dumbly at Pallas, and the gator shrugged and sat back in his
seat, rubbing at one strong bicep before he asked finally: “Who is Warhead, anyway?”
“Oh, they have the matchups with him almost every year now, ever since he got banned.”
Pallas answered immediately, sounding almost surprised as he leaned forwards. “Warhead was a
champion fighter even before the Great Merge… he‟s a Wrath demon, a Vile Hedonist.”
Zerrex made a face and nodded: a rare Wrath species, they were demons that sought out
pleasure and power constantly… and the thing they enjoyed most was taking power over others
and giving themselves pleasure by tormenting them physically. They made for excellent
Inquisitors, but they also had a nasty habit of going insane with their own power and becoming
mindless in their search for prey. “I thought they were banned from this kind of thing, though.”
“Well, it was Warhead that got them banned… but technically, they‟re only banned from
participating in professional events. As for a „take-on-the-crowd‟ melee, it doesn‟t qualify as an
amateur fight even… it‟s just a whoever‟s stupid enough to get into the cage with the hydra kind
of thing.” Pallas replied, smiling a bit, and the reptile realized dumbly at the same time that he

was actually having a conversation with his stepson. “Warhead‟s only been beaten three times in
his entire career, including after he was banned for killing another competitor. He was only
beaten once by someone from the crowd.”
Zerrex nodded, rubbing at his face slowly before he said finally: “Well, thanks, Pallas…
but I think I‟ll sit back and watch this one. I have a feeling he‟ll be going down today, though.”
Pallas looked at him oddly, but then he simply nodded even as he gazed out at the ring, as
Dius began to walk back and forth through the ring, muttering: “Damn, are they ever
beautiful…”
“They look beautiful, Pallas, but always remember to watch yourself. The prettiest
flowers are sometimes the ones most rotten on the inside.” Zerrex murmured, sitting back in his
seat, and then he paused as he realized if he concentrated hard enough, he could tap into the
emotions of the Dius, feel which ones enjoyed getting all this attention, which ones were doing it
just for the money, and which ones were just hoping to get close to some of the fighters
backstage.
Pallas, however, just snorted as he leaned forwards, grasping the railing and muttering:
“Easy for you to say. You have all kinds of people at your feet… I saw that Dius out there, you
could have had her right there and then.”
“Yeah, and she would have stabbed me in the back first chance she got or just used me
for sex and run away. Sure, sex is fine and all, but believe me. Getting to know someone, even if
just on a casual enough level you can wander over and bang them when you need to, is fine…
but a one night stand is something you should try to avoid.” Zerrex said mildly, and Pallas
laughed at him as the Drakkaren looked at him flatly. “What?”
“You ain‟t no role model for sex, that much I know.” Pallas muttered, and the Drakkaren
rolled his eyes as he sat back, Pallas adding moodily: “Anyway, I ain‟t into that romantic shit. I
just want someone who I can fuck.”
Zerrex didn‟t bother replying, letting the tension in the air between them ease… and then
he paused, asking: “Hey, did you get something to eat yet?”
Pallas looked embarrassed now… and Zerrex motioned at him, smiling a bit. “Go on
then, while we have the intermission. You still got my wallet, right?”
“Yeah.” Pallas muttered lamely, and then he hesitantly got to his feet, looked for a
moment as if he wanted to ask Zerrex something, and then he grunted and carefully made his
way out of the seating section. The Drakkaren watched him go, and then he sighed and leaned
back, looking absently up at the ceiling as he laced his fingers together over his abdominals.
Some twenty minutes later, Pallas came back with a cola, a tub of nachos, and a large hydra
sausage on a bun: in other words, the demonic version of a hot dog.
It never ceased to amuse Zerrex how Hell often emulated the mortal realm, as he glanced
at the gator‟s food before looking forwards again, watching as the stage was checked over again.
Then he made a face as the stag came on stage… except this time he was accompanied by a
monstrous demon, and Pallas hissed: “Holy hell it‟s Warhead!”
Zerrex could see where the demon got his name: his skull had a massive, deadly ridge
bridging up from it, with a large, axe-like half-blade sticking from the front and two long, bent
spikes shoving roughly out of the back of his skull, cylindrical and tapering to twisted, deadly
points. Huge, branch-like antlers stood tall from either side of his skull, and his features were
crushed, his muzzle covered in several scars, lipless and with immense, ugly teeth sticking out of
it. His eyes were little more than smoky red slits in ugly green flesh, and his arms were huge,
long cylinders of muscle that were easily as long as his massive body, both ending in strong

hands with thick, gnarled claws. He had two smaller limbs branching from his thick midsection
as well, but they were tiny, ending in small, two-fingered hands that twitched eagerly in the air.
His back was a slope covered by a beetle-like carapace, the gleaming metallic shell laced with
white scars and hissing as it half-opened to reveal leathery black wings beneath it, and his tail
was an immense, long snake, covered in spikes and ending in a massive, deadly spade. The entire
creature, from head-to-toe, was a living weapon: even his legs were nothing but armored tree
trunks ending in huge hooves almost guaranteed to crush whatever they stepped on… and yet
despite the way he loomed heavily, Zerrex wouldn‟t doubt the goliath could move shockingly
fast despite the fact it looked like his body was either solid gray metal or rock-like green flesh.
“Warriors and wannabes, Warhead has a message for you all!” shouted the stag
cheerfully, and then he pointed at the easily twenty-five feet tall goliath, half-bowing to him as
the Vile Hedonist rumbled and then straightened, his lipless face twisting in a horrible grin.
“I‟m hungry, and I can‟t wait to be fed.” Warhead said in a grating, sardonic voice, and
then he gestured around at the crowd before he added almost playfully: “None of my challengers
leave my cage with all their body parts intact tonight.”
There was a chorus of cheers, jeers, yells and challenges from the crowd, and then
Warhead rose his huge arms in the air with a roar, flexing his immense, thick body, and the
crowd roared back its approval before the giant stomped towards the side of the ring, grabbing
the top of the fencing and easily hauling himself over it to smash down outside the pit, playfully
slapping away some of the crowd before the rest of the demons parted quickly for him, letting
him move towards a huge, open archway. Zerrex made a disgusted face even as Pallas yelled and
cheered, and then the stag announcer walked to the center of the arena, shouting: “Are you ready
for the last ten matches before we move ourselves on to the big event, the event so many of you
willing victims have been waiting for?”
There were yells and shouts, the crowd becoming more frenzied now… and then once
more, the fights started. The professional fighters, the A-Class grade, were rough, experienced,
and less depended on their natural armor than they did on their skills, putting on shows of
strength and expertise that impressed even Zerrex. The rounds also were shorter, however, as
they were quicker to lock onto their opponent‟s weaknesses and exploit them to their advantage,
and made fewer stupid mistakes that let the enemy get away.
It took only two hours to get through ten fights: and as the last competitor was dragged
out, the stag ran onto stage and pointed at the huge archway at one side of the area, shouting:
“Get yourselves ready for the event you‟ve all been waiting for… because here comes
Warhead!”
Thunder seemed to erupt through the arena before spotlights shone down on the archway,
and Warhead stormed out, grinning back and forth before he swaggered forwards, claws scraping
lightly against the ground as his huge hooves shook the arena with every impact, walking
towards the ring before reaching up and easily tearing off the fencing, as the stag shouted: “Uh
oh, people, collateral damage time!”
Warhead laughed as he turned and flung the fencing into the crowd, and people yelled
and scattered, delirious in joy and excitement even as others were knocked down by the fencing,
and Warhead stormed around the ring, punching out other chunks of fencing with ease as the
stag yelled: “Who among you thinks they have what it takes to challenge Warhead? Who among
you dares to step into the ring with the tyrant banned from professional fighting? Who dares to
step up and give it their all in a fight where they will likely leave battered, bruised, beaten or
dead?”

Yells and roars… and then a huge Wrath demon charged up to the stage as the stag
turned and leapt the ropes, landing on a stairwell by a chunk of fencing still standing that
ironically had one of the doors leading in and out of the ring in it, and the stag leaned forwards as
the Wrath demon shouted something… before he leaned away and rose a hand, his voice
projected through the screens: “Ladies and losers, we have our first victim! Get in there, and let‟s
see how long you can last!”
The Wrath demon roared, leaping the ring, wearing only suspenders and huge and
brawny… and in literally three seconds, he was slapped roughly into the ropes by Warhead
before the massive demon reached down and crushed him hard into the ring‟s floor, and then the
demon screamed as his tail was torn off and Warhead slowly rose it above his head, then dropped
it into his muzzle and chewed victoriously as the demon scrambled to the ropes and fell out, to
the jeers, yells, and screams of the crowd, as the stag said soothingly: “Too bad, but you lasted
longer than I expected! And it looks like Warhead plans to make good on his promise tonight!”
“My Gods, how stupid can people be?” Zerrex asked darkly, as he leaned forwards and
grabbed the railing… but the stag was grinning victoriously as Warhead roared and pounded on
his chest, and demons were frenzied, yelling and laughing wildly and giving into the passions
that were so powerful in so many demons, demons mostly of Wrath and Pride eagerly forming a
line by the stag to get into the ring as others simply danced around and watched.
A demon leapt into the ring… and Warhead caught him between his talons and crushed
him before roaring in his face like an animal and literally biting off one of his horns, spitting it
out and making the challenger scream in agony before he was thrown hard over the stands,
smacking into the crowd in the seats near the mid level of the wide arena. A spotlight shone
down on it from above, and people yelled and shouted as demons fell into a fight, Zerrex making
a face and wondering if this was what they all were, at the base of their beings… but he could
feel the energy in the air, and could see Pallas yelling along with them and knew that these
demons were being driven by each other, and that mortals were no better than this in the same
situation.
A dozen more demons fought and challenged Warhead: a dozen more demons were
ripped violently into, losing some part of their body to feed the monster before they were
violently smashed out of the ring. And then Pallas frowned, and Zerrex looked up before he
smiled grimly, saying quietly: “Told you, Pallas. I don‟t need to do the work this time around.”
Pallas stared as Markus jumped into the ring, rolling his shoulders grimly as Cherry
shoved her way onto the stairs and stood at the sidelines, yelling and dancing… and the stag
leaned away from her disgustedly before he said in a simpering voice: “Now we got a momma‟s
boy here who‟s gonna try and tame the beast. Wish him luck, folks, „cause Warhead‟s gonna lay
a spanking on him!”
The crowd laughed and jeered… and then the stag winced and held his hands up when
Cherry grabbed him by the antlers and hefted him into the air, before she smashed her head into
his nose, feedback bursting through the system as the camera centered dazedly on the stag for a
moment, and then Cherry… but she was already shouting and yelling as Markus paced back and
forth in front of Warhead, the giant at the other end of the arena and apparently waiting for the
Dragokkaren to come to him, before he snarled when Markus made a beckoning motion… and
the screens focused back in on the fight as Warhead roared and leapt forwards, slamming one
huge talon down.
Markus leapt out of the way, the giant‟s claw ripping a gouge into the ring that quickly
repaired itself before he leapt backwards, narrowly avoiding having his feet knocked out from

under him when Warhead tore to the side, ripping the mattress to shreds before he lashed his
other hand forwards… and Markus slammed a kick hard up into his palm, Warhead staggering
backwards with a grunt of disbelief before Markus ran forwards, tensing as if to jump as
Warhead‟s smaller hands curled up around him, and he brought his huge arms back as if to try
and shield himself, even though his long reach and thick arms made it impossible for him to
successfully wall himself from the Dragokkaren, who was already in too close… and then
Markus seemed to vanish as he slid between Warhead‟s legs, before the monster screamed when
several punches smashed into the back of his knee.
The thick, swollen-with-muscle joint groaned as the massive demon fell slowly to one
knee, snarling as his tail lashed towards the Dragokkaren, but Markus blocked the thick
appendage with one strong forearm, grunting as a spike dug a shallow cut along one side of his
limb before he leapt into a long roll back between Warhead‟s legs as the demon spun around,
lashing his huge, pillar-like arms out as he roared: “I‟ll tear you to pieces, little one!”
Then he looked down stupidly as Markus leapt upwards, running up his chest before he
twisted elegantly at the waist, one strong leg lashing out in a solid blow that smashed across
Warhead‟s muzzle and knocked him staggering, chunks of ugly yellow tooth and bile-like blood
flying from the demon‟s face before Markus slammed his other foot against the nape of
Warhead‟s neck, making his entire body tense up and halt in mid-counterattack, one arm slightly
raised… and Markus seized onto the thick limb like it was the branch of a tree, stopping himself
mid-fall and hefting himself onto it before he threw himself forwards and snagged Warhead‟s
rocky shoulder, twisting his body gracefully around it to smash both feet directly into the
monster‟s cheek.
Warhead groaned and staggered again, his huge arms clawing at the ring as he bent
slightly backwards, his eyes horrified as he teetered on the edge of his balance, Markus landing
in front of him… and then he roared and stabbed both huge hands forwards with lightning speed
as Markus looked up in shock, Warhead‟s huge body bending forwards as his hands smashed
through the floor of the ring and sent up a burst of tile and mattress, and there was silence for a
moment as Warhead breathed hard, panting in and out… and then his eyes bulged, and he made
an ugly gagging sound, Markus bleeding slightly from several cuts along his shoulders, but safe
on the inside of the blow, both his fists buried through the natural armor covering the goliath‟s
body and deep into his stomach before he drew back, leaving terrible, bleeding craters as
Warhead fell to his knees with a groan, arms trapped as the ring healed around them.
Markus calmly walked out from beneath him, circling around to his front, Warhead
staring dazedly at him… and then the Dragokkaren stepped forwards with a sudden furious roar,
hands revolving beside him before he smashed both open palms into the goliath‟s face, and
Warhead‟s head rocked violently backwards as his jaw and muzzle shattered into pieces, his
arms tearing free of the ring and clawing madly at the air, slapping the underside of one of the
monitors high above and making it rock violently as he staggered backwards and tore through
the ropes before he fell as people scattered… and the giant landed heavily on the ground with an
immense, echoing crash, the cement around him cracked, his limbs sprawled outwards and his
jaw broken and bloody.
Zerrex stood up and clapped slowly as Cherry cackled and danced on the stairs, Markus
bowing to the crowd as a few other yells came up from the group, but it was mostly silent
astonishment as he approached the stairs with a smile… then winced when Cherry picked him up
in a tight, firm hug, yanking him over the ropes and then kissing him loudly on the lips as his
eyes bulged in shock, before she grinned and patted him on the shoulder, shouting: “That‟s my

fucking boy! And I‟ll fucking rip the head off anyone who makes fun of him again, you all hear
me you stupid sons of bitches? Hey, Boss, you see that, you see what our boy did there? Holy
fucking hell, that was awesome!”
“It‟s nice to have family that cares about you.” Zerrex said meditatively, and Pallas
looked at him stupidly before the Drakkaren reached out and patted him quietly on the shoulder.
“Come on, kid. Show‟s over.”
The line parted swiftly to let Cherry and Markus through once she was done dancing
around with him in victory, Markus for once looking like he was the one embarrassed to be
around her as she clung stubbornly to his hand and yanked him along, rambling about how she
always knew he would be a great kid one day and this and that, and she immediately bounced
through the people and over to Zerrex as she saw him at the top of the arena, motioning
impatiently for them. They made their way out of the arena, even though people were now trying
to get in to see if the rumors about Warhead being defeated so humiliatingly were true… and as
the four walked slowly out into the lot, Zerrex said mildly: “You just made yourself one hell of a
big enemy, Markus. But I guess you‟ll probably also have someone from the fighting
confederation or whatever it is showing up at your door in a few days.”
“My fighting days are over, Dad, I just needed to teach that asshole a lesson in humility.”
Markus said embarrassedly, and then he leaned aside, whispering: “Can you get mom off me?”
“Yeah, well, welcome to Priest‟s world.” Zerrex said mildly, and Markus rolled his eyes
with a sigh before Zerrex nudged Pallas, who was still staring stupidly at the huge Dragokkaren
that had suffered only mild injuries in his fight. “Go ahead, say something.”
“Holy shit, how the fuck did you do that?” Pallas asked, and then he began to babble
statistics as Zerrex rolled his eyes and Markus winced away, beginning to create a portal… but
Cherry slapped his hand, then created a portal of her own before jerking him roughly forwards
and through it, and Pallas followed quickly… leaving Zerrex to sigh and follow last, morbidly
wondering where they were going to end up.
They stepped out in front of an old children‟s themed restaurant in Hell: when Markus
had been a child, it had been his favorite. It made Markus blush as she pulled him through the
doors and towards a booth, surrounded by cardboard cutouts of cheerful demons, portraits of
famous figures – angelic and demonic – hanging on the walls, and a large children‟s play area
behind transparent walls occupied by giggling infants, bouncing through the ball pit, climbing up
the equipment, and talking to each other as they inspected one-another curiously, mothers and
fathers standing outside the transparent walls and having awkward conversation as they watched
over their children.
The awkward group crammed themselves into a booth, Cherry rubbing at the plastic table
before she looked cheerfully around at them all, and Zerrex gazed over the restaurant
thoughtfully. Not a lot had changed, he saw: a wide, open layout with scraped hardwood floors,
ugly tan booths with ugly tan tables where people sat for anywhere from five minutes to an hour,
depending on how busy it was and how long it took for someone to notice you, the same pictures
on the wall and the same cardboard, child-friendly-character cutouts around the area… and when
Zerrex looked up, he thought he recognized the same peeling paint on the ceiling, lamps buzzing
quietly overhead. He admittedly wasn‟t sure of Markus‟s age anymore, with the merge that had
occurred and the years that had passed… but he was pretty sure it had been more than ten
thousand years since he‟d been in this restaurant, and it was still the same crappy place it had
been way back then. Then again… Hell’s always been a little different than the mortal world
when it comes to time…

A waitress came by, sighing and looking at them distastefully as she approached with
four menus, saying irritably: “You do know this is a children‟s restaurant, right?”
Cherry sized up the vixen for a few moments, and then she reached out and slapped her
hip firmly, making the female wince before she said flatly: “Customer‟s always right. So like.
Get us all a round of Frost, and keep the refills coming.”
“We don‟t carry Frost cola anymore.” the vixen said pettishly, and then she put her nose
in the air and recited: “We have water, orange juice, apple juice, tea, coffee, ginger ale, apple ale,
milk, chocolate milk, strawberry milkshakes, vanilla milkshakes, chocolate milkshakes, happybrand cola and Subzero cola.”
Cherry looked at her for a few moments, then Markus said helpfully: “I‟ll gladly have
coffee, thank you.”
“Subzero cola, I guess.” Zerrex said finally, although he‟d never heard of it. It sounded
strangely similar to Frost, however, and he wasn‟t about to dare finding out what happy-brand
cola was.”
“Coffee.” Pallas said, holding a hand up, and then he looked fawningly over at Markus,
asking: “How did you know you‟d be able to get inside Warhead‟s attacks like that? How did
you know he wouldn‟t just stomp on you?”
Markus shrugged a bit, and Cherry interrupted his answer by nudging him firmly with his
shoulder before she said clearly: “Babe, bring me every single drink on the menu.”
The vixen stared at her with disbelief, and then Cherry shrugged and grinned up at her,
leaning back comfortably and looking triumphant. “Well hey, I just can‟t make up my mind, and
it would be oh so rude to make you wait on my ditzy little brain. So I‟ll just try a little of
everything and try to settle on one or two things to get refills for, okay?”
The waitress glared at her angrily, but then forced a smile and said through grit teeth,
even as her eyes turned dead black: “I‟ll be right back, ma‟am.”
As she stormed away, the reptile could see the vixen fighting to control herself, and
Cherry huffed when Markus gave her a sour look. “What? Hey, bitch had it come. Besides, she‟s
totally a Pride demoness. I‟m just helping her humble herself.”
“Somehow I think you‟re wrong.” Zerrex said mildly, and Cherry grumbled under her
breath, then kicked him under the table, making the reptile wince and the entire table shudder
when his leg whacked painfully off it. They glowered at each other, but then the Drakkaren
sighed and opened his menu, muttering: “I‟m going to put you back on the street where I found
you.”
“Yeah, well, that‟s what you get for never learning to not take home strays.” Cherry
retorted, and then she frowned a bit and rubbed at her head. “Wait, that… didn‟t come out right.
Did it? Shit, I don‟t know.”
“Anyway, Markus, that really was some impressive work today… I was very proud of
you for keeping your cool and taking down Warhead so fast.” Zerrex smiled a bit over at his son,
who blushed and glanced away as Pallas nodded rapidly, still gazing at Markus with amazement.
“Like I said though, he‟ll probably come back pissed off. Vile Hedonists rarely let things like
that go.”
“Let him come if he wants to, but I‟ll be ready for him.” Markus rubbed at his shoulder
slowly, then he asked embarrassedly: “What can I improve on though, Dad? Be honest, what was
messy?”
“Nothing, my little boy is perfect!” Cherry proclaimed, and then she dropped the menu
and looked at Zerrex, asking lamely: “Hey, uh. You‟re going to pay for this and shit, right?

„Cause I just realized that I got no money, and somehow I no longer think seducing the waitress
is an option here, after how much I went and pissed her off.”
Zerrex sighed and slapped his forehead, then Markus smiled, saying quietly: “Hey, no
worries, I got it. Besides, it… it was nice of you to even just remember this place, Mom.”
Cherry grinned brightly at this, looking at Markus warmly before she slapped him on the
back and nodded firmly. “Well, fuck knows you made Momma proud, Markus. Standing up to
that asshole back there like you did and kicking the crap out of him just like your big old daddy
would have, that‟s goddamn good of you!”
Zerrex smiled a bit despite himself as he sat back in the booth… but as the waitress came
back with drinks for him, Markus, and Pallas – Cherry‟s were still being prepared – the reptile
noticed that the gator demon was starting to lose his cheer and adulation, looking at Markus with
something like envy now as Cherry continued to shower her son in praise. He thought that Pallas
felt envy for what the Dragokkaren could do, and even more for the way Cherry was treating
him, with such adoration… and most of all, like his time of freedom was coming to an end.
The reptile gently touched Pallas‟s shoulder, but the gator shrugged his hand off and
looked silently at the tabletop, and the meal passed with Cherry continuing to ramble on one side
of the table as Zerrex sat quietly on the other with his silent, brooding stepson. Zerrex found he
didn‟t have much of an appetite today, even as Cherry made her usual mess and Markus ate a
healthy helping, while Pallas just pushed his food around on his plate, and finally, the Drakkaren
stood and said quietly to Cherry: “I‟m gonna take Pallas back to the Estate. I‟ll catch up with you
and Markus later, okay?”
The muscular female glanced at him thoughtfully for a moment, then she nodded with a
grunt as Markus rose a hand to Pallas, but the gator just turned away and waited quietly for the
lizard. They walked outside together, and then Zerrex paused, asking him quietly: “Is there
anything you‟ve ever really wanted to do? Any place you wanted to go?”
“No.” Pallas murmured, looking at the ground, and Zerrex gazed at him for a moment
before he sighed and nodded, creating a portal back to the Estate and not knowing what else to
do. They walked through it together, stepping into the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, and
Pallas immediately strode to the stairs and went up them, before he hesitated at the top… but
then he simply looked silently at the Drakkaren for a moment before pushing through the doors,
and Zerrex grimaced, shaking his head a bit as he approached the stairs himself.
“Zerrex!” shouted a voice, and the reptile stopped on the third riser, looking over his
shoulder in surprise to see Cinderella and Prometheus, both Composites smiling awkwardly up at
him. He smiled faintly back, surprised to see them here: although they had arrived in Hell a
while back now, the Drakkaren had barely been made aware of their presence before Priest had
put the two to work at the shuttle zone, employing the strong bodies of both while Cindy had run
occasional tests on them at the laboratory facilities nearby and taken a cuckoo dragon egg from
Cinderella for further study.
They were both dressed in stained coveralls, Cinderella‟s hanging open far enough to
reveal the tight top she was wearing beneath this and the waistband of her jeans, while
Prometheus was trying to rub the grease off his hands as he smiled awkwardly at the Drakkaren.
The two halted at the foot the stairs, bowing to him respectfully, and then Cinderella said
hopefully: “We finished the work Priest wanted our help with, Father… we… we were hoping
you would let us stay here, at the Ravenlight Estate with you for the next little while, while he
sets up another job for us.”

“I thought you were just doing cargo loading?” Zerrex asked curiously, and Prometheus
shook his head, his white eyes almost glowing as he smiled warmly.
“No, Father, we were helping him set up other mortal technologies throughout the
landing field… many demons dislike working with mechanical designs after so many years of
growing used to magic, after all.” The Dragokkaren was still rubbing his hands vigorously
against his coveralls, before he blushed and stopped, adding as he instead began to nervously rub
his hands together: “We were really glad to help, though, it‟s an honor to work with your son.”
“I‟m sure he‟d appreciate hearing that.” Zerrex said softly, and then he paused for a
moment before saying slowly: “Yeah, actually, I do have a place you can stay. Speaking of
which, do you know anything about the satellite uplinks?”
“I was helping with that, actually, putting up the last of the antennae.” Cinderella replied
with a smile, and the two fell into step behind the Dragokkaren as he walked past them, heading
towards a door in the side of the first floor hall. “Priest was very proud of the system, said that
soon he‟d be able to set up general access booths, he called them… he described them as longrange phone booths, said that once satellites were repaired and interference caused by all the junk
orbiting the planet was dealt with, we‟d be able to cross-communicate freely with Heaven and
the mortal world.”
“You just answered my question, too. Thanks, Cinderella.” Zerrex said softly, and the
female blushed a bit as the Drakkaren opened a door and led them down a side hall, adding
mildly: “Anyway, you‟re more than welcome to spend as much time here as you like, as long as
you can put up with the rest of the family… I know that some of us can be a little bit difficult to
handle, after all.”
“I think I speak for both myself and my brother when I say that we‟re only honored to be
able to meet all these members of your family, much less stay here with you as… as a part of that
family.” Cinderella answered with a smile, and the Drakkaren laughed a bit as he looked over at
her with soft affection for a moment as he slowed his pace and approached a door.
He twisted the handle back and forth, then made a face before booting the slightlywarped door open, leading them into a room beyond with two beds at the back and a table in one
corner of the room, the other occupied by a rusted metal dresser. “It‟s not the prettiest room…
but I‟ve… I‟ve been in the process of going through the Ravenlight Estate and freeing up some
rooms, and you‟re more than welcome to put this to use. We‟ll have your things transferred over
from the engineer barracks as soon as possible and I‟ll see about giving you some extra spending
money.”
“Oh Father, thank you…” Cinderella whispered, and both she and Prometheus hugged
the Drakkaren tightly, making him laugh a bit as he was squished comfortably between their
bodies before he managed to awkwardly hug them both back, looking warmly from one to the
other. Then they both stepped past to inspect the room, and the Drakkaren watched them softly
from the doorway, feeling strangely touched as he always was by the way they acted, by how
innocent they still seemed despite the years that had passed.
The lizard stayed for a few minutes with them, watching as they took in their new room
and seeming delighted about it despite the fact it was so minimalist for the moment… and then
he embraced them both tightly and wished them well before leaving, heading back into the main
hall and up the steps, rubbing at his shoulder slowly as he tried not to think about the upcoming
trial of Pallas, only hoping that Lily was at least doing okay right now and hadn‟t worked herself
into a frenzy, either literally or metaphorically.

He paused and frowned a bit as he leaned against the door of his room, sensing energies
inside… and then he rolled his eyes and sighed as he opened the door, finding Aluinnia and
Selena inside, the former smiling delightedly as she gently wiped syrup off Selena‟s muzzle, the
Dius looking comfortable as she laid in his bed with a large platter resting over her lap, a plate on
this still piled high with breakfast foods as she looked up and said cheerfully: “Zerrex! Hey,
come on inside, Aluinnia just made me some simple mortal food from scratch… apparently it‟s
breakfast shit, but hey, I don‟t care, it‟s our honeymoon, right?”
“I can gladly go prepare some food for you as well, Lord Zerrex.” Aluinnia said warmly,
as she slipped off the bed in nothing but her panties and underwear, and Zerrex looked at her
dumbly for a moment before she stepped forwards and whispered up to him quietly: “Or would
you like to just crawl in bed and have me crawl under those blankets and suck your cock?”
Zerrex winced away from her brazenness, holding his hands up as Aluinnia looked up at
him innocently and Selena frowned a bit, and then Zerrex narrowed his eyes at the Benevolent as
he sensed her energies before saying slowly: “You‟re… you‟re not at all what I expected,
Aluinnia.”
“I‟ve spent great amount of times studying Hell‟s cultures, Lord Zerrex, and similarly,
lived my mortal life and learned my mortal values as a maiden working for the knights. My duty
is to please, is it not?” Aluinnia asked kindly, and then she motioned to Selena, who he realized a
moment later was naked as he stared at her, the Dius looking absolutely content for perhaps the
first time in her life. “I may run an abbey up in Heaven… but although perhaps my words come
out blunt sometimes, I‟ve had few troubles adapting myself over time to learning the sexualized
culture of Hell. Selena, darling beloved, may I fetch you some coffee from the kitchen?”
“Get enough for all of us.” Selena said easily, and Aluinnia bowed deeply to her before
she left the room, the Dius sighing in relaxation as she sat up a bit on the bed and rubbed at one
of her breasts… and then she made a face as Zerrex scowled at her. “What?”
“You‟re in my bed for one thing.” Zerrex said pettishly, and then he walked over and
picked up the tray, moving it over to the side table before he poked Selena hard. “For another,
did you hear what she offered?”
“So?” Selena said mildly, and Zerrex stared at her before she shrugged, saying quietly:
“Okay, Zerrex, look. I know what it looks like, okay? Yeah, she‟s trying a bit hard, and she‟s
treating me like a lord of the manor and shit, and she‟s been acting like my slave. Fuck, Boss, I
know, and… yeah, okay, maybe… maybe I kind of enjoy it. But honestly, I ain‟t making her do
any of this shit, and nor do I… tell her to treat you like this or any shit like this, and nor have I
told her she has to do this. Let her adjust, Boss. We all adjust in our own way to new things, and
let her see that Hell ain‟t the cesspool Heaven likes to pretend it is. Besides, I don‟t give you shit
for the people who adore waiting on you hand and foot.”
“Yeah, but at least they only wait on me, they don‟t offer to give my friends blowjobs in
that creepy, way-too-direct way of hers. And like, seriously, you have your own room literally
right down the hall.” Zerrex kicked off his boots before he pulled his shirt off, rubbing at his bare
chest, and then he winced when Selena yanked him down into bed, the female grinning at him as
she pinned him down by the shoulders and leaned over him. “I‟m not exactly in the mood. I‟ve
only got a few days before Pallas‟s trial and I‟m feeling kind of depressed about it.”
Selena leaned down, quietly kissing along the side of his neck as she murmured: “Well,
Boss, believe me… I can cheer you up… I can do all kinds of things to cheer you up…”
“Selena, you‟re acting like we just got married, not… you just got married to someone
else!” Zerrex pushed her off as Selena‟s kisses trailed down his breast, and she grunted, then

leapt on top of him and shoved him hard down against the bed, making him glare up at her.
“What the hell is up with you?”
She looked down at him for a few moments as she straddled him, their eyes locking
together, and then she stroked her hands slowly through his hair as she flexed her legs and
ground herself down against his groin, murmuring: “I dunno, maybe Aluinnia just makes me
horny. And maybe I know if I get your rocks off, you‟ll calm down a bit over everything. When
you‟re so high strung you‟re acting like even sex is stressing you out, then I know there‟s a
goddamn problem, after all. Come on, you enjoyed last night… and I damn well enjoyed when
you took her rough above me and her blood splattered all over my face from your penetration…
almost as much as I enjoyed when we took her together between us, I know you loved that…”
Zerrex muttered and looked awkwardly away, but Selena only grinned and half-lidded
her eyes as they almost glowed in her skull. She knew him too well, though, and he knew that as
much as he wanted to, he could only blame her so much for the lusts she felt… she was a Dius,
after all, and even if she‟d learned to better control her need for sex, it was still there and a much
greater need than it was for a lot of people.
The Drakkaren shook his head, however, stopping himself from giving her excuses and
shoving her off, and Selena looked at him moodily as he climbed out of bed and rubbed at his
face, muttering: “I think I‟m going to head to the Cloister, maybe. Or use your room to sleep in.”
“You‟re going to end up getting sex no matter where you go.” Selena pointed out, her
voice dry and irritable, but he could feel that she was a little hurt, too, before she added quietly:
“I‟m… I know it‟s weird and awkward and shit, but this is… me trying to share my life with
you. Aluinnia is part of my life now, after all… and she makes me real goddamn happy. But it‟s
important to me that I make sure I don‟t make you jealous, that… that I still make you happy,
too. You‟re my friend. My best damn friend.”
“Selena…” Zerrex softened, gazing over at her quietly as she half-turned away… and
then he sighed, sitting down on the bed as he looked down at his lap, resting his hands on his
knees and murmuring: “It‟s just… weird. I‟m adjusting to life without my armlet, and suddenly
all my Disciples and stuff find me… more alluring than ever, and I‟m about to lose my stepson
but it seems like my body is still ruled by my lower brain instead of my upper brain.”
Selena looked over her shoulder at him for a few moments, and then she said softly:
“Yeah, well, that‟s… maybe that‟s part of why I‟ve been trying so goddamn hard, too.
Aluinnia… especially with the way she‟s acting right now, so glad and eager to please… and our
marriage bein‟ fresh and all, that all gave me an edge, a way to… get you to myself for a little
while. Sex is important to me, Boss, especially sex with you… but how the fuck do I compete
when you‟ve got like, two dozen others out there who want to fuck your brains out more than
ever and are willing to do anything you request of them. How the hell do I compete with Sin?
Don‟t think I don‟t know how shit with you and her gets, how… passionate she is, and don‟t
think I‟m fooled by Anathema, either, with her sneer and her disdain. I know those two would
and have let you rip them apart and do whatever the hell you wanted to them… fuck, Boss, I… I
mean, come on. Aluinnia is beautiful, and I love her, and she makes me happy. But you‟re the
one who fills me up and makes me feel so good, when we have sex, when we fuck on the floor,
when we make love on the bed. I love her and I‟d kill for her, but I know and even she knows
that she don‟t got the skills to make me totally happy in the bedroom.”
Selena quieted, and Zerrex reached out to squeeze her shoulder, saying softly: “Selena,
now come on. You know you‟re beautiful, and hell. You probably have sex with me more often

than Lily does. I might have even slept with you more times than I have with Cindy, in fact, I‟m
pretty sure I have. I know sex is important to you, but…”
“I know, I know.” she smiled a little at him, then turned around and stroked over his
chest, murmuring as she leaned in close: “But I really want it… real bad…”
The two kissed quietly for a moment, their mouths moving slowly together as they
pressed against one another, his arms sliding around her body, but they managed to hold off until
Aluinnia came back and found them both waiting for her, naked and aroused on the bed… and
she smiled at them lovingly, then closed the door behind her as she licked her lips slowly.
Three days later found Zerrex in the courtroom with Lily, the two blushing a bit even as
they sat next to each other. The Drakkaren had been through a very eventful, lust-filled last few
days: first it had been Selena and Aluinnia, and then Serenity, Daria, and Maria had put on a
private show for him, Mahihko and Lone watching from behind a curtain at the side of the stage
in the Ravenlight Estate‟s small theatre and both of the wolves staring for different reasons.
Serenity had also dragged Zerrex off for private time together, and as always with her,
afterwards she had been embarrassed, even as he‟d traced over her scars and reassured her how
beautiful she was… and almost as soon as he‟d left her room, Desire had grabbed him and taken
him to her private quarters.
Some might think it was a blessed life, others might think he was just a whore burying
himself in desire – ha! I gotta remember that pun, too. Goddammit I forgot what the other one
was though… – to escape his real life problems, and Lily was one of the latter, dragging him off
and shouting at him angrily for about three hours. For a while they‟d been furious with each
other, and there had been a lot of yelling, arguing, and childishness, and then all of a sudden they
had been in bed together, the room looking like a hurricane had just passed through it and Lily
saying dumbly that she was starting to understand why he was so dedicated to his physical needs.
And then they had both realized they had only an hour to get ready for the court hearing, so here
they were, sitting in the front bench behind Pallas, a few other demons present but most of them
only curious gawkers, as White sat down at the bench and looked moodily at the male.
Pallas was staring at the table desolately, but Zerrex had pulled some strings… and
beside Pallas sat Sabnock, who looked calmly back up at White. She would be providing a
defense for him, although in return for this favor Zerrex had grudgingly agreed to a month of
duty in the courtroom while one of the other judges took a vacation. So the Drakkaren thought
that at least Sabnock would be able to get the sentence reduced… although she had also already
mentioned calmly and quietly that she would be unlikely to get the charges dropped entirely,
especially since Pallas‟s friends had given full confessions in order to get their own punishments
reduced.
The trial did not drag on for long: the prosecution was swift and cruel, bringing up the
confessions almost immediately and then calling the succubus as a witness to give her account to
White. She was still obviously furious over what had happened to her, and even if she hadn‟t
seemed like the most stable witness, Sabnock didn‟t have much to work with. The wolverine
focused instead on something the reptile found odd at first, disproving that Pallas and his friends
were a real gang… and she seemed strangely relieved when White declared this was fact, before
the badger banged his gavel and said he was ready to make his ruling.
Sabnock sat down at the desk, and Pallas stared at her, paling, as Zerrex frowned a bit.
The wolverine had done seemingly nothing to actually disprove Pallas‟s guilt over the events that
occurred, and the prosecution lawyer was grinning savagely, the Order Devil likely cherishing

his victory over one of Hell‟s biggest legal names… but Sabnock seemed strangely happy,
nonetheless. He wondered dumbly if he had missed something, as Lily hissed through her teeth
as White looked calmly at Pallas, who stared fearfully back.
“The verdict is clear. Pallas is guilty of attempted rape: under the juvenile defenses act,
after three strikes such a crime entails that he immediately be sent to a prison facility for
punishment of at least three hundred years.” White paused meditatively as the prosecution began
to stand up, and then the Order Devil‟s face fell as the badger said quietly: “However. The three
strikes were clearly entered in as formation of a gang, petty burglary, and attempted rape. Of
these three strikes, it has been proven that one of these was fraudulently entered: Pallas and his
friends bragged about being in a gang, but words do not make fact, and the fact is that they do
not qualify as a gang under the statutes of Elysium or Hell.
“The crime, however, was one of a violent nature, and I can not and will not write it off
as special circumstance due to uncontrollable or unpreventable factors. With this in mind, Pallas,
I am sentencing you to fifty years in a minimum security facility and a following probationary
period of fifty years, during which time if you commit a violent crime you will be sealed away in
a Pit of Torment for at least ten thousand years, do I make myself clear?” White looked at Pallas
calmly, and Pallas swallowed thickly as he nodded a few times, looking both glad and miserable
at the same time as Zerrex closed his eyes and Lily rubbed at her head slowly. “Bailiff, take him
away.”
Pallas stood up and turned around, Sabnock smoothly getting to her feet and heading over
to stall the bailiff for a moment as Lily and Zerrex looked quietly down at their stepson, and then
Pallas lowered his head and whispered: “Before I go… I wanna say that I love you, mom…
and… and I‟m sorry. To both of you, I‟m sorry. You too… Dad.”
He looked quietly at Zerrex, who smiled silently as Lily trembled and swallowed thickly,
a tear running down her cheek… and then the bailiff grasped Pallas‟s shoulder and pulled him
backwards, snapping handcuffs over his wrists before taking his arm and leading him away,
Pallas staring over his shoulder as he was led away from his parents, and Zerrex and Lily
watching as other people filed out before the succubus shouted from the back of the room: “And
good riddance to you, you son of a bitch!”
Zerrex winced and grabbed Lily as she snarled and tried to shove past him, her eyes
blazing… and then he sighed and relaxed slightly as the succubus left, even as he muttered: “It‟s
not worth it Lily, especially not in front of White and Sabnock. Let it go, okay? Let it go.”
“My baby boy…” Lily whispered… and Zerrex hugged her tightly as she hugged him
silently back, beginning to cry quietly. The Drakkaren glanced to the side, but White and
Sabnock were both already gone, as other people filed out… and the reptile could only be glad
that even if it seemed like forever right now, fifty years wasn‟t such a long time to a demon.
When they returned to the Ravenlight Estate, they were both congratulated and
sympathized with, and Zerrex spent the day with Lily, who worked through her grief bit-by-bit.
It hurt the Drakkaren too, but he also knew that he didn‟t feel nearly as pained as his wife… and
he was proud of her as they sat together in one of the dens with Desire, Serenity, Anathema, and
the two young children, Naganen and Darren both quiet as they listened to Lily talk about Pallas,
and how she was going to visit him and how they would all work through this, day-by-day,
week-by-week, month-by-month, year-by-year.
Sabnock stopped in briefly to let him know where Pallas had been placed, and when the
visiting hours were: in eight day‟s time they could go and see him at Thorn Meadows, a largescale minimum security prison. It was meant mainly for juvenile and non-violent offenders, and

although Pallas would probably have a rough time getting used to things, he could have been put
in a far worse place.
That evening, Lily calmed down enough he was able to leave her in the care of Desire
and Anathema for a little bit. First he put Naganen and Darren to bed and reassured them that
Pallas was going to come out of things okay… and then he went to the healing cathedral to check
in on Marina. Serenity had taken her post back up here, and the reptile stood quietly at the foot of
his daughter‟s bed, thinking silently on how used he‟d gotten to the waiting game of watching
his family heal after they‟d been injured… but as he sat down by Marina and touched her hand
quietly, he reflected on how upset she would be if he spent all his time here with her. It was
strange, the way his daughter could be: she loved it when he paid attention to her, spent time
with her, and did things for her… but she also expected him to somehow be able to pull away
from her when there was so little he could do to help, and wanted him out on the town as if
nothing was wrong while she was trapped here in bed, still unconscious.
He looked down quietly, wondering for the thousandth time how much she must hate
herself: she would do anything for him, would stop at nothing to defend him, and would take
away the joys of a million people, including her own, if just to make him smile for the briefest
moment. She was dedicated to him in every way… and in many ways, she was dedicated to
never truly appreciating herself and her own value. She saw herself only as two things: a slave to
him, and the worthless child he had tortured himself and lost his family to save from Narrius so
many years ago.
He quietly stroked his fingers along the bar at the bottom of the bed, and then a Priestess
came in and told them both they had to leave, reassuring them that Marina was recovering.
Serenity went with a grumble, muttering that she would go back to her „whore training‟ like she
had last time she‟d been out, and Zerrex decided to head back to the Cloister with her, only
hoping that one day he‟d be able to show his daughter she had more value in her talented hands
alone than he would ever have in his entire lifetime.
Zerrex yawned as he sat in the Ravenlight Estate‟s main hall on the stairs, five months
after Pallas‟s trial, his armlet gleaming on his left arm. Not that he seemed to need it anymore,
but the advanced nanotechnology came in handy and he‟d almost forgotten how many nifty little
things it could do apart from suppress his energies.
Everything was gradually coming to a state that vaguely resembled normalcy, as the
lizard leaned back and gazed up at the chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, admiring their
construction. They had been made by his talented daughter Marina… and today, he was
supposed to go out on a picnic in Hell‟s Eastern Province with her and the rest of the core family,
although they were letting Anathema and Sammy tag along for old time‟s sake. He was only glad
that Marina hadn‟t been wounded any worse than she had been in the fight against Maria: he was
further glad that, even if they both were wary around one-another, they also hadn‟t attempted to
kill each other again.
Lily visited Pallas every week in prison, and Markus and Zerrex often went with her:
although he obviously wasn‟t exactly happy, he had started to get used to the regimented
lifestyle, and he had bulked up a bit more and grown a little more towards maturity and
adulthood. They were both proud of him for continuing to persevere… and they had also been
carefully taking small steps towards making themselves an actual family and work around the
looming issues they still had to deal with.

The Drakkaren had also been dealing with problems concerning the mortal world,
although perhaps that was a strong word: nuisances was more like it, since they were things that
probably could have been easily taken care of by some other rational authority figure. The World
Council was still pushing at him occasionally to take on a new active role they called
„Interorganizational Liaison,‟ but Zerrex thought what they really wanted was for him to either
fix the problems they were having or be a scapegoat for them: whichever came first.
In some areas of the world, cities were gradually being restored to full working power…
but while some nations were redeveloping themselves maturely and with as little infighting as
possible, other places had declared themselves new nations, sometimes with ranges as wide as
thousands of miles, other times with areas as small as walled-in cities. Zerrex refused to help
with most problems like these, but occasionally the people he had working with him on the
mortal plane – Zane and Mary, Julian, most of Hez‟Ranna – would report another kind of issue
that he ended up discussing at length, such as when Huck had called and frantically babbled that
the stasis capsules were all opening and he had no idea what the hell to do.
Sadly, sickeningly, every single specimen that the Sunshine Corporation had developed
came out of the stasis capsule insane: they were mindless, only following their programming,
and their programming was to build a perfect world for themselves. In order to do this, however,
they would first have to exterminate everyone else in it, and they had rioted and become violent
and aggressive to the point Huck had been forced to call in the Dragokkaren Enforcers. From the
moment they were locked up, however, the synthetics then began attempts to kill themselves,
and the few Huck saved he was only able to do by knocking them out, then having them shipped
off to an insane asylum, where they would likely spend the rest of their lives in a padded cell
wearing a straightjacket.
It had made Huck miserable, and he had taken a few days off to come back to Hell and
rest and recuperate. Loki and Thor had come with him, since the otter had muttered he was done
helping mortals out… but when Huck had gone back to Hez‟Ranna, the two gods had gone with
him without much more than a few whiny complaints from the trickster. Zerrex was glad for it,
though: he wanted Huck and Churchill to be safe, as the old High King of Hez‟Ranna was
supposedly going to be handing his crown down to one of his seven children in the next few
years.
Otherwise, the reptile had done his one month of work for Sabnock – grueling and
painful, and he had declined the invitation to stay for another month of Judge duties – and was
content for the moment to lounge around the Estate and the Cloister, doing as little as possible
apart from his intense training with his Disciples or the time he spent with his children. He
sighed as he leaned back against the stairs, spreading his arms out and wondering quietly how
Selena was doing: she and Aluinnia had gone up to Heaven now, and Firenze had given her leave
for the next few months and instead substituted the current head of the Southern Province‟s Holy
Order – funny how we call it a holy order down here, too. I wonder if it’s the Unholy Order in
Heaven, you know, as a kind of double-misnomer? – in her place, a Dius named Lucia.
The reptile glanced up as a portal opened, and Marina strode out with a warm smile,
gesturing to him lovingly. “Okay Daddy, we have everything set up now… come on, I think
Cherry‟s going to start digging in without you.”
“Yeah, that would be a real shock.” Zerrex said mildly, and he climbed up to his feet with
a smile, even as he rubbed absently at his bad leg. Like always, some days it was fine, other days
it just wanted him miserable, like today… but he was determined to have a good day today, as he

walked forwards and took his daughter‟s hand when she offered it, gazing over her softly and
admiring her shamelessly.
She posed a bit for him with a pleased look on her face, her top tight and showing off all
the cleavage it could, a miniskirt swaying lightly around her hips, cut high up her thigh. He often
wondered how some people could look so damn beautiful… and she giggled and gave a happy
smile to him as he winked at her before she tugged him through the portal, stepping out into a
wide, beautiful field, a rolling hillside in the direction of the late-afternoon sun leading down to a
picturesque little village far enough in the distance to look pretty without them needing to worry
about someone wandering over and interrupting the family‟s rare alone time together.
Cindy was relaxing on one corner of the blanket, her spiked bracelets and collar tight
around her neck, gazing up at him lovingly as she stretched her legs out in her blue jeans, top
clinging to her form, and Cherry‟s arm was around her shoulders, the muscular female in a
ripped belly shirt and a pair of leather pants so tight Zerrex could swear they were squeaking
with every movement as he sat down with Marina. Her motorcycle boots rested beneath her
knees, one tapping against one of Cindy‟s outstretched legs as she asked loudly: “Is the food
ready yet?”
“Shut up!” Lone shouted irritably, and he huffed as he turned around, his „Kiss the Cook‟
apron fluttering around him. Zerrex smiled amusedly over at the wolf as Marina rolled her eyes,
sitting down and handing out paper plates as Cindy tossed her father a Frost cola, and he caught
it with a nod to her as he smelled the barbecue before he saw it, Lone grumbling as he turned
around to open the lid and flip the burgers already on the grill.
Mahihko giggled, wearing a rainbow-colored apron of his own that said „Kiss Me I‟m
Gay‟ overtop a blue blouse knotted over his ruff and a miniskirt that floated around his legs. It
was strange how well he fit in next to Lone‟s rough-looking physique… and Zerrex softened as
he opened his cola and sipped quietly at it when Mahihko beamed up at the larger wolf and held
up a plate of buns, Lone grumpily jerking it away… but when Mahihko turned to trot over to the
blanket, he smiled at the little wolf‟s back before turning back around to poke at the grill some
more.
Anathema, meanwhile, was asleep on the grass, Sammy curled up inside of her ribs…
and Zerrex couldn‟t resist leaning backwards and pouring a bit of Frost on her face, which made
her grumble and flail moodily at the air before she opened an eye and looked up at him, yawning
loudly. “Your fucking kids kept me running around the whole fucking night and day. I don‟t
understand how or why, I just know that I‟m tired and sore today.”
“Kids can do that to you, Anathema. Even an ancient undead bitch like yourself
apparently can‟t keep up with them forever.” Zerrex said mildly, and Anathema sat slowly up,
rubbing at her ribs before she glared down at Sammy when he toppled out of her body, slapping
at him as the skeletal pseudodragon dazedly rolled through the grass, then chirped at Zerrex and
ran over to curl up in his lap instead, smiling despite himself.
Anathema slid up beside him and yawned again as she hugged him around the middle,
resting the underside of her muzzle silently on his shoulder before she kissed the side of his neck
quietly, and he could feel her heartbeat pulsing against him quietly, could feel the collar she
proudly wore around her neck rubbing gently against his back. He gazed around softly, realizing
that everyone here wore a collar… and even Lily had remarked a few days ago that she was
getting jealous of everyone and he might have to give her one soon, too, and he‟d been unable to
tell if she had been joking or not.

The group chatted comfortably for the fifteen minutes or so, everyone here used to each
other by now: Zerrex had thought at first it was a little odd that Anathema was accepted so
readily into his family, but he‟d realized after only a few minutes of thought on it that everything
else about his family was a little odd, so why not? He knew they‟d extend the same hospitality to
Sin or Mercy too, after all… and even Driz, who was currently off working on one of Priest‟s
countless ideas, would have been welcomed with open arms.
He smiled a bit to himself, then, as Lone served the burgers and Cindy pulled out several
bags of chips from the basket, Zerrex reflected it might also have to do with Anathema‟s
personality, as she began to immediately tussle with Cherry over the food despite there being
more than enough for everyone even with how much they all tended to eat. The reptile carefully
reached around them to pick himself up a burger, and the others followed his example as
Anathema and Cherry continued to slap at each other and yell insults that only made sense half
the time, until the Drakkaren snapped his fingers and both of the adolescent-acting females
gagged and grabbed at their collars as they were throttled for a few moments.
Then Cherry giggled stupidly and called him a traitor to the empire, and Anathema got
confused for a little while as the female continued to randomly spout lines from bad movies. The
undead Naganatine at least knew most of them were pop culture phrases now instead of thinking
that Cherry was seriously asking her to „make my day,‟ but all the same she still took the chance
now and then to clearly misinterpret something here and there so she could slap Cherry or throw
something at her.
Their late picnic lunch ended with as little mess as possible, and Zerrex created a simple
Frisbee out of wood, playing an easy game with Mahihko and Lone as Sammy darted along
beneath the flying disc, chirping cheerfully and every now and then stealing the disc to charge
around stupidly with it until someone jumped on the pseudodragon and took it back from him.
Marina, meanwhile, sketched comfortably as Anathema watched the easy game with interest,
until Cherry ran in and tackled Zerrex to the ground, and the two began to wrestle as Cindy
sighed and rolled her eyes.
An hour or so passed in comfort for the group, and then Anathema frowned as her head
twitched, and Zerrex looked up sharply as he threw Cherry off, the female falling stupidly to the
ground. Then Sammy screeched, and Mahihko whined low in his throat as Lone frowned. Then
Cindy looked sharply at Marina as her eyes went vapid and she slowly drew an ugly, thick black
smear down her sketchbook with her pencil, and the white-haired daughter of Zerrex threw her
pigtails back as she stepped up and asked urgently: “What‟s going on? Marina, Daddy,
Anathema?”
“The… got…” Anathema slurred stupidly, and then she grabbed at her skull and shouted
angrily at the ground: “Get out of my head, I don‟t give a shit what‟s happening! Let your
clockwork kingdom crumble around your fucking heartless corpse!”
“I can feel it, I can sense it… wait, Thanatos?” Zerrex looked sharply at Anathema, then
at Marina, who shook her head briskly, the blankness fading from her eyes as she threw her
sketchbook down on the ground before spreading her arms, and it sank into a dark portal that
spread over the ground a moment later. Zerrex turned to look at Cherry, and she nodded curtly as
she jumped to her feet and created a portal, the Drakkaren saying calmly: “Wait for me at-”
“No, we‟re all going.” Cindy steamrolled him, glaring back at her father, and the reptile
looked surprised before the female nodded to Mahihko and Lone, as Sammy leapt up onto the
little wolf‟s shoulder with a loud chirp, as if in agreement. “You aren‟t facing whatever‟s
happening alone, not anymore.”

Zerrex smiled despite himself, and then he headed to the portal, grabbing Anathema on
the way there, and she sulked as she muttered: “I will not lift a single finger to save Thanatos if
he‟s in trouble, do you understand me?”
“Anathema, only one thing could put Thanatos in danger.” Zerrex said quietly, as he
stepped out onto the balcony… and he was unsurprised to see that the doors were already open
and the Throne Room beyond was a flurry of commotion, the entire Council gathered as
Amiglion clutched at his skull, and White ground his teeth back and forth in visible pain, tapping
the three-foot barrel of his massive, rectangular revolver against his head in time with the
movements of his jaw.
The Great Reaper that Thanatos had assigned to them years ago now – I… forget his
name – was trembling beneath his robes, standing away from the table as other members of the
council muttered amongst themselves, before he turned to Firenze and implored: “Please. Lord
Thanatos has issued an alarm… all Reapers are to return to World Without End immediately. It
will violate his wishes, but I am a Great Reaper: I am free to make my own choices, and even
should it mean being burned in the soul furnace, I request Hell‟s aid. A thousand soldiers, ten
soldiers, one soldier: one may be enough to turn the tide against the foe.”
“One soldier will not be enough.” Zerrex said clearly as he walked into the room, and
then he smiled grimly as the Great Reaper looked at him, eyes glowing beneath his hood. “But
we‟re not soldiers, at least not anymore, and we‟re willing to help.”
“Camus?” Firenze asked quietly, and Zerrex nodded. He didn‟t know how or why he was
so sure, but somehow it rang clear and true in his mind that it had to be the Broken, that this had
to be whatever event he warned him to stay away from… but he wasn‟t about to start making
rational decisions at this point and time in his life. “Then you can‟t go with them alone.”
“I have to go too, I‟m still a Reaper, right Grim?” Amiglion smiled over at his scythe, and
the scythe nodded firmly, bobbing beside him as Firenze glanced at the Naganatine in surprise.
“I might be a coward, but… I‟m loyal.”
“You‟ve left me out of this for far too long.” Lily said curtly, standing up and holding her
hand out, and a massive Smiting Rod appeared in it a moment later: a deadly combination of
greatsword and great mace, with four enormous, flanged blades perhaps ten feet along attached
to a four foot handle, the weapon pulsing with terrible energy as Lily held it easily and her
ceremonial armor gleamed with runes. “Thanatos has helped us in the past, we can‟t let him
down now.”
“Elysium defends its allies.” Firenze said quietly, then he looked out over the council,
saying quietly: “Magistrate Sabnock, you will rule Hell in my stead and act as the head of the
council while I am gone as well. Driz and Priest can fill in as High Thrones if necessary.”
“What?” Zerrex looked at Firenze with surprise, but the blue-scaled lizard only smiled at
his father as he reached up and loosened his collar, then pulled the thick metal restraint off his
neck, energy visibly rippling over his body as he flexed before rolling his shoulders with a slow,
easy breath. “Firenze, you‟re the High King, you need to stay back and-”
But Firenze only shook his head slowly, saying quietly: “Today we fight, and we do
whatever it takes to stop Camus. None of us will allow him to be your toy anymore, Zerrex, and
the universe isn‟t yours alone to defend. That‟s the duty and right that belongs to every single
living being.” He paused, then shouted: “Sin, Order twenty-one A!”
Zerrex stared… and then the collars of the Disciples already in the room pulsed faintly,
the Drakkaren looking dumbly over his shoulder before portals opened on every balcony, and the
Drakkaren‟s Disciples and Iuratus entered the room, Ixin clapping slowly and cackling as Sin

blushed deeply, kneeling as she held Blackheart out to Zerrex and murmured embarrassedly:
“I‟m sorry for keeping a secret from you, Lord Zerrex… but it was for your own protection.
High King Firenze… our son and I… were able to find a way to make the energy that runs
through all our collars respond to a signal…”
The Drakkaren didn‟t know whether to be irritated or touched… but then he reached out
and quietly took his sword, gazing around at everyone quietly. They all stood ready to serve him,
ready to fight at his side, before he smiled faintly as Mary approached and bowed her head, the
ivory feline saying softly, as Mercy hesitantly walked up as well: “I‟m not of any use to you on
the battlefield, Zerrex, but instead I can go to Heaven and find Sir Raze and Tinman. I‟ll send
them your way as fast as possible.”
“I appreciate that, Mary.” Zerrex said quietly, reaching up and squeezing her shoulder
gently, and she smiled lovingly up at him before walking over to join the council, grasping
Mercy‟s hand and leading her away as well. She hesitated for a few long moments, gazing at her
father quietly… but then he rose a hand and waved, nodding to her silently, telling her it was
okay: she would be of better use here for now, anyway, coordinating things going on in Elysium.
The Great Reaper and Amiglion looked at each other, then headed towards the nearest
balcony, the lizard smiling at her, then gazing over the others, feeling their emotions, their
devotion, their strength feeding his own strength… and then he reached out and slapped Firenze
on the arm, his son blushing as he rubbed at his bicep, and the Drakkaren muttered: “You know
Priest is going to be pissed at you later.”
“Let him be. He‟s already had enough bonding time with you.” Firenze replied with a
smile, and Zerrex laughed before he looked up as the Great Reaper murmured a rough, ugly
incantation as Grim traced runes over the floor in glowing script, the two watching as a vortex
slowly opened, crackling with powerful energy, and Firenze glanced at Zerrex… but then the
reptile smiled and nodded, and Firenze shouted: “Forwards, and let‟s show Camus what the true
meaning of Hell is!”
There was a roar of approval as the group surged forwards, Zerrex and Firenze
surrounded almost immediately by Cherry, Anathema, Cindy, and Marina as Mist and Shine ran
ahead with Serenity, and Daria and Desire flanked them on either far side. The others followed,
and last came Amiglion and the Great Reaper, Grim spinning quickly through the vortex before
it slowly closed.
They charged down the tunnel of blacks and whites, and stepped out onto an enormous
platform of stone and rock floating in the air high above the dead forest far below… but the first
thing any of them saw was a massive explosion in the distance as an island supporting an
enormous clock tower went up in flames, slowly plummeting towards the ground below as huge
chains attaching it to other floating pieces of rock shattered apart and fell as well. Reapers shot
by in this direction, and Serenity and Firenze both looked at Zerrex, who made a sour face at
them both before he said curtly: “The first thing we need to do is find Thanatos.”
Anathema snorted in disgust at this, motioning at the castle ahead up a narrow staircase
of golden sand even as several platforms of stone rose slowly up past them, huge, clockwork
guards standing on these, looking back and forth with fear in their glass eyes as their gears ticked
at double speed. “Simple, he‟ll be in there as always.”
Zerrex grunted, and then he winced as the Great Reaper vanished, and Amiglion grabbed
at his head, gritting his teeth. “Shit, something‟s wrong here, though, really, really wrong…”
“Then let‟s move!” Zerrex ordered, and the reptile ran ahead, taking point with Firenze
not far behind as they moved up the stairs and ran across a long steel bridge, Reapers flying past

them in confusion as the reptile winced at the damage that had already been done to the front of
the castle, black flames burning here and there and one clockwork guard laying in broken pieces
in front of the gate.
They made their way into the hall, and Reapers hovered above their heads, watching
them silently as Zerrex followed his senses and rammed through the double doors at the end of
the hall to find four clockwork guards carrying golden swords and shields in a huge, ballroomlike area with beautiful tile flooring and a wall of windows gazing out onto the strange world
beyond. Zerrex winced as they readied themselves, skidding to a halt… but then another set of
doors across the room were thrown open and Thanatos stormed out, the snakelike god roaring:
“You dare invade my privacy while my world is being destroyed by a monster?”
“We‟re here to stop Camus!” Zerrex shouted, and Thanatos stopped and looked at him
measuringly before he snapped his fingers, and the clockwork guards saluted before running past
the ancient god and heading out the door he‟d entered through. Thanatos regarded Zerrex for a
few moments, gazing over the gathered group… and then he shook his head slowly, making the
Drakkaren grit his teeth and ask in a sharper voice than he intended: “What? What?”
“Noble deeds lead to destruction; you have no idea what you‟re up against.” Thanatos
said darkly, and then he shook his head again as he walked towards the windows, not flinching
even as a boom echoed through the air and most of the glass shattered inwards, splattering over
the tile to be crushed under the god‟s worn feet. “You can‟t kill him, Zerrex. I‟m unsure if even I
can kill him. Do you even know what he‟s trying to do?”
Zerrex opened his mouth, and Thanatos made an irritated wave as he turned around,
snapping: “Not that, I‟ve heard his blather! I mean here and now… he‟s trying to destroy World
Without End! He‟s shattering the tethers, bringing islands crashing down into the ground below.
You‟ve seen what happens when you split the atom: the terrible atomic blast, which is nothing
but puny, pathetic child‟s play compared to what happens when a simple crack is made in the
soul furnace. The explosions, the inversion of pure energy creates immense waves of antimatter
that will crack this very world apart if he continues his rampage!”
“What are you talking about?” Zerrex stared at him, wondering if Thanatos had gone
insane… and then he winced when the tall, gaunt god seized him by the shoulder and jerked him
towards the broken window, pointing at the ground below as the dead forest wavered… then tore
violently upwards in one area, revealing enormous, golden steel plates below that seemed to be
pulsing with terrible essence, and the reptile looked at him blankly for a moment before he said
with both horror and amazement: “The entire planet… the entire planet is the soul furnace?”
“Which is why my entire realm floats above the near-lethal quantities of energy it pumps
out, which is why those trees have been dead for eons beyond counting and yet still live on,
which is why he is shattering the tethers to send my islands crashing down into the land below!”
Thanatos shouted irritably in the Drakkaren‟s face, and then he snarled before his eyes flicked
out as a massive explosion went up in the distance, dead trees flying in all directions as he
pointed and said darkly: “That is from nothing more than denting the metal plating. Do you want
to see what‟s going to happen when he manages to crack the furnace open?”
Zerrex winced, then Thanatos snorted and snapped his fingers, and the very air around
them seemed to vibrate violently as the Drakkaren stared out the window, watching as chainedtogether islands, chunks of rock, and enormous plates of steel floated slowly by, the god
rumbling: “He‟ll expect us now. I‟ve formed a large platform around where I last sensed him and
reshaped this world to be more adequate for those of you so underdeveloped you cannot even
levitate. Come on, then, all of you fools.”

Zerrex made a face childishly at the back of the God of Death as Anathema snarled, as
Thanatos easily flicked both hands and ripped open reality like he was opening a doorway, the
Drakkaren staring past Thanatos to see an entirely different horizon. He followed him after a
moment, out onto a platform of rock and steel, attached to chains and floating some dozen feet
above another golden stone island that hummed quietly, attached by a stairway down to the
lowest, largest plateau.
Several immense statue pieces floated slowly by, in the shape of a hand, an arm, half an
enormous stone head, only the eyes clearly defined… and as Zerrex approached slowly, he
realized that the enormous island below, merged together of stone, steel, and ironwood, had
several enormous chains hanging loosely from the sides and several more linked to other large
islands floating around them… and Zerrex gritted his teeth as he also saw Camus, the Broken
spreading his arms as he said in a gentle but carrying voice: “I told you not to come, Zerrex. I
warned you that you wouldn‟t be ready for this.”
“Trespasser!” Thanatos thundered, and then he snarled and ordered furiously: “Leave my
home now, or I‟ll destroy you, Broken… you have no right to exist, and even less of a right to be
here… you are welcome neither here nor at the Center of the Universe, as you should well know
by now!”
“You are not in charge of safeguarding the only thing that can save and cleanse this
universe, Thanatos… you can‟t hide it away forever! I am no god, bound by the laws of life and
death!” Camus retorted angrily, waving a hand out… and they glared at each other furiously
even as the others gathered behind Zerrex, Firenze flexing and gritting his teeth as his body
bulged and his musculature slowly expanded, absorbing the energies from the air even as he
signaled to his father that he was still fine, still in control of his terrible abilities when he shot
him a nervous glance.
Then Thanatos‟s eye twitched… and Camus had a moment to look surprised before four
Reapers materialized out of seemingly nowhere, appearing at the front, back, right and left of the
lion and shooting forwards to slam their scythes through his body, Camus gagging as he arched
his back… then he closed his eyes and slumped forwards even as the Reapers ground their
scythes deeper through him, blood leaking down the blades as Zerrex‟s breath caught in his
throat… then he looked at the old god and asked roughly: “Is that how you deal with everyone
who stands in your way?”
“Sometimes I can be worse.” Thanatos replied emotionlessly, and then he frowned and
leaned forwards. “Looks like you might get your chance at glory anyway, Zerrex Narrius, so
don‟t be too upset yet.”
Zerrex frowned… and then he cursed as Camus arched his back, his mane bursting into
black flames as he threw his arm out, his body releasing a pulse of energy that was sickening at
this distance… and up close, ignited the Reapers into dark flames, their weapons melting to
nothing in moments as the Reapers themselves turned to ashes and dust… and the Drakkaren
snarled before he charged and leapt forwards before anyone could stop him, tearing Blackheart
off his back as he roared: “Camus!”
He swung the huge sword down, and Camus blocked it with his forearm, a short hiss of
black smoke wafting up at the contact as the reptile felt as if he had just attempted to cut a planet
in half with his sword, bouncing backwards as the blade reverberated and neatly flipping to land
in a crouch, Blackheart slapping down against his right shoulder to send up sparks, his left hand
planted against the ground as the Broken flicked his wrists out and looked at him coldly… then
he snorted and said quietly: “Stop, Zerrex. Leave. You can‟t win this fight.”

Zerrex leapt forwards in answer, snarling as he swung Blackheart in a sloppy cut and let
himself stagger when the lion easily dodged the blow, Camus looking almost pitying before he
threw a fist forwards… and the Drakkaren slid slightly to the side before hauling his blade
around in a violent windmill and slamming the huge sword down onto Camus‟s skull, knocking
him staggering… but Zerrex cursed at the recoil, shocked at the fact it was like battling Jupiter
all over again as Camus began to straighten… and Zerrex stomped forwards and slammed
Blackheart‟s flat into the Broken like he was hitting a baseball, sending him skidding backwards,
the lion not losing his balance but leaving two thirty foot trenches before he shivered violently,
his hands reaching forwards as he fell onto his knees and leaned down with a groan.
Cherry and Cindy landed on either side of the Drakkaren… and then Camus looked up,
shaking his head in disgust as Zerrex ran forwards again, flanked by the two females… but with
a flick of his wrist, they were both blown backwards by explosions of Unworld energy, Zerrex
staggering in shock and looking over his shoulder to see them both fly bonelessly away to crash,
stunned, on their backs… and when he looked forwards again, even as he began to swing his
sword up, Camus seized him by the throat in one hand and easily caught Blackheart in his other
palm, the reptile screaming in agony as Unworld essence ate into his scales and terrible
memories flashed through his mind, feeling all the horrible remembrances from his past ripping
through his brain as the lion rose him in the air and said quietly: “You can‟t fight me.”
Camus absently flicked his wrist, creating a circle of black flames around them as
Zerrex‟s Disciples, Iuratus, friends, family charged forwards, then skidded to a halt before Maria
slammed through the dark flames… but then she staggered weakly and collapsed with a moan of
agony, the chain bikini around her body clinking as the longer, thicker black chains dangling
from her arms wriggled uselessly against the ground, and Camus looked down at her mildly.
“I‟m not stupid, Maria. The essence is attuned to eat all energy… including yours. The flames
will cannibalize themselves in a few moments, but first…”
Camus glanced at Zerrex… and the Drakkaren punched him hard in the face with his left
hand, dislodging himself as Camus grabbed at his nose… but Zerrex screamed in agony,
grabbing weakly at his hand, staring in horror at the fact his scales and flesh had been burnt
completely away, leaving bones clearly visible before the wound began to slowly heal… and he
looked up in horror at the lion before vertigo tore through his senses as they were suddenly alone
in space, Camus shaking his head slowly and crossing his arms as the Drakkaren snarled at him
and rolled his shoulders. “You can‟t even touch me, Zerrex… in fact, it hurts you more to hit me
than it does when I hit you. My body absorbs energy, so that takes out basic elemental attacks as
well as your own abilities… I am the worst possible matchup for you.
“I also don‟t want to fight you. Not now, not yet.” Camus said quietly, gazing at Zerrex…
and then he smiled when the Drakkaren lunged at him… before the reptile blinked stupidly as he
only passed through the dark lion and seared his scales, wincing and twitching as he turned
around to see dark flames broiling in black space before they transformed back into the Broken,
who put a hand through his own chest as he said softly: “No, no. Me? I‟m dealing with your
friends right now… including two beings I had a hand in creating, that seem to have snuck
through in the crowd. The Composites, you called them? They, sadly… will die.”
“No!” Zerrex shouted, and Camus shook his head quietly as the Drakkaren brought his
right arm up in front of his body as it transformed into a metal claw, saying darkly: “You hurt
them and-”
“You have bigger problems to worry about.” Camus said softly, and Zerrex narrowed his
eyes before he glanced over his shoulder, and he stared as he saw the mortal planet, large and

blue and close and so beautiful, that even now it made him pause… before he looked slowly
back at Camus as the lion said calmly: “I have to ensure you don‟t jump back to World Without
End for a little while. And I‟m sorry to have to do this… but you leave me no alternative, since
you won‟t allow me to go about my business. I‟d like you to meet a creature I released from the
care of the Reapers, Ahzi-Dahaka.”
Zerrex stared in horror as an immense portal opened in the distance, dark energy ripping
through the air as Camus floated silently, arm extended towards it. Tiny specks were flitting
around it, all but invisible at the distance… but they were helpless to stop what looked like a
black, shapeless moon that was covered in a dark, hideous shroud from emerging, wrapped in
gargantuan chains of iron that dug into its rocky surface and drew thick, vile dreams of black bile
from the wounds they grated against like blood.
It was enormous, huge pits gaping on the surface and tall, ugly precipices that stood out
like fins from the haze-covered ground covered it, as the chains dangled behind it, perhaps miles
of chain dragged through the portal: the ugly moon itself had to be at least a thousand kilometers
in diameter, probably more… almost definitely more. And as Zerrex watched in horror, a
monstrous, fleshy tentacle ripped out of the surface of Ahzi-Dahaka, the appendage pinkish-gray
and splattered with black bile, ending in a rounded nub that lashed towards the Reapers… then
split open and transformed into an immense, six-segmented set of jaws that darted forwards and
swallowed several of the figures flitting around it before the rest of the Reapers dispersed, and
Zerrex snarled at Camus as he explained solemnly: “Ahzi-Dahaka is a god-produced bioweapon. Countless tons of pure evil infused into rocks, bones, corpses, and flesh until he created
that monstrous lump… and the god that created it, Ahriman, was shortly after devoured by the
evil, alive thing. Thanatos had it chained up and sealed away… but I freed it and sent it here.
.Unless you destroy it, Zerrex… it will rip the mortal planet apart.”
“Camus!” Zerrex lashed out at him with a claw, but the lion simply vanished, and Zerrex
snarled before he flexed his body, and his wings tore out of his back, flashing brilliant white as
his nanotech shirt dissolved before the Drakkaren shot forwards through space at an incredible
speed, his eyes locked on the terrible dark moon as its enormous chains clanked behind it, the
dark smog on the surface of the planet seeming to reach greedily out at him before the ugly
smoke formed into gigantic insubstantial shades that grinned at him, Zerrex wincing as one
clawed at him and tore very real scratches over his arm, and the Drakkaren rolled his shoulders
as his scales became metallic and he shot a blade out of his metal arm, twisting over in midair to
quickly sketch runes over the limb that glowed, then seared themselves into the plates before the
Drakkaren flipped backwards and landed in a heavy crouch against the surface of the ugly moon.
Shadow-creatures swarmed around him, laughing in his mind, of every shape and size…
and Zerrex shouted the incantation for the basic „Light‟ spell as he thrusted his hand above his
head, a white light flashing like a flare in his hand and making the creatures scream in pain and
scatter. The reptile breathed hard as he looked back and forth, and then he winced as a long
purple tentacle tore out of the ground, sending up a hail of black stone before it snapped at him,
covered in barbed spikes, and Zerrex blocked it with his right arm before he lashed outwards
with the sword and sliced it in half, a squeal rising up from the ground as the tentacle lashed back
and forth, bleeding black blood before vanishing into the ground… and Zerrex slowly backed
away, wondering how the hell he was supposed to kill an entire moon before he looked up and
gritted his teeth as he saw the beautiful mortal planet ahead, and he could feel this thing beneath
his feet wanting it… wanting to rip it apart, absorb it, feast on it…

He grabbed his head, clenching his eyes shut as its terrible, sick emotions pervaded his
mind for a moment… and then his eyes widened as something exploded out of the ground behind
him before he spun around to see a massive pink-and-gray wall of flesh that rose up and bent
slowly backwards, then lashed around in a circle, the immense, worm-like thing sticking out of
the planet roaring at him with a mouth that could swallow an apartment building and filled with
barbed fangs the size of trees before it lunged forwards, and the Drakkaren gritted his teeth
before he vanished as the jaws attempted to snap shut around him, the head of the wormappendage only smashing hard against the ground and digging a shallow trench through the
rocky earth as it roared in frustration.
The Drakkaren reappeared behind the worm-beast, then he watched as it retreated with
terrific speed into the deep abyss it had left, leaning carefully forwards to stare into the gaping
pit… and the reptile looked up sharply, muttering: “The only way to kill a monster this size… is
to take out the goddamn heart.”
The reptile leapt into the air and neatly flipped into a diving position, shooting straight
downwards… but the moment he passed into the pit, sick vines of ugly flesh shot out behind
him, walling off his escape as the passage itself grew immense, sharp fangs, clamping shut
behind him as the lizard cursed and shot downwards… then his eyes bulged as the huge worm
twisted back out into the passage, filling it up entirely as it hungrily opened its maw, the reptile
cursing before he created a massive, conical shield of energy around him and instead drove
straight downwards, and the worm snapped its jaws shut before it rocked violently and screamed
when Zerrex tore out the other side of its body in a splatter of black and green gore, spiraling
violently before several barbed tentacles lashed out from one side of the passage and lashed
against him, knocking him hard into the wall with a grunt of pain as his head smashed into a
thick black rock before the Drakkaren free-fell for a few moments, unconscious until he struck
another wall and several fleshy vines shot across the tunnel in front of him, the reptile‟s heavy
body and rapid speed sending him ripping through them but the acidic blood that splashed over
him more than enough to wake him, the reptile howling in pain as he spun around before looking
back and forth as he realized dumbly where he was and what had happened, and that the walls
were now pulsing pink flesh with immense black veins, the reptile cursing as he looked down
before wincing as he realized there was a thick, membranous wall ahead.
He tore through this and fell into a spherical chamber, slowing as if falling through goo
as he reached the center of the planet and found himself staring at a massive glass orb covered in
broken lengths of chain, several shattered locks floating slowly around this. The sphere gleamed
with terrible vivacity, a large hole shattered into one side of the apple-shaped core and two
pillars of ugly flesh holding it firmly in place at the center of the room, immense arteries circling
around both of these holders and locking into the bottom and top of the sphere. The Drakkaren
floated slowly forwards as he looked at these, and then at the hole in the core… before several
fleshy vines tore out of the walls and smashed against him, sending him crashing into one of the
organic walls.
He bounced off, then spun around and kicked himself away from the wall as several
worm-like creatures ripped out of it, biting at him with circular jaws filled with buzz-saw teeth,
and then the lizard created a circular shield of energy as he spun around and a tentacle lashed out
at him, the barbs screaming against the sapphire shield before it drew away, and the Drakkaren
flapped his wings firmly, twisting his body neatly downwards before another tentacle lashed out
and smashed him backwards into the core, the Drakkaren shattering through the glass sphere and
caught in the chains for a moment as he groaned in agony, large pieces of energized glass

glinting viciously as they stick out of his back, and then he clenched his jaws together, making
his scales ripple and the glass shards dislodge.
Then he looked up in stupid shock as another tentacle lashed at him, and the Drakkaren
tore through the lengths of chain as he was slammed back into the floor of the core, a deep
wound ripped over the front of his body as he breathed hard, letting his wings slowly furl
themselves into his back as he staggered to his feet on top of the platform and stared at a small,
pulsing heart on a pedestal hooked up to several tubes that thickened as they stretched to the
ceiling and floor. The reptile looked at this for a few long moments, then he snorted in disgust
before bringing up his metallic arm, sword blade shooting from his wrist before he muttered:
“No one threatens my planet, you son of a bitch.”
Then he slammed his sword blade down into the heart, and it squealed before the glass
orb sealed around the Drakkaren and filled with energy, and the reptile howled in agony, arching
his back as the entire moon moaned in an unholy, surreal voice, trembling violently and cracking
beneath the chains that still adorned it as tentacles tore from its surface and worm creatures
writhed and screamed, stretching up to the skies from their abyss. The haze around the planet
solidified, became one enormous face that howled in agony, then a million reaching hands… and
then the shadows broke apart as the moon vibrated and cracked, the chains tensing as it seemed
to swell for a moment… then falling slack as it imploded like an apple being crushed beneath the
fist of a giant, blood and gore and chunks of rock flying up from the surface as energy lashed
over and throughout the moon in immense arcs that drew further and further in upon themselves,
coalescing into a sphere where the core of the moon had once been… and then in a flash, all that
was left was Zerrex, floating silently through space, unconscious as energy sizzled slowly over
his body and his body twitched.
Every Disciple felt Zerrex‟s pain… but it only made them fight with greater and greater
fury, as Camus threw up a massive wall of dark flames that Maria and Marina both simply roared
at, blasting it apart with telekinetic fury before Cherry threw two fireballs that exploded at
Camus‟s feet and sent a wave of fire washing over the lion, knocking him staggering with a curse
of pain as he covered his eyes, before Cindy – gargantuan and covered in shining metal, her arms
covered in deadly spikes – roared and leapt forwards, slamming both forearms down into Camus
with enough force to crush him down into the ground and make him literally bounce before he
rolled backwards and clawed his way to his feet.
Then he cursed as Serenity leapt past his back, her sword a spinning razor that tore
through his spine before he spun around and lashed uselessly at her, instead looking stupidly at a
monstrous, thirty-foot Firenze covered in metallic, sharp scales, before Camus took a direct
punch from the High King to the face, sending him crashing backwards. Immediately, Anathema
whistled sharply to Sammy, who leapt off her shoulder and landed on Camus‟s face, the lion
grunting in surprise before Sammy screamed and sent a blast of white energy directly down into
the eyes of the Broken, knocking him onto his ass the pseudodragon leapt backwards off him.
Then Camus gritted his teeth as this wave of attackers leapt backwards and Sin, Desire,
Mist and Shine all charged at him at once, the lion readying himself… and then his eyes widened
as he heard something behind him before Lily smashed him in the back with her Smiting Rod,
the demoness grinning savagely as he staggered forwards before the Twins went into a low slide
and slashed their cleavers out into his ankles, sending him falling onto his face… and before he
could get up, two small blades shot from Sin‟s wrists, the female slamming these forwards and
down through his ears, making him gag before he spasmed when Desire leapt over Sin‟s back,

rotating in a beautiful sideways roll and landing neatly between them as she slashed her own
cleaver down into his lower spine, shouting: “That‟s for Daddy, you bastard!”
Camus snarled as he slammed his hands into the ground, and a shockwave tore through
the air, knocking the group flying backwards and scarring them with black flames before he
began to climb to this feet… and Daria smashed her spear up under his chin, making him grunt
before he howled as Vampire stabbed his spear through his spine and it ripped out his front, and
Lone and Mahihko both fired bolts of electricity into the Broken‟s body, the lion cursing as he
shuddered before seizing the spearhead sticking out of his stomach in his hand, and Vampire
burst into black flames, screaming in agony as he staggered backwards and fell to the ground,
rolling back and forth wildly as the lion tore the spear out of his body and irritably slapped Daria
away with it, knocking the newt to the ground before he rose the weapon to stab her… and a bolt
of lightning exploded down from the skies, blasting into him and holding him in place as static
energy tore over his body before a torrent of fire ripped up from the ground, then transformed
into water that sealed into a conical prison around him as crystal erupted from the earth and
slammed together, locking him down for a moment as Cherry jumped on Vampire and
smothered the flames on his body with hers, cursing under her breath and wiping at herself
afterwards as the Four Sisters stood slowly and the others backed quickly away, Earth saying
darkly: “That won‟t hold him for long.”
Cracks spread through the crystal… and then it shattered into pieces, Camus snarling in
true rage now as he started forwards… and then a thirty-foot Carmen with her arms and legs
covered in her newfound armored plates and a now-forty-foot Firenze whose fist glowed with
golden energy both stomped forwards and swung in towards him… and like he was dismissing
children, Camus flicked his wrists to either side and snakes of Unworld energy ripped over their
bodies, Firenze moaning and collapsing to his knees immediately as his body began to shrink
down, his energies stolen from him, and Carmen hissing and flailing, then instead trying to kick
him… and Camus seized her by the foot and twisted hard, slamming her down into Firenze‟s
back as he tried to get up and crushing him beneath her weight before he tore backwards, and
Carmen screamed as her lower leg was ripped out of place, hissing and grabbing at it before
Camus glanced to the side as Maria charged at him, snarling… but with a single look, the dark
energy burning over her body died out, and she stumbled once before falling on her face, eyes
blank as dark smoke steamed up off her.
Cherry created a fireball, and then it puffed out of existence before she could draw it
back, Camus turning towards her… then cursing as a blast of lighting struck his side, staggering
before he turned to glare at Lone and Mahihko, who were both standing ready, Daria in front of
them… and then Camus simply held a hand out, and electricity surged from the bodies of the
wolves and into his fingers, the Broken absorbing it and Daria screaming and jittering as she was
caught between them, her hands fusing to the steel pole before she collapsed on top of it,
drooling sightlessly as Camus said coldly: “Enough of this.”
“You‟re right.” Thanatos said disgustedly, and he shoved Anathema over before kicking
Sammy out of the way, the pseudodragon squawking at him as he boldly strode up to the
Broken… and then Cherry caught his eye, and he shook his head minutely before looking down
at Camus, saying contemptibly: “You‟ll pick on demons and angels, mere children and child‟s
toys, after getting rid of the master these slaves serve. Will you pick on me, Camus?”
Camus narrowed his eyes… and then Thanatos leaned forwards and swung a fist down,
and the lion had a moment of dumb surprise before the entire platform rocked as Camus was
punched through the five foot thick layer of stone and steel, crashing out the other side in a hail

of rock and metal fragments as the ancient god shook his fist out disdainfully, then he held a
hand out, an immense scythe with an antique wooden handle and a long, beautiful silver blade
that gleamed brightly in the light appearing beside him before he picked this up and said quietly:
“All of you. Leave.”
“And miss this? Hell no.” Cherry snorted in amusement, walking up beside the old god
with a grin and surprising him as he glanced down at her. “You‟re an asshole, though. Let‟s be
clear about that.”
Thanatos looked back and forth as the others who were still on their feet lined up: twenty
faces, all friends here, all ready to do what needed to be done. Then the God of Death snorted
and smiled grimly, looking forwards as he said in an entertained voice: “Your funeral.”
Then Camus leapt back up over the edge of the platform, one of the massive, hundredfoot long chains in his hand as he snarled and jerked forwards, and the island it was connected to
rumbled as it floated some fifty feet overhead, Thanatos looking up with horror before Camus
tore the chain loose, snapping it backwards as if it weighed nothing, and massive island of stone
and steel above them immediately fell, but Marina snarled as she tore her collar off before
shoving her hands upwards with a roar of strain, the island above glowing purple as it slowed
and halted, countless tons of metal and rock caught by her psychic powers before she winced as
Camus spun the huge chain complete with five-foot thick links around his head and swept it hard
towards the group.
Thanatos charged towards Camus as Cindy lunged to the side and Cherry‟s size suddenly
increased, becoming thirty feet tall in almost a flash as the two females caught the heavy links
and skidded backwards before Camus tore the chain apart at the base, throwing the bottom half
forwards in a sweeping gesture, but Thanatos sliced his way easily through the chains with the
glowing scythe as Mist, Shine, Desire, and Serenity leapt the wall of links, before Camus threw
the shattered piece of end link he was holding and it smashed across Desire‟s face, sending her
down in a crumpled heap as Serenity stared in horror, landing awkwardly and immediately
charging back towards Desire as the Twins both lashed their cleavers towards Camus… but the
lion blocked both blades with his forearms, gritting his teeth before he stepped backwards and
grabbed both cleavers by the backs of the huge blades, the twins looking surprised before he
stabbed both hard forwards… and the tips sank through the stomachs of the Twins, making them
gag and stumble as blood dripped from their eviscerated stomachs before they collapsed slowly
over, Mist screaming as her wound was torn wider.
Then Thanatos lunged at Camus, and his scythe tore into the side of the lion‟s skull,
making him go limp for a moment as black smoke floated up, before Camus seized the handle of
the weapon and snapped it in half, and Thanatos staggered backwards, holding only the lower
portion of the pole before Camus tore the scythe blade out of his skull and threw it forwards…
and Thanatos gurgled in shock as the crescent blade ripped its way through his stomach and tore
out his back, spinning a few times before it struck down into the ground. Thanatos collapsed
forwards, and Camus reached up and grabbed him by the throat, the old god bursting into dark
flames with a gasp as his back arched before Anathema screamed… and Camus looked up in
surprise before the undead Naganatine seized him around the middle and simply threw him hard
away, the lion flying through the air and crashing down on his back with a grunt, rolling to his
feet before he looked up in shock as a golden meteor shot down from the skies and crashed into
him.
He was crushed back into the ground as it exploded in a torrent of golden flames, the
Sisters kneeling around Sin as she began to coldly prepare another spell… and then all five of

them screamed in agony as a rift to the Unworld tore open beneath their feet, Camus storming
out of the golden fire with a snarl before he clenched his fist, and the rift exploded into dark
flames that covered the four and the Naganatine, Sin‟s blue flame whiffing out of the metallic
side of her face before she collapsed and the four Sisters spasming weakly on the ground. Then
he glanced up as Marina managed to finally toss the huge chunk of ground aside, her body
overgrown with vines and ivy… before she screamed as well, bursting into dark flames as
Camus simply glared at her.
Serenity charged at his back with a howl, and without looking, the lion drove his elbow
into her muzzle, knocking her flat before he stomped down on her stomach, making her vomit
blood before Cindy charged in and tackled Camus… and then she screamed and cracks exploded
over her body, blood bursting from these wounds as the lion turned and slammed her down on
her face, her body spasming weakly as she slowly began to shrink down. The lion snorted in
disgust, then cursed when another scythe lashed across his face, Grim spinning back to Amiglion
and beginning to draw a runic circle around him as the Naganatine started to chant an
incantation… and then his eyes bulged and he gagged when Camus made a simple rising gesture
and Grim slammed blade-first up through his stomach, the Reaper scythe trembling violently as
cracks spread through it and Camus looked coldly at the two, then flicked his fingers, and both
weapon and once-Reaper fell to the ground in a spreading pool of blood.
Lily roared as she ran forwards with her Smiting Rod, and she swung down hard,
smashing the lion across the face and staggering him before he grabbed the weapon by the
bottom of its flanged blades, tore it from her hands, then smashed it back into her leg, knocking
her to her knees with a scream before he kicked her hard in the face and sent her down. She
coughed blood, then slowly began to climb to her feet as Vampire ran forwards, and Camus
snapped his fingers, sending up a blast of dark flames that set Lily on fire for a few moments as
she writhed in agony and turned Vampire into a dark candle, the wolf staggering back and forth
before Camus looked up in disgust as Cherry dived at him, catching her by the skull and
smashing her face-first into the ground, before the still-enormous female spasmed wildly as she
burst into black fire and convulsed on the ground until the lion drew his hand away, looking
disgusted.
A bullet smashed into his skull, and Camus staggered before he hissed in pain as mercury
leaked slowly over his features, glaring at White as the badger calmly reloaded his revolver from
where he was standing on a higher platform, not flinching when dark flames erupted upwards…
but instead washed uselessly over a Naganatine holding a dome-shaped shield that leapt in front
of him, wearing a white robe. Then he dropped to a crouch, and White fired all eight rounds of
his massive revolver directly into Camus‟s face, knocking him back step-by-step before the
Broken hissed as Thanatos grabbed him by the back of the head and lifted him into the air, his
arm around his stomach as he rasped: “Not so fast…”
Camus looked up as his eyes glowed… and White frowned for a moment before his
enormous revolver exploded in his hands, knocking both him and the Naganatine flat, the latter
hissing in agony before he fell off the platform, and White gargled, blood leaking from his mouth
as his body spasmed violently, tremendous wounds ripped through his form and chunks of the
gun sticking out of his body. Thanatos snarled… and then Camus turned into black flames in his
grip that lashed violently straight through Thanatos, and the old god stared mindlessly forwards
for a moment before his face hit the ground, and he gurgled as he stared weakly over his
shoulder to see his legs still standing, part of his spine still visible, twitching back and forth as if
waiting for a cue. The lion, meanwhile, looked slowly over the group he had ripped through so

easily, only Anathema still standing even as others slowly began to force themselves up, their
energies drained from the attacks and Unworld energies still eating at their bodies here and
there… before Camus flicked his hand to the side, a dark fireball shooting into Cinderella and
knocking her flat from where she had been watching the horror as Camus said quietly: “She‟s
going to kill everyone here if you don‟t stop her.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Anathema snarled… but then she stared as
Cinderella groaned and grabbed herself around the stomach, her brother leaning down… before
he screamed when she lunged upwards and ripped out his throat, the male gagging violently
before he was dragged down by her and she tore through his body, roaring as dark electricity
sparked violently over her form and a twisted, malformed arm ripped out of her back, her jaws
growing even larger as the tentacles inside of her jaws expanded and became serrated, ripping
into her brother‟s chest and sending chunks of rib flying in all directions like confetti. “What the
fuck did you do to her, you sick bastard?”
“That is the true nature of every living thing in this universe! She killed her own brother
for pleasure, not for food, not for any reason but to make herself feel good, feel stronger!”
Camus shouted angrily, gesturing at her as her clothes ripped off her body as her body grew in
short pulses, her scales tearing away and revealing ugly flesh beneath as she roared, the fingers
on one of her hands exploding as they instead became immense, solid talons. “Their genetic
structure reacts to Unworld energy… programmed to become the other sources of energy they
have encountered, to act out their instinct, base desires!”
A massive wing tore out of her back ,flapping once, half-feather and half-scale, before
she screamed as her tail split open and her legs shuddered violently… and then she slapped away
her brother‟s corpse as she eyed the unconscious bodies nearby, as Camus turned and muttered:
“I‟ve seen all I need to see to know there is no good left in the world.”
Anathema looked at him, desperate for a solution as she looked back and forth… and
then she snarled as she turned and charged at Cinderella, leaping towards her as her hands
glowed purple, and the abomination that had once been the sweet, innocent female she had
known stared stupidly up at her before her hands ripped through the back of its neck and tore her
head off, its limbs spasming wildly before Anathema‟s claws descended again and again, ripping
through its back, its body, its spine, until she was covered in the blood of the Composite… and
then she fell to her knees silently in front of the massacred body, looking at her blood-soaked
hands before she turned with a moan, seeing Thanatos laying in two ripped-apart halves and
falling beside him.
She lurched to the side as something touched her, looking up in shock… but it was only
Cindy and Cherry, both beaten and injured, but nonetheless still on their feet. Carmen, too, was
standing, but she was looking blankly over the wreckage of people… and then Thanatos
whispered: “Annie…”
“Thanatos…” Anathema looked down at him quietly, and he smiled a little up at her
before she hesitantly reached down and touched his cheek, saying quietly: “It… you‟re going to
be okay…”
“I‟m the God of Death, Anathema… don‟t patronize me.” Thanatos murmured, and then
he shivered before reaching slowly down, whispering: “I have a gift for you… kept always… in
my heart.”
He reached up, then gritted his teeth as he tore his hand beneath his own ribcage,
shuddering violently… and there was a sickening squelch as he drew something free, breathing
hard as he pulled a beautiful ivory wand free from his own body, shaped like a gently-curved J,

which the blood simply rolled off of… and he held it silently out to Anathema, rasping: “Emeth,
shapeshifting weapon… it fits you better than me.”
Anathema took it… and Thanatos fell limp before he let out a long sigh, and she trembled
violently as she looked down at him before reaching out to touch him… but before she could, he
simply faded away, and she went slack for a moment… then snarled furiously, trembling
violently before she flicked the short wand to the side and it transformed into a long, elegant
saber, saying darkly. “No, no, no…”
She stood up and snapped the sword out, and it became a massive, triangular cleaver with
a serrated blade ending in a vicious hook, and she rested the flat side of this on her shoulder as
she snarled: “It‟ll do for now. We have business.”
“Right.” Cherry grunted, and then she looked up, as Reapers slowly descended towards
them, asking moodily: “What about them?”
“Reapers!” Anathema shouted, holding up the sword, and the Reapers immediately
snapped to attention at the sight of the pure white weapon of bone. “Lord Thanatos is dead!
Bring these people all back to Hell, to Elysium, to the Central Spire, and await my return there!”
They saluted sharply, and then Anathema glanced to the side as her wings tore out of her
back, Cindy, Cherry, and finally Carmen turning and spreading their own wings before they
followed as Anathema leapt into the air and shot forwards, tears leaking down her face as she
shot through the air over the dead forest, sailing towards a batch of enormous islands in the
distance, and her eyes locked on the dark pillar that could only be Camus as they steadily drew
closer to his terrible energies.
Camus saw them as well, as he gritted his teeth, standing on the roof of a bell tower that
stood alone on a small island surrounded by several enormous ones, multiple chains attaching
from these to various other islands in a complex network. The lion rose his hands as he took a
deep breath, and then he began to make wide, powerful gestures as if commanding an orchestra,
and the explosions that rent the air with every movement of his hands sent up deep, thunderous
booms that created a terrible harmony.
Explosions of dark energy ripped steadily through the bottom of one of the larger islands
overtop the four approaching females, sending immense chunks of rock slowly plummeting
around them as they snapped back and forth before Carmen cursed as she tried to fly overtop one
and instead crashed into a portion of brick wall that had collapsed with it, falling off to the side
with a grunt and sailing towards the dead forest below as the other three wove back and forth,
before Camus flicked one arm off to the side and an explosion ripped through the bottom of the
slack, enormous chain they were passing by, causing it to snap viciously upwards as the island
above them began to slowly plummet. They all managed to avoid being struck by the chain, but
Cindy bounced off the bottom of the island, falling behind Cherry and Anathema as the two shot
forwards, weaving back and forth as the leathery wings of the muscular female snapped hard to
the side and propelled her out of the way of an explosion that ripped the air between her and
Anathema, before Camus shoved both hands out to either side, then dragged them both inwards,
causing the chains holding up two smaller islands they were about to pass over to snap before
they flipped slowly as they fell, chunks of rock and steel raining down over the two as they
passed between the islands as they became vertical instead of horizontal, before Camus swung
his hands almost together and sent up two massive explosions at the end of either island, pelting
both females with stone and debris and sending them wildly spinning through the air before
Camus made a swaying motion with one finger as he rose his right hand, shoving his left palm
out.

An island next to Anathema went up in a massive torrent of black flames as Cherry, still
trying to regain control, was pelted by small explosions that battered her back and forth before
she flew headfirst into a tall cliff standing up from one of the islands, falling bonelessly
downwards before her upper body smacked loudly off the lip of the island and she flipped a few
times as she fell towards the desert floor below… but Carmen and Cindy shot forwards, the latter
female catching her with a grunt before Carmen slapped her descendant hard, and Cherry‟s eyes
snapped open as she flailed a bit.
Anathema, meanwhile, shot towards Camus as he snarled and gestured violently back and
forth, but the Naganatine lashed back and forth, dodging explosions of dark flame before she
howled as she dove in with the massive sword, Camus staring at her with shock for a moment
before the white blade slashed into his body and sent him crashing backwards into the island, the
Broken scrabbling for purchase at the edge of the platform as Anathema grinned… before he
threw himself backwards and clapped his hands, and the Broken vanished through a rift as the
island shattered and exploded upwards, sending the tower he had been standing on crashing
down into the trees below and a massive shockwave bursting up, knocking the undead
Naganatine flying with a wince before Carmen tackled her from behind, yelling the incantation
for a vortex as the rest of the islands surrounding the tower slowly fell through the air, Anathema
screaming denials even as she was dragged forcefully through the vortex, followed by Cherry
and Cindy… and the spiraling portal snapped shut only moments before the islands all crashed
down and tore a massive rupture through the dead forest and the metal plating beneath this.
Floating silently backwards through space, Camus watched as a massive blast ripped up
from the side of World Without End, and white cracks visibly spread through the planet before it
tore itself into pieces as energy ripped through the horrible wounds in the planet‟s surface and
only ripped them wider, most of the planet disintegrating in an enormous, terrible blast that made
space itself seem to ripple… before the Broken slowly leaned back and simply floated silently
backwards, closing his eyes and lacing his fingers over his chest as he let the universe pull him
inexorably towards his destination.
Anathema screamed in rage and fury and despair as she staggered through the other end
of the vortex, dropping Emeth and slamming her fists down into the floor of the Ravenlight
Estate again, again, again… and when Cherry leaned down to try and comfort her, she shoved
her away, screaming: “I don‟t want you, I don‟t want my sister, I want to kill that son of a bitch!
I want… Zerrex! Zerrex! Where the fuck is Zerrex?”
She touched her collar, looking back and forth with a tremble, and then she shoved her
way past the three, knocking Carmen on her ass. Cindy tried to get up, but Cherry only shook her
head, then whispered: “No… no.”
“Sammy!” Anathema shouted as she tore out onto the road in front of the Estate, and the
skeletal pseudodragon appeared at her feet, looking up at her sharply before she nodded to him…
and the little beast ran in front of her, then flexed, snarled, and hissed as his bones groaned and
clanked, the little pet slowly growing into a twenty-foot long dragon with an immense wingspan,
and Anathema leapt onto his back, wrapping her arms around his neck as he flapped his wings
once and thick, white leather appeared between them. “Find Zerrex. Find our Master.”
Sammy roared in response, then leapt into the air and flapped his wings hard, easily
taking flight and shooting up towards the sky, flying out of the atmosphere and into space as
Anathema curled against the spine of the once-tiny dragon. Modifying dead materials was her
specialty, however… and little Sammy was an easy subject to work with for her, as she fought

back tears and became skeletal herself, her collar quietly tinkling around her neck as she
pretended that having no heart made her heartless in every sense.
Two hours later, and Anathema‟s golden flames detected a familiar shape as she gazed
back and forth… and she kicked Sammy‟s right ribs, the skeletal dragon rumbling beneath her
before turning to the side and flapping slowly towards Zerrex. As they entered the atmosphere
around the Drakkaren‟s body, he whimpered and leaned forwards, nudging him with his bony
muzzle… but Zerrex didn‟t stir, as Anathema shivered at the twisted energies she felt in the air
around them. She could feel something… raw, and strange about the Drakkaren as well, as she
touched him silently… and then she broke into pieces, becoming bony armor over his body as
her skull locked over the lizard‟s own, making his arms wrap around Sammy‟s neck as she said
quietly: “Take us home. I‟m going to look inside Zerrex‟s head.”
Sammy roared in agreement, moving faster now as he angled himself towards Hell, and
Anathema silently looked out at the passing universe for a moment longer before she slowly
closed her eyes and concentrated… and a moment later, she was inside the Drakkaren‟s mind,
standing on a high, translucent floor above three massive, circular platforms that were somehow
stacked in a constant stair over each other with no beginning and no end, yet all were flat. The
undead Naganatine wasn‟t going to question the physics of the Drakkaren‟s mind, however: the
overlaid platforms were clearly supposed to share equal ground.
They were blue, black, and green, and at the back of each stood some kind of monument
that Anathema had to lean down to see clearly as she circled carefully to one far side or the other
for a clear view of it, the floor beneath her apparently endless and stretching off into the darkness
around her as far as she wanted it to go… and then she frowned as she realized that there were
dark veins pulsing out of the black platform, spreading slowly over the other platforms as if
infecting them as a voice buried in darkness behind the cell door at the back of the black space
laughed loudly and shouted triumphantly: “You can never escape your past… you will always,
always be me, Zerrex Narrius… or should I say Captain Ravenlight?”
“No, you don‟t have to be!” cried a voice from a lonely-looking TV sitting on an empty
table at the back of the green platform, and Anathema could swear a child was pressing his hands
and face up against the screen from inside it. “You don‟t have to be!”
“It doesn‟t matter… I don‟t matter…” whispered a voice from the blue platform, and
Anathema could clearly see Blackheart buried in the lid of a plain stone sarcophagus, blood
bubbling slowly, constantly, up out of the wound.
And, in the middle of these three platforms, on a white dais stood a statue of Zerrex
standing in a pondering pose with one hand on his hip and the other under his chin, Blackheart
on his back and made out of clear, well-detailed crystal that was some twenty feet tall. And yet
chained tightly around the middle, bound by heavy steel links, was Zerrex himself… and
Anathema gritted her teeth as the statue spun wildly for a few moments, the three voices
shouting: “Choose!”
Then it slowed to a crawl, Zerrex facing towards the television as the green platform
became overgrown with beautiful grasses and black Hez‟Rannan roses. The Drakkaren looked
up with a weak smile, coughing once, Anathema breathing a sigh of relief, for some reason sure
that if Zerrex died in this world it would spell disaster for the world outside… and then she
winced as the statue twisted suddenly, Zerrex instead facing towards the blue platform as water
bubbled up from the center of it, forming into a puddle that washed over it and froze into solid
ice, snow blowing in over the top of the coffin… and then Zerrex was yanked around to face
towards the black platform, and a river of blood spilled out of the cell door, turning the black

flooring into a swamp through which rose dark-stained chains and skeletal hands, before Zerrex
moaned weakly as the statue begin to spin slowly, coughing as his hair blew around his face, the
chains and the heavy locks on them clanking loudly as Anathema cursed under her breath before
the statue slowed to a halt, and the reptile vomited dark bile over the floor as the voice from
behind the cell door laughed cruelly, as the TV yelled for him to stop and the sarcophagus simply
sighed disconsolately. The undead Naganatine didn‟t know which one she could trust… but what
she did know was that she needed to get Zerrex off that statue one way or the other.
She reached down to push against the transparent floor, but her hands touched nothing…
and Anathema winced as she realized too late she was already reaching past her feet before she
fell forwards, freefalling towards the ground before she flipped over and landed heavily on her
feet some twenty feet lower in midair, one leg slipping out from beneath her before she reached
back to try and steady herself, but again, her hands touched nothingness… except this time,
Anathema‟s spine twisted around on itself and she went into a steep dive as her legs slithered
around and snapped into position, falling towards the Dais before she flipped at the last moment
and landed on the upraised white platform to the confusion of the three objects, before the voice
shouted from behind the cell door: “Get away from him, he‟s mine, I‟ve finally won!”
“Shut the fuck up.” Anathema muttered, as she climbed up the crystalline statue. It began
to slowly spin as Zerrex groggily looked down at her, tilting his head stupidly as her body easily
slithered up along the smooth glass crystal before she yanked lightly at the chains and cursed as
they jangled but refused to come loose, even as her hands glowed purple… and then the statue
spun violently and dislodged her, sending her crashing down into the field of grasses and green
roses as a few startled birds flew up around her, and she made a distasteful face as she climbed to
her feet.
“Save him!” the TV begged, and she looked over her shoulder to see the face of a child,
his hands pleadingly clawing at the screen as he cried, and she winced away from it as she
realized a moment later it was Zerrex, his hair cropped short and his eyes so innocent, but that
same shade of green… and she shook her head slowly, instead turning towards the statue as it
slowed in its rotation, wondering if she could climb it again before she noticed that she had left
puncture marks from her claws all over it… and she snorted in disgust as she stepped forwards,
her hands glowing purple as she mounted the dais.
“This might sting a bit.” she muttered, then she swept one hand forwards with a grunt,
ripping through the ankles of the crystalline statue with enough force to knock its legs forwards
as it fell, landing on its back on the dais and making Anathema wince and cover her face as it
shattered and exploded into a million glimmering shards of crystal that floated upwards instead
of down before vanishing, and left Zerrex laying in loose chains at her feet, the undead
Naganatine immediately dropping to a crouch and pulling the slack restraints off as she shouted:
“Wake up, you son of a bitch, wake up!”
She slapped him lightly as the purple fire vanished from around her hands, making him
wince before she leaned down and checked his pulse. It was there, and he was breathing slowly,
a good sign… and then she sighed in relief as he coughed a few times before his eyes flickered
open, looking up at her confusedly. “An… Annie… where… what happened? The moon…”
“That‟s not important now, and I don‟t know what the fuck you‟re talking about
anyway.” Anathema said brusquely, then she hauled him up to his feet, making him wince and
grunt as he staggered for a moment before rubbing slowly at his face as he looked blankly
around. “We‟re inside your mind or something… I don‟t understand what the hell‟s exactly
going on, but whatever else, it doesn‟t look good.”

“Ravenlight…” Zerrex muttered, looking slowly back and forth as he saw the veins of
black spreading slowly through the other platforms, and then he made a face at the TV on the
table, mumbling: “Someone ought to change that channel…”
Anathema looked at him sourly, but she figured he was probably orienting himself to his
surroundings and still dizzy from the statue… and then the voice from behind the cell door
shouted: “Such power, such promise… all that energy you drank in, from a planetoid tainted
with evil! It‟s only made me more powerful, made your primal instincts and desires rawer,
stronger, easier for me to manipulate… you can‟t kill me, you can‟t stop me, not this time!”
“None of us ever could anyway… none of it matters anyway…” murmured the voice
from the sarcophagus, and Zerrex winced as he looked at this, watching as one of the dark veins
reached it and began to slowly spread up along it, as the voice sighed and whispered: “Let me
die, then. Let me drown in darkness…”
“You don‟t have to be evil… you can stop him…” pleaded the child in the TV, and
Zerrex swallowed as he looked at the young version of himself before closing his eyes, the child
whimpering as the black roses began to wilt and the grass to die, drowning as darkness bubbled
through it like blood. “You‟ve worked so hard… please…”
Zerrex looked silently towards the black platform, and then he whispered: “Anathema,
you have to leave. I… Ravenlight is dangerous. I don‟t know how much he can hurt you, I don‟t
want to see him hurt you, and… and I don‟t know if I can kill the bastard. I kill him and… and
he just keeps coming back. And…” He looked down, closing his eyes. “What if Camus is right?
What if all this… is meaningless? What if there‟s only evil in the universe… how could the
universe allow something like Camus to be spawned, and have him not be totally evil?”
Anathema grabbed Zerrex by the shoulders, squeezing into them as she jerked him
around to face him, glaring at him as he looked up in surprise before she slapped him hard,
leaving char-marks on his face as her claws glowed for a moment before she said furiously:
“Camus is evil. You understand me? Camus is a sick, pedantic son of a bitch, and I don‟t give a
rat‟s ass whether or not he‟s right. If the universe is an evil place, so what? That doesn‟t mean
it‟s wrong. That doesn‟t mean it ain‟t right in some twisted way. That doesn‟t mean it cannot be
changed by anything less than total destruction. You…” She closed her eyes and whispered:
“You taught me to feel again, Zerrex. Don‟t take that away now. The pain of seeing Thanatos die
hurts so bad, but I‟d rather feel that than nothing at all…”
The Drakkaren looked at her silently… and then they both looked up as the cell door
slowly opened, and a handsome, younger version of Zerrex walked out, grinning and without a
single scar on his features, two katanas holstered behind him and two huge magnum handguns on
his hips. His black, form-fitting armor was spotless, and his white hair hung neatly around his
shoulders, as he asked in a teasing coo: “What‟s wrong, babe? Got a problem? I can fix that.
Come over here, come to my side of the pond, and I‟ll make it sweet as sweet can be.”
He winked and beckoned to her, and when Anathema didn‟t move, he scowled, then
shouted: “I gave you an order, you fucking bitch, now get the fuck over here before I slap your
worthless face off!”
“Fuck you.” Anathema snapped, and then she grabbed Zerrex‟s arm, muttering: “You can
take the son of a bitch. You can kill him.”
“He‟s part of my mind, I can‟t kill him, no matter what I do… but he always gets
stronger.” Zerrex clenched his eyes shut, tilting his head away, and Ravenlight grinned as his
eyes glowed and shadows slowly began to crawl up the white dais. “He‟s always pushing at me,

using my lusts, my desires, my… sick fantasies to dig himself deeper in… he‟s like a goddamn
tumor that they can‟t remove, because it‟ll take most of my brain with it…”
“Yeah, but I‟m a handsome tumor.” Ravenlight said playfully, and then he beckoned with
a finger towards him as Zerrex gritted his teeth and glared. “So are we going to dance, Conscious
Walker? Or are you just going to snivel and cry and surrender like you should have so many
years ago, and leave me alone to take care of Camus, with or without the help of you and the
other two useless sycophants over there?”
He gestured distastefully at the blue platform and the green platform, and Anathema
frowned a bit before she whispered an idea to Zerrex, who nodded slowly after a moment before
he glanced down at the darkness spreading slowly over the platforms, layering over ice and
rotting away vegetation. “You‟re just going to seal them away, aren‟t you?”
“Don‟t need them or their abilities.” Ravenlight said dismissively, and Zerrex snorted,
but glanced away when Ravenlight narrowed his eyes at him, resting a hand on the butt of his
magnum handgun. “What? What‟s so fucking funny?”
“No, no. You go ahead, Ravenlight, kill the other two thirds of my mind and my abilities
as well as whatever the hell I am, and go and fight Camus with your flashy tactics and fancy
tricks, I‟m sure you‟ll do real well.” Zerrex said sardonically, and Ravenlight looked stung as
Anathema snorted and clung to the Drakkaren‟s arm, feeling both vindictive and entertained as
she gazed at the Drakkaren. If there was one thing Zerrex seemed to know how to do, after all, it
was how to piss himself off. “I mean, you‟re the best of the best, right?”
“You fucking moron, I‟ll be using all of your powers, I won‟t shy away from doing
anything it takes to kill him, unlike you, who still clings to the idea that he‟s your friend, you
deranged fucking asshole!” Ravenlight snarled and drew his handgun, pointing it at Zerrex… but
the barrel was shaking a bit, his aim uneven as he looked from Anathema to the Drakkaren,
before shaking his head and yelling angrily: “I ruled your mind for thirty years! Together, we
committed unspeakable horrors, I am the one who feeds your lusts, gives you strength, shows
you the way to rip and tear and kill! Cold can‟t do anything but bitch and Good is worthless,
can‟t even stand the sight of blood and you… you… you and your fucking sense of right and
wrong…”
“I‟m the Conscious Walker, Ravenlight, not you, I‟ve always been the one in control,
you‟ve just been the childish voice in my head screaming „me, me, me‟ and I spent far too long
listening to you!” Zerrex shouted, and Ravenlight gritted his teeth furiously before both took
deep breaths, but before the evil Drakkaren could speak, the reptile standing beside Anathema
said quietly: “What can you do that I can‟t? What will you do that I won‟t? Who do you think
you are, Ravenlight… because we both know that who you are is just another part of me.”
Ravenlight looked back and forth desperately, and then he shook his head slowly even as
the dark veins began to retreat, his mouth working as he tried to find an answer… and then he
screamed mindlessly and fired a flurry of shots at the Drakkaren, but they simply bounced off a
blue wall of energy that appeared between them, Ravenlight trembling before he threw his
magnum down against the ground as he snarled: “Get out of my fucking head!”
“You‟re the one in mine, Ravenlight, don‟t forget that.” Zerrex said coldly, tapping his
own temple, and then he pointed at the handsome male, adding quietly: “Alone, you can‟t kill
Camus. Hell, none of us can: I even question if we can do it together. But at least, working
together, with this… newfound energy that you‟ve been trying to hog all to yourself, we‟ll stand
half a goddamn chance. But we have to work together, Ravenlight: now is not the time to vie for
power and rock the goddamn boat. Or are you like all the other mortals and power-hungry

assholes out there who go to be the leader the first chance they get, killing the effective person in
charge when they‟re weakest… only so they can rule for about ten hours before they crash the
ship or their whole country burns in civil war?”
Ravenlight grunted, obviously disliking this comparison as he made a disgusted face…
and then Zerrex shook his head slowly as the shadows retreated completely, Ravenlight slowly
backing up as he looked at Zerrex with a grim smile. “Just don‟t ever think I‟ll be gone, Zerrex…
don‟t ever think I won‟t be back, waiting, waiting for the right moment to lash out against you
and that bitch and every other member of your family, and they‟ll beg me to kill them by the
time I‟m through…”
He chuckled quietly as he stepped back into the cell, and the doors slammed, the eyes of
the Drakkaren eldritch green flames in the darkness as his voice whispered chillingly: “I‟m you,
Zerrex… and your family won‟t dare raise a finger against you, from the smallest child to the
oldest Naganatine. I‟m you… and when I do finally make my move, I‟ll punish them all for your
sins after I turn them against every principle you‟ve ever taught them…”
Anathema shivered, but Zerrex only shook his head slowly, muttering: “And that‟s why
you‟ll never take over me again, Ravenlight. Why I‟ll never let you take over…” He stopped,
then sighed before looking awkwardly at the undead Naganatine, rubbing the back of his head
slowly. “I‟m… I‟m sorry you had to see this. What… I‟m really like.”
“He‟s a fucking asshole. He isn‟t you.” Anathema said quietly, and then she looked up at
him and touched his face silently, murmuring softly as she gestured around: “I‟ve seen all these
facets of your personality, Zerrex… but none of them are you. You are… are you, I don‟t know
how else to describe it… but how else could you interact with these three things without being…
you know, apart from them, even as they make you who you are? You are you, Zerrex, and…
and I love you for you. For who you are… and… and I need you. I need you badly right now.”
“You said… Thanatos is dead. Camus killed Thanatos.” Zerrex said quietly, and
Anathema nodded silently before the Drakkaren closed his eyes, murmuring: “So Thanatos
wasn‟t lying when he said that even he could die…”
“That clockwork fuck could never lie… only misrepresent the truth.” Anathema
muttered, clenching her hand into a fist… and Zerrex smiled faintly before the world around
them slowly began to fade to black, the platforms vanishing and leaving them standing in a
spotlight instead of on a dais as the Naganatine looked back and forth, then murmured: “Let‟s
save that for later, though. You… let‟s… let‟s go back. We‟re getting a ride right now on
Samael, he‟s taking us back to the Estate…”
“What about everyone else? The… the Composites?” Zerrex asked quickly, grasping her
shoulder… and when Anathema turned silently away, trembling, it answered that question for
him, as he reached up and squeezed into her shoulders slowly, whispering: “He said he‟d kill
them…”
“He did worse. He… he did worse.” Anathema answered in a broken voice, and Zerrex
looked at her with surprise as she lowered her head, shivering as she pushed herself back against
the Drakkaren and he wrapped his arms tightly around her body, holding her against his form as
tears leaked down her cheeks slowly. “He hit Cinderella with… with Unworld energy, and… and
she… she changed into this horrible… thing. She ripped Prometheus apart and… and I had to
kill her to stop her from killing the others. I‟m… I‟m sorry, Zerrex… we all failed you, but we
couldn‟t do anything to stop him, I… I don‟t know why he didn‟t rip me apart too…”
“Camus has reasons for everything he does… not reasons we can often understand, but
reasons nonetheless.” Zerrex muttered, and Anathema cursed under her breath as she rubbed at

her face, shivering a bit. “It‟s not your fault. He… he makes the other Broken look like toys in
comparison. We just… we need to figure out how we can beat him.”
Anathema nodded slowly, and then she turned around, sliding her hands through his hair
and kissing him suddenly and silently… and before the lizard could even realize what was going
on, she dissipated in his arms, and he was only hugging himself as he stared stupidly up at space,
then winced as he looked back and forth in shock, realizing dumbly he was riding on an
enormous skeletal dragon and something was clamped over his skull. A moment later it
withdrew and instead locked down into his shoulder, and Sammy craned his head to look back at
him with a roar before he leaned backwards, slowing their descent as he began to spiral
downwards into the upper atmosphere to avoid burning up as gravity caught them, and
Anathema muttered in his mind: I just told you where we were… you act like this is all new to
you.
“The dragon riding part is.” Zerrex mumbled, and then he winced as energy sparked over
his body, making him twitch before he rubbed slowly at his shoulder, cursing under his breath.
He felt… strange, like his body was adjusting to something… and Anathema paged through his
mind with a mental frown that the reptile could easily picture, as he asked quietly: “Am I okay?”
A pause, and he realized how selfish he was being, making him wince. “Are… are you okay?”
Stop that, right now… you’re more important. If something happened… if… I… I mean,
your Disciples lost you… what I mean to say is that… that apart from those I’ve already
mentioned, we survived. Anathema stopped, pausing in paging through his memories as she
murmured: Thinking about it now… it was strange. It doesn’t even make sense: his powers were
enormous, beyond anything I’ve ever seen or dreamed of, and yet… he didn’t just annihilate us
when he easily could have. He was no expert fighter, no vaunted mage, but his attacks possessed
so much Unworld essence and such raw power… and yet all he did was concentrate on
destroying World Without End and draining us to the point of exhaustion.
“So… it‟s gone.” Zerrex murmured, and Anathema was quiet for a few moments before
the reptile looked down quietly, staring at Hell far below and wondering if Camus could do the
same thing to his world. After all, in some parts of Elysium, Terrors were still buried and
encased in crystal, feeding power to the entire world… and even Atlas, a child of his and Sin‟s,
labeled a Terror himself because he could not control his rampant powers, was imprisoned in a
deep cell beneath a facility, feeding a limitless supply of energy to the surrounding area.
Anathema was silent as well, and Zerrex gave her time to think and reflect before she
finally seemed to shake herself out of the reverie she had fallen into, saying finally: That’s…
that’s not important right now. What’s important is that we figure out Camus’s next move and
what he wants at the only place he could be going, the Center of the Universe… and then how to
head him off there and kill him.
Zerrex lowered his head, frowning as he watched the planet‟s shape come closer and
closer into view, before he cursed and convulsed as energy zapped over his body again, and
Sammy looked over his shoulder with worry in the golden flames of his sockets, but Zerrex only
smiled weakly, gesturing at him to keep watching the planet, and the skeletal dragon nodded
after a moment and looked ahead as Anathema added darkly: I don’t like this. Your energies are
going wild on top of everything else, something’s wrong. It’s like your body can’t contain your
powers anymore, like you have to adjust to them all over again. We need someone to examine
you.
“I‟m fine, Annie.” Zerrex shook his head quickly, trying to get rid of the dark thoughts
that rose up in his mind, and then he said, before she could push him any more on the subject:

“Look, if Camus wants to be at the Center of the Universe before us, he‟s going to be there. I
don‟t think I can jump that distance… and something tells me it might take a little more than just
a simple vortex, too.”
A little. And if that’s the case, we should concentrate on getting everyone back on their
feet and ready for an assault. Anathema said quietly, and she hesitated in his mind before asking
in a soft voice: Do you… do you think my name is ugly?
Zerrex smiled faintly despite everything, despite the other looming questions as Sammy
hurtled over mountains and cliffs, flying easily on his enormous wings and shooting over the
ground at a tremendous speed as the Drakkaren stared down into fields of farmland below,
several hydras looking up with their many heads and hissing balefully as a few other creatures
ignored them entirely. They flew on and on, as the lizard closed his eyes, answering in an
equally-gentle voice: “Anathema… I love the way your name… comes out of my mouth. I
mean… it‟s hard to put into words. Annie or Anathema, I like your name. I like saying your
name, I like… I like what it represents. I like you. I love you.”
He looked down, hugging Sammy around his skeletal neck as he pushed his body down
against the dragon‟s, and Sammy roared before sweeping downwards as the reptile recognized
the fields behind the Ravenlight Estate, and their fast flight slowed to an easy glide as Anathema
smiled faintly in the Drakkaren‟s head, before the huge dragon flapped his wings several times
and reared back, landing on his hind legs and skidding to a halt in front of the back doors of the
building, and Zerrex slid easily off his back, patting the haunches of the enormous, skeletal
dragon as Sammy looked over his shoulder at him with a smile in his golden-flame eyes, saying
quietly: “Incredible how I know all about the mortal world and the geography of Hell, but I‟ve
never seen what‟s past my own backyard until now. Sammy, thank you, thank you for everything
you‟ve done for me… and you too, Anathema. I‟m only sorry that… that I failed you both.”
Sammy glowed as he arched his back, then he shrank quickly down and leapt up into
Zerrex‟s arms, nipping at his hair as the bone armor covering the Drakkaren‟s body tightened for
a moment, before Anathema smiled as she slid her body free of the lizard… and the moment the
last piece of her pulled from the Drakkaren, a shock of energy tore over his body, the reptile
staggering forwards as Sammy squealed in his arms in pain before tearing free and staring up at
Zerrex as the lizard grabbed at his own skull, howling in pain as blue energy surrounded him and
glowed violently, almost blinding Anathema as her flesh reformed and she staggered backwards
with a snarl of pain, then shouted: “Zerrex, Zerrex, shit! Calm down!”
“Energy, it… it hurts!” Zerrex groaned, clutching at his own chest as the nanotech fiber
vibrated violently, ripping apart and then sewing itself back together, and the armlet began to
smolder as it the screen flashed violently, and the reptile held it up as he howled: “Reduce…
reduce to ten percent!”
“Error.” A voice clearly answered from the armlet. “Warning. System overload
imminent. Restraint protocols are in effect. Alert: energy volume has breached into danger
levels. Catastrophic failure imminent.”
Zerrex stared at the armlet, and then it glowed white, vibrating violently before it
exploded, taking a large chunk of the Drakkaren‟s forearm and part of his muzzle with it as he
was slammed onto his back with a cry of agony… but as Anathema watched in horror, these
portions of the Drakkaren‟s body glowed blue before they rebuilt themselves, leaving only a
faint blood trail behind where flesh grafted itself into flesh. The female cursed as Zerrex
convulsed beneath her, starting to gargle as blue streaks of energy burst from his form, and then
she stepped backwards and shouted the first thing that came to mind: “Reapers!”

Four Reapers appeared, two on either side of her, all of them wearing masks and
hovering as their tattered cloaks floated around them, not seeming to care about the Drakkaren
seizing in front of them as one asked quietly: “Your bidding?”
“Drain his energy as quickly as you can, by whatever means possible.” Anathema
ordered in a surprisingly-calm voice, even as her eyes glowed with fear and concern. Then she
winced when one of the Reapers shot forwards, a scythe appearing in his hands before he buried
it into the lizard‟s chest, and the Drakkaren gargled, grasping this as scythes appeared in front of
the other Reapers, who began to float in a slow circle around the lizard as the deadly tools traced
patterns out over the ground with their long crescent blades, forming into a complex circle of
runes as the Reaper trying to hold Zerrex down trembled, the scythe starting to vibrate as the
pole cracked in his hands, energy twisting up and down the weapon.
Then he launched himself backwards before the runes on the ground glowed as the
scythes finished their work at the same time, and they flew back to their masters as the blue arcs
of energy were dragged down into the circle, creating a bright spotlight of runes beneath the
lizard as he arched his back in agony, then groaned and slowly fell to all fours, breathing hard as
his body smoldered, cracks spreading slowly over his body and blood dripping from them before
he vomited more of the same substance, then moaned and fell forwards into this, hitting the
ground with a loud smack as the runes continued to glow.
Anathema shoved her way past two of the Reapers to kneel beside him, reaching down to
touch his forehead silently… and then she looked up as the back doors were flung open and
Priest charged outside, looking down at his father and the circle of runes with horror before he
looked up and shouted angrily: “You could have killed him! Fuck, he needs treatment, he needs
to-”
“He needs to be taken to a private room and his energies to adjust, he just blew the
fucking armlet you made, what the hell was I supposed to do?” Anathema snarled, then she stood
up, lifting Zerrex easily and half-turning away when Priest reached out to try and grab him.
Immediately, the two looked at each other furiously before the Dragokkaren tried to just seize his
father and rip him out of her arms, but Anathema leapt backwards, her eyes glowing with rage.
“Don‟t try it. Don‟t you dare.”
“I‟m his son!” Priest shouted angrily, and then he stepped forwards again before cursing
when Anathema glared at him and knocked him back several steps with a telekinetic lash, and he
snapped his hand out at his sides as it burst into flames, electricity sizzling through the fires a
moment later as he said roughly :”You‟re a Naganatine bitch… I mean Lich, by all accounts. I‟m
a fucking demigod. You want to try me, Anathema? You really want to try and say you know
what‟s better for my Dad than I do? You want a fucking fight, I‟ll give you a hell of a fucking
makeover, you goddamn undead slut!”
It went against every one of Anathema‟s instincts, but she clenched her eyes shut, took a
slow, deep breath, and then said slowly: “Even Cherry would be disappointed with you right
now. Now let me past, and let me do my job, and take care of your father.”
Priest looked at her for a few moments, trembling a bit as he dropped his hands and the
elements crackled out of existence from around it, and then his eyes slowly slid towards the
ground before he motioned weakly at her to go past, and Anathema cradled Zerrex closer,
looking at him with disgust before she headed through the open doors and kicked them hard
behind her when both the Reapers and the Dragokkaren tried to follow her. She muttered under
her breath about killing him later as she made her way through the Estate, observing at the same
time how Zerrex was already healing, how quickly his energies were mounting… and by the

time she had reached her destination – cursing at her lack of ability to portal under duress,
cursing more that Azazel and Astaroth had built such a ridiculously-complex, oversized mansion
– Zerrex was moaning weakly, convulsing every so often in her arms.
She looked down at him silently, then up at the door to Firenze‟s room, praying that it
wasn‟t occupied… but thankfully, the High King was likely being taken care of at the healing
cathedral or in some part of the Central Spire. The moment she stepped into the room, Zerrex
started to settle a bit in her arms, and she quieted as she walked over to the pulsing metal bed,
passing through the calming runes and feeling her own terrors starting to settle down… and as
she gently laid him down, she looked over her shoulder in surprise to see Mary stumble in
through the door, tears leaking down her face before she whispered: “Oh God no. Is… is
Zerrex… is…”
“He‟s okay, he‟s… going to be okay. I just needed to slow his energy intake so his body
can adjust to it. I… I thought he was okay when I found him, but… he must have just started to
take energy back in.” Anathema looked silently down at Zerrex, shaking her head slowly. “He…
something wicked was planned for him, done to him. I attached to him, to delve into his mind…
and my body acted as a filter, kept his processes in control. I thought… I was lost in my own
thoughts, my own selfishness, I should have fucking noticed…”
She punched the side of the bed, and Zerrex stirred a bit before he groaned, tensed, and
then slowly relaxed, head falling to the side as Mary approached and silently touched
Anathema‟s shoulder, looking up at her quietly as she wiped at the tears on her ivory cheeks.
“Miss… Anathema, I… I might not know you very well, but I do know that you love him. That
you would never hurt him… that like me, you have dedicated yourself to him.” She reached up,
silently touching the female‟s collar, and Anathema glanced away before Mary asked quietly:
“Would you like me to stay with you for a little while? I have the time, and we can sit right
here.”
“I‟d like that, Mary. I see why Zerrex thinks so highly of you.” Anathema gazed at her
for a few moments, forcing a weak smile, and Mary smiled a little in return as she brushed her
white locks back, the two silently sitting down beside the bed and leaning back against it as the
undead Naganatine murmured: “But… the others, my sister, my… my family…”
“Our family.” Mary smiled again, and it made Anathema glance away awkwardly,
rubbing at her face to hide her embarrassment at how good it made her feel, especially after
everything that had happened. “They‟re… they‟ll be fine. Most of them are in treatment, the rest
are in bed. Little Arcy, Raze, Tinman, and Francis have all come down from Heaven as well.
Poor Miss Cindy is in a tizzy, though… she‟s very upset that she needs to be placed in isolation
for a moment. She‟s almost burning with Unworld residue, however, and leaving even trace
amounts behind…”
“It‟s because she‟s like Zerrex… control of energy, made up of energy.” Anathema shook
her head slowly, then she asked quietly: “What about White?”
“White Phoenix was taken by your sibling Silven for healing in a private place.” Mary
said softly, and then she smiled a little. “You, Sin, Silven… you aren‟t like the other Naganatine
I‟ve met… but granted, I‟ve only met one. He also runs the Council, though… he was… very
gloating when he came and shut down the abbey I took residence in for a while, working with
the healers and learning the ins and outs of the process.”
“My pretentious brothers in Heaven have forgotten Naganis… have fallen into the mire
and cesspit of mortal affairs.” Anathema muttered with disgust, and then she glanced sideways at

the feline as she laughed a little. “You knew Zerrex in life, didn‟t you? He rarely talks about
those times, but I‟ve learned to listen when he does.”
Mary nodded quietly, saying softly: “I… admit that I have made more than one bad
choice with the males I‟ve dated… asshole jocks for the most part, too, but… Zerrex was
different. He wasn‟t just some boy I pretended was good inside, some guy who was nice to me at
least some of the time, which was better than always being alone… but he had this honestlygood part to him, and he was… he suffered for every crime he did. I saw it in his eyes… and I…
felt safe around him, which is funny with how we met, him threatening to kill me and all.”
Anathema looked faintly amused at this, then she shook her head and murmured:
“Mortals. They don‟t make any sense to me.”
“Well don‟t worry, I still disagree with a lot of the culture of Heaven and Hell.” Mary
smiled a little, saying softly: “But I can see why even if it is okay for us to have sex with all
kinds of people, or multiple partners, or fetishes that are downright scary… it‟s not as okay for
mortals. Mortals have to worry about disease, about being unable to defend themselves, about
politics and lawsuits…” She stopped, then touched her collar quietly. “Unless you‟re special, that
is, and unless you‟re lucky enough to find more than one person in your life who… who will be
special with you.”
Anathema looked at her curiously, and then she shrugged a bit, saying mildly as she
played her fingers together absently: “Who cares what anything or anyone thinks? As long as
you‟re happy, that‟s… that‟s what Father taught me.” She looked down, silent as Mary looked at
her curiously, and neither knew whether or not she was referring to Zerrex or Naganis, as the
silence spiraled out into minutes.
Finally, Mary quietly stood, looking at Zerrex, then at Anathema… and the angel smiled,
asking softly: “Would you like to come with me, see your sister and the others? I‟m helping at
the healing cathedral, they have almost an entire wing dedicated just to taking care of them, and
the Priestesses have been needing the help of me and Little Arcy. But you could keep Mr.
Pettigrew busy, too… he‟s a little bit clumsy, but he really wants to help and it‟s so hard for me
or Little Arcy to say no to such a sweet male like him.”
“I‟m going to stay here, I think. Watch over Zerrex.” Anathema replied after a moment,
and Mary hesitated, but then nodded, looking down at her softly before she bowed deeply, and
Anathema waved her irritably away as she glanced embarrassedly to the side, Mary smiling for a
moment before she turned and left, quietly closing the door on her way out. When she did so, the
power of the runes felt like they increased, like further pressure was bearing down against her…
but it helped relax her more at the same time, as she looked up at the ceiling and said quietly:
“God damn you, Zerrex. God damn you for the way I feel about you… for making my life…
alive again.”
She laughed a little… and then she mumbled before climbing slowly up to her feet,
becoming skeletal as the collar vanished like it always did, and then her body slithered down and
locked over Zerrex‟s, her skull settling over the reptile‟s so she could keep an eye on his dreams.
She smiled a little inside Zerrex‟s head as she curled her mental knees up to her mental chest,
strangely happy as she always felt when she thought about her own little trick: how everyone
thought that the collar vanished into some magical fifth dimension, but no one except her and
possibly Zerrex knew the truth. She cherished her collar as much as Cherry did her own, which
was why she never took hers off, even if she knew it was only a symbol… but as a symbol, she
thought it was thus equally symbolic and meaningful that every time she became skeletal, the

collar was pushed up beneath her jaw and locked into the underside of her hollow skull, kept safe
inside the anchor that tied her to the physical world.
Except now, as she sat here, she smiled and touched her collar silently, not daring to
disturb Zerrex‟s mind but making his physical arms hug himself as her bony plates spread down
them, knowing that she had a new anchor to the world now… and a bond that could never, ever
be destroyed to keep her firmly in place.
Zerrex woke up not in Firenze‟s room, but in his own bed ten days later, yawning quietly
and then frowning a bit as he rubbed at his hair slowly, before he sat up with a wince of pain as
he grabbed at his chest. The last thing he could remember was tremendous agony, first feeling
like he was a balloon being filled far past its breaking point with air and then feeling like a
balloon that had been hooked up to a vacuum cleaner… and now he just felt stupid, as he looked
back and forth, awkwardly checking for any medical equipment before he flopped back in the
bed, wondering silently what the hell was going on.
He sighed a bit before looking over himself slowly: he had his boxers on and a simple
nightgown, and his blankets had been changed from what he remembered last, as well as his
pillows, probably to make him more comfortable… although now he wanted his old blankets
back, as he morbidly squeezed the thick comforter… then paused and pulled it up and around
himself, and decided this blanket wasn‟t half bad either, though, before he carefully slid out of
bed, the blanket still held tight around himself as he headed towards the doorway before his leg
gave a twinge and he stumbled, whacking his head off the solid wood of the door with a grunt.
He blinked stupidly, straightening and dropping his head forwards to shake it out a little
bit… and then the door was shoved open and it smashed into the reptile‟s skull, knocking him
sprawling before Lone winced, dressed in Royal Guard armor as Vampire leaned slowly over
and whispered to him: “I think you might have hit the Boss.”
Zerrex looked stupidly up at the two wolves, then he grumbled and grouchily climbed
back to his feet, wrapping the blanket around himself and ignoring Lone as he began to babble
apologies, before he cut him short with a glare, looked up and down his body, and then asked
flatly: “I know I‟m going to regret this, but why are you wearing that?”
Lone looked down at the full Royal Guard gear he was in, then he grinned stupidly and
struck a pose as Vampire leaned over and patted him on the shoulder, saying with a smile at the
lizard: “Me and him were supposed to guard you from like… people more than anything else, so
I decided he might as well look the part. Not bad though, huh? Fits pretty well into the role, too.”
Lone nodded a few times, smacking the butt of his spear against the ground as he looked
over Zerrex slowly, from the muddle of long hair hanging half-in, half-out of the blanket
wrapped around his body, and then he said hesitantly: “Dad, you know that like… you… kind of
look like crap.”
“Eat me, sunshine.” Zerrex muttered, and Lone actually looked relieved at this remark, as
Vampire rubbed at his head and gazed over him in concern, before the Drakkaren asked quietly:
“How‟re you doing, Drake?”
“Vampire.” the wolf said sulkily, and then he wrinkled his muzzle and reached up to grab
one of his ears… before Lone stared as the black wolf easily pulled it off, only a few large, ugly
strings of flesh connecting ear to skull before he put it back and gently tapped it into place like
he was putting a carpet down, muttering: “Unworld shit is all out of my system, but it‟s fucked
me up a little. Kind of like that time when you made me wade through magma, remember that?”

“I didn‟t make you wade through it, I threw you in and used you as a stepping stone.”
Zerrex replied with a bit of a smile, and Vampire huffed and glowered at him, crossing his arms
as Lone stared. “Go get some sleep, then, Vampire, or even go into hibernation for a little while.
I‟ll be fine.”
“Nah, didn‟t you know?” Vampire smiled slightly, as Zerrex tilted his head curiously.
“All… well, most of the hibernation pods and shit have been taken down. Apparently the
Scholars and Scribes and shit worked out that being on the physical plane means it‟s no longer
necessary for us to take the huge sleep now and then in order to recharge our spiritual batteries or
something, I dunno. Something about no longer donating energy to feed the universe or some
shit.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, knowing what Vampire meant: part of the reason supernatural
abilities worked with less potency in the supernatural realms of the past, as well as part of the
reason why hibernation was a part of demonic and angelic life, was that the separated dimensions
had continued to exist completely apart from the physical plane due to the fact that they were in
constant symbiosis with their environment, feeding it energy as it fed them corruption or
purification. So now that they were on the physical plane and there was no chance of the
dimension collapsing in on them… “Right, I kind of get it. No need to keep the grass green
anymore.”
“What?” Vampire looked stupid, as Zerrex had expected, and the reptile just made a face
at him, the wolf huffing before he added grumpily: “Oh, right, before I forget. Selena and
Aluinnia came back early from Heaven, Selena‟s running things and Aluinnia keeps being really
creepy and scary and stopping in here every few hours. And uh… let‟s see. Right, the wolves
here are obviously out of the infirmary, Anathema‟s fine but worried about you… oh, right!”
Vampire grinned as Lone winced and gestured for him to shut up, but the black wolf
went ahead and said excitedly: “So like, Priest and Anathema had a fight and she totally kicked
the living shit out of him, it was epic! Seriously dude, you would have been proud of her. Angry
too, probably, since she made Priest like. Into a big sexy pretzel of lizard, but she totally beat the
fuck out of him. Something about teaching him not to be an asshole. She said not to tell you but
you know how bad I am at keeping secrets.”
Vampire stood on one paw and covered his mouth with one hand, fluttering his eyelashes
at Zerrex, and the reptile paused meditatively for a few moments before he asked dryly: “Did she
kill him or maim him?”
“Maimed just a little, think he‟s got a few embarrassing scars in a very embarrassing area
now.” The black wolf nodded a few times, and Lone groaned and slapped his forehead at the tact
of the larger lupine as he tapped his crotch-plate. “Otherwise, he‟s okay. Humiliated. Scared
shitless of her. But okay.”
“I‟ll… scold one of them later.” Zerrex rolled his eyes, shaking his head a bit, and then he
asked quietly: “What about the others? Are they okay?”
“Most of „em are still getting the Unworld residue sucked out of their bodies… me, I‟m
lucky, I can fucking shed infected body parts and grow „em right back.” Vampire rolled his
shoulders slowly, making a face. “Others ain‟t so lucky, that shit gets in „em and has to be
flushed out over time. Obviously, the little wolves are okay, and poor Daria‟s a mess, but she‟s
fine. Maria‟s probably the best out of all of us, she‟s fully recovered now, Unworld shit doesn‟t
matter to her, but Marina‟s in critical care.”
Zerrex nodded quietly, and Vampire shook his head slowly, murmuring: “Serenity got
injured bad… so did Desire, but they fixed her up pretty quick, no Unworld residue problem with

her. Mist and Shine are recovering in your place now, but Sin and the Sisters, they got blasted by
a lot of Unworld essence. If they weren‟t so hardy… well…”
The Drakkaren made a face, and Vampire hesitated, then said softly: “Boss, go back
inside, get some rest. Come on, don‟t go pushing yourself. I got Felicity barring the Cloister off
to anyone who ain‟t a special guest, Lily is doing her last few rounds of energy dialysis or
whatever the hell it is today, and Selena‟s back here. Firenze too, he‟s a tough bastard, shook off
the worst of the damage and he‟s giving orders from where they‟re keeping him safe in the Spire,
and for once Heaven ain‟t pushing at us. Everyone‟s scared, Boss, but Camus has been nowhere,
nor have any other Broken, nor have we even seen so much as an Unworld Being wandering
around looking to stir up shit.”
The Drakkaren made a face, looking uncertain… and then he finally sighed and stepped
backwards, quietly closing the door. Vampire and Lone shared relieved looks… but only a few
minutes later, the door opened again and Zerrex walked out, flexing slowly before he stretched
his arms out, looking mildly back and forth and dressed in black clothes and his combat boots,
hair cut down to ragged shoulder length. “You guys look shorter.”
“You‟re about twelve feet tall right now.” Vampire said drolly, poking him with his
spear, and then he quailed at the lizard‟s look. “And all hot muscle and awesomeness, did I
forget to tell you how hot and big and strong and awesome you look too?”
“Yes, you did.” Zerrex said huffily, and then he rolled his shoulders, shrinking down to
his more-usual eight feet and two inches of height, before making a face at the far-too-large
clothes… and then he simply snapped his fingers, and a moment later they fit his body perfectly,
as both Vampire and Lone stared. “There. Easy. Vampire, go and get some rest. Lone, you look
like you could use some sleep too.”
They both whined loudly, and the reptile sighed before he muttered: “Fine, you can come
along, just don‟t make me regret this.”
The two beamed and ran up beside him, then stomped their paws and saluted, and Zerrex
rolled his eyes and motioned for them to follow, saying quietly: “I‟d like to check in on the
others at the hospital first, I think… but I‟m also worried about Camus. He… I get the feeling
he‟s going to tell me somehow, when he‟s ready for me. I know where he is, but at the same
time… I don‟t.”
Lone nodded, saying quietly: “Raze brought some stuff down from Heaven for Ixin, and
those two and Anathema have been working together… it‟s like a fucking miracle, I know, but
they‟re building a portal to that planet-place-thing you want to go to. Sounds… scary as hell to
me, though, Center of the fucking Universe. What the hell‟s there, anyway?”
“Ruins…” Zerrex murmured, and he shook his head slowly. “I don‟t even know, though,
not anymore. So much has happened, and Thanatos was guarding it for… for some reason, even
from Athéos. Thanatos was a powerful god, though, with powerful friends… I can‟t see them
letting Camus get away with this, or even letting Camus just waltz in to Center of the Universe,
no matter how powerful he is, if something he wants is there.”
They emerged into the main hall, and Zerrex slowly walked down the stairs, rubbing at
his sore leg as he grumbled: “You know, I stay in my room all goddamn day. Tell me again why
the hell I haven‟t sold this place yet?”
“Because, Zerrex, you‟re not the only one who lives here, and I kind of have gotten used
to this place.” called a voice, and Zerrex turned as he stepped onto the landing before he smiled
at Selena, who grinned back at him from the middle of the hall, her hands on her hips and
dressed in her tight leathers. Aluinnia was half-hiding behind her shyly, gazing adoringly up at

Zerrex, but the reptile ignored her for the moment as he carefully walked down the stairs,
favoring his leg only a little: it was really the rest of his body that made him feel like he had just
been run over by a goddamn truck. “Fuck, for once I‟m glad to see you on your feet even when
you‟ve been ordered to stay the hell off them.”
Selena and Zerrex embraced tightly, and then the reptile felt Aluinnia‟s arms wrap around
him as well, the reptile wincing as Selena shrugged and looked a little embarrassed, reaching
down to tug the Benevolent free as she said lovingly: “I was too, Zerrex. But my wife and
mistress, Selena, assured me you had been through worse… and I will certainly always believe
both her word and yours, Lord Zerrex.”
“Okay, Aluinnia, uh. Can you go get us some coffee? You know how much I love the
coffee you make.” Selena said gently, and Aluinnia bowed graciously to her before turning and
walking quickly away, and Selena rubbed at her head awkwardly as Zerrex gave her an
exasperated look. “Sorry, sorry, fuck. I uh… yeah. She‟s still a little-”
“Crazy?” Lone supplied, and then he cowered behind Vampire, who in turn cowered
behind Zerrex when Selena‟s eyes burned black.
“Now hey, I love her.” Selena said firmly, and then she looked at Zerrex, softening as she
mumbled: “Although yeah, maybe crazy isn‟t a bad word for it. She‟s real sweet, Boss, you
just… got to understand her some more. How much she looks up to „noble knights‟ and shit,
although how the fuck you and me fall under that category but guys like Francis don‟t is way
beyond my understanding. Hell, I even like the guy, but Aluinnia hates his fucking guts.”
“How the hell can you hate Francis? He‟s blunt but even I like him, and he kicked the
crap out of me once.” Zerrex muttered, and Selena grunted and shrugged again. “Anyway, I…
you know you didn‟t have to cut your honeymoon short for us-”
Selena rolled her eyes and shoved him… but gently, as if she had also learned a little bit
about restraint over the last few days, and Zerrex smiled a bit as he swayed and steadied himself.
“I didn‟t just come back for you, asshole, or Lily, or anyone else of the people I actually like in
this fucked up household. I came back to take care of Naganen and Darren, too, and to help run
things for Firenze. Fuck knows that Anathema is a little hardcore and Priest is too scared of her
right now to do jack-shit about it, since I‟m sure one of these two gossipy little girls told you
about the incident-we-are-never-to-speak-about-to-Priest-again already.”
They both nodded shamefully, and Selena shook her head before she carefully tapped
over Zerrex, the reptile wince a bit before she muttered: “Oh stop it, jerk. I‟m just checking your
energies, I‟m not trying to heal you. I learned my lesson last time I set someone on fire.”
“I hope so, because you‟ve set me on fire plenty of times.” Zerrex grumbled, and Selena
rolled her eyes, before she leaned back and crossed her arms with a bit of a smile.
“Yeah, but most of those times you deserved it, asshat.” She paused meditatively, then
said in a more solemn voice: “But you‟re… stronger than ever, I‟d say, Zerrex. You must have
been infused with a near-lethal amount of energy… and I mean near-lethal for you, not for any of
us. I‟m amazed your body can hold it… but whatever you grabbed, it wasn‟t just a circuit
breaker or the spirit of some angry godling, was it?”
Zerrex glanced away, remembering Ahzi-Dahaka, and then he muttered: “I really don‟t
want to talk about it. But yeah, I guess in short I… punctured it, and it was like… stabbing a fork
into an electrical socket. You know. One that was hooked up to one of Driz‟s perpetual energy
reactors.”

Selena made a face, then she grasped his shoulders, looking into his eyes, wincing at the
fact both wolves were watching her, and then she said slowly and firmly: “Zerrex, I am here for
you. I… I love you, and I‟m going to help you get through this, okay?”
Then she turned and glared at the wolves, who were looking at her with big, round eyes,
and shouted: “And if either of you ever tell anyone about this moment, I will hang you by the
fucking tongues from the top of the fucking Central Spire, do you understand me?”
They both yelped and nodded rapidly, clinging to each other in a jangle of armor, and
Selena glared moodily at them before she looked back at Zerrex, sighing and grinning
awkwardly as he gave her a faintly-amused look. “Hey, some… some things never change, Zer.
Anyway, like… so you‟re off to the hospital, huh? I was just coming to check on you, let you
know that they‟re moving Marina, Cindy, and the Sisters out of critical care. Sin‟s still
unconscious, too, but she has a strong as hell constitution… but I think she‟d really, really like to
feel your touch. I mean… I don‟t know what it‟s like for her unconscious, but… I think that
nasty part of her has woken up again, because Sin‟s… you can tell she‟s having nightmares.”
Selena quieted, and Zerrex nodded slowly before the Dius added softly: “Lily would love
to see you too, I know that much… you… why don‟t you head over there, and I‟ll go… see
Priest and Anathema, be an adult about shit and also let „em know you‟re awake.” She paused,
adding awkwardly as Aluinnia came back from the kitchens with two mugs of coffee, smiling
happily at them: “Do you… mind if my wife stays in your room? She says uh. She feels
comfortable there.”
Zerrex looked at Selena for a moment, and she gave him an imploring look… and the
reptile sighed as he nodded, taking a mug from Aluinnia when she held it out towards him almost
shyly, sipping slowly from it before he looked down at the dark liquid, asking curiously:
“Cinnamon?”
“That‟s right, I hope you like it.” Aluinnia gazed up at him warmly, and Zerrex smiled a
bit as he nodded, grudgingly deciding that she was okay. She immediately hugged him, and he
made a face, but sighed and patted her on the back, which made her giggle and look warmly up
at him, ignoring the dark looks she got from both Lone and Vampire.
Their gazes only darkened as Zerrex said mildly: “And yes, you can stay in my room.
Just… don‟t go through my stuff.” He paused, and although Selena winced at the fact his tone
said he was obviously not joking, Aluinnia only laughed and nodded.
Then he looked over at the wolves, jerking his head to them as he stepped carefully
backwards and flicked his other wrist out, creating a portal. “Come on, bodyguards. Let‟s get
moving, I‟m anxious to have a visit with my family and friends, see how they‟re doing. Take
care, Selena.”
Now Aluinnia looked envious as both of the wolves strutted along behind Zerrex, then
Vampire whispered something in Lone‟s ear before he grinned, and they both jumped around
and blew loud raspberries at Aluinnia. She glared at them angrily, but they both simply tilted
their muzzles in the air, turned around, and shook their rears firmly, raising their tails as they
bounced through the portal, and Selena covered her muzzle and turned away as she swallowed
her own laughter despite herself, as Aluinnia raged: “Jerks like them don‟t belong in any sort of
knighthood!”
“Yeah, well, she can suck my big fat knighthood.” Vampire grumbled after they stepped
through the portal, and Lone giggled stupidly even as Zerrex gave them both a flat look, but he
didn‟t chastise them as the portal closed, Vampire saying dumbly: “Hey, at least Selena couldn‟t
hear me say that. And please don‟t tell her I did, she‟ll hurt me.”

Zerrex stood for a moment, sipping slowly at his coffee, and then he turned around and
regarded the front doors of the healing cathedral, as a few Priestesses bustled past, one of them
carrying an armload of medical supplies as the others chatted easily, both obviously of higher
rank. The huge clear metal doors opened automatically, though, and the reptile wondered if it
was by magic or by electronics, as he walked forwards… and the door closed on him, the reptile
wincing as he held an arm up and halted it from slamming into his face, muttering: “Magic.”
The wolves looked at him curiously, but Zerrex ignored them as he shoved through the
translucent doors and into the lobby, glancing absently back and forth as he took another sip
from his mug. It was crowded, Priestesses wandering around as doctors chatted and a few
security guards loomed here and there, watching over the patients and visitors. He shook his
head after a moment, then approached a Dius at the desk, dressed in black robes and with a
simple charm hanging from around her neck, a pair of glasses pinched tight to her muzzle as she
poured through a logbook. “Excuse me.”
“Busy.” the Priestess muttered, then she clicked her tongue and pointed at a frazzledlooking succubus in a simple white nurse‟s uniform behind another counter, who was dealing
with a group of angry visitors all yelling at her at once. “If you need help with something, please
talk to her.”
The reptile leaned over, listening to the conversation for a moment and hearing enough of
it to know that they were angry about their friends and relatives being moved from one part of
the healing cathedral to another part, and then he said mildly: “You‟ve been such a great help.
What‟s your name?”
“I‟m busy.” the Priestess looked up irritably, saw Zerrex‟s face, and then smiled weakly
at him as she glanced back and forth dumbly at the Royal Guards, the Drakkaren taking a slow
sip of his coffee as he looked at her moodily. “I mean, my name… my name is Sonata of the
Eternal Night.”
“That‟s nice.” Zerrex remarked absently, and then he said dryly: “Sonata, I want you to
go over there, apologize to that nurse, and then help her out with her duties, okay? And if you
don‟t complain, I won‟t have you fired for neglecting Duty 2 of the Priestesses from the former
Circle of Lust‟s holy order: to serve and help others in need, even at the expense of…” A pause
and a glance down, adding sourly: “Doing after-work duties at work.”
“I… had… a date… tonight…” Sonata slowly sank down, then quickly turned and
shouted anxiously: “I can help people over here!”
Most of the group swarmed towards her, and Zerrex grumbled under his breath before he
turned and headed towards two large doors blocked by security personnel… but they both
quickly stepped out of the way as the lizard approached, and he smiled from one to the other,
pushing into the short connecting hall beyond and passing by a nurse‟s station and several closed
doors, to push into another large corridor… and this he recognized, walking a short way down it
before turning to pass through the archway and into a ward filled with his Disciples, several of
the closest looking up at him with tired smiles as he said softly: “Hey, guys.”
Mist and Shine both smiled weakly back at him, sitting slowly up before Shine grabbed
her side, and Mist winced a bit, looking down at her stomach, and Zerrex gazed silently from
them to Serenity, who had bandages covering the little visible of her chest. She refused to look at
him, her sheets wrapped around her body, and he shook his head quietly as he stepped over
towards her, saying gently: “Serenity, Iuratus Captain. It wasn‟t your fault.”

“We couldn‟t stop him.” Serenity murmured, clenching her eyes shut before she looked
away, shivering. “I… almost got Desire killed… she wasn‟t nearly ready for such a conflict…
and… the Composites, those poor bastards…”
“But she didn‟t die.” Zerrex said firmly, ignoring the part about the Composites for now:
that, he had a feeling, would be hard for anyone to tell, and Serenity didn‟t look like she was
exactly up to telling a rough story right now. “Iuratus live to serve, Serenity… Desire will take
away experience from this, and be glad for it: if you‟d held her back, you would have been
insulting her dignity and left a worse and more-painful scar. I love her as a daughter, and want to
protect her… but I also have to respect the choices she makes, I know, painful as those can be for
me, too. Painful as a Father and as her mentor and master… but Iuratus live to serve, to protect,
not to stay at home.”
Serenity looked up at him silently, finally, and then she nodded slowly and closed her
eyes, lowering her head… and Zerrex reached out, patting her quietly on the cheek as he
murmured: “You‟re a good sister to her, and a good Captain. But remember, not every defeat is a
failure. You protected your fellow Iuratus, Serenity. You did your work and then some.”
She nodded again after a moment, and Zerrex smiled a bit at her even as he felt her
sadness, piercing his heart like an arrow… but he swallowed and forced himself to move on,
looking softly at Lily, who gazed tenderly back up at him, obviously relieved that he was okay as
he sipped the last of his coffee, then put the mug down on the table beside a well-worn book.
“Looks like you‟ve settled in here nicely.”
“Shut up.” she smiled a little, though, and the reptile was glad to see it as she quietly
adjusted the simple nightgown she was in, murmuring: “They‟re letting me wear my own clothes
and such… but I have to keep this stupid IV hookup in my arm. Then again, I guess all of us do.”
She looked quietly down the ward, where the Four Sisters were unconscious, and Carmen
was grumbling to herself between snores, one of her legs in a cast and the sheets covering her
head and barely concealing her likely-naked crotch, and Lily said softly: “Carmen‟s not hurt
nearly as bad as a lot of the others, but her leg didn‟t heal properly. Rare, but… it happens from
time-to-time, when the bone heals before demonic flesh realigns itself first. So they re-broke it
and set it in a cast to make sure it heals properly this time, said they were going to keep it on
until the Unworld essence clears her system.”
“I‟m sure she‟s thrilled then.” Zerrex said softly, before he glanced around at the few
empty beds, asking quietly: “What about the others?”
“The next ward over. On the other side of the hall, they have Marina and Sin in private
rooms… Cindy was in one, too, because of all the energy she‟d lost, but then she demanded she
be put into one of the wards, so she could watch over us or something.” Lily gazed up at him
tenderly for a moment. “She reminds you of me in a few different ways.”
“Thanks, I think.” Zerrex reached out and touched her leg, and she grasped his arm,
pulling him quietly in close to kiss his cheek softly, and he looked softly into her eyes, feeling a
twinge of emotion from her. “You okay?”
“I… I am. I‟m just… amazed by the depth of devotion here.” She gestured quietly around
at them all, murmuring: “Iuratus, Disciples, friends… we all… fought so hard for you, even
though it was a losing battle. Your core family fought the hardest, I think… although Anathema
has constantly been running around these last ten days or so you‟ve been unconscious,
organizing things, making sure we‟re okay, that you‟re okay…”
“Wait, ten days?” Zerrex asked stupidly, and he winced as he hammered against his
temple lightly, grumbling: “Oh that‟s genius.”

“Now stop that, Boss.” Vampire said testily from where he was leaning against the
doorway, before he grinned brightly: “After all, how the fuck am I supposed to be your
bodyguard when you go around punching yourself in the face?”
Lone nodded a few times in agreement, adding: “Yeah, it‟s not like anything big has
happened either, Zerrex. Well. Other than what happened with Priest.”
“Heard about that too, huh? Here I thought no one was supposed to tell you.” Lily glared
at the two wolves, and then she sighed, rolling her eyes before she gazed back up at Zerrex,
smiling a bit as she reached up to take his hands and squeeze them slowly. “But they are right.
Nothing bad has happened, really, not even any big events. Everyone‟s been worried about you,
though… and you deserved the rest, definitely. You deserve… even more than that, too. Better.”
She quieted, then gazed up at him, hesitated again… before simply smiling and giving his
hands another firm squeeze. “Go see the rest of your family though, Zerrex, and make sure you
stop in to see Sin, too. She hasn‟t been in the best of shape.”
“I heard.” Zerrex nodded, then he traded a short kiss with Lily before drawing away from
her with a bit of a smile, then he glanced over at the Twins, walking over to share a hug and a
short kiss with either sister first before he left into the hall, and he headed towards the ward even
as Vampire poked at him jealously with his spear. “Stop that. They‟re my Iuratus.”
“Lone, do you wanna be my Iuratus? And are you like a package deal, does like…
Mahihko come with you, or do you like. Come with Mahihko or some shit?” Vampire cocked his
head towards the wolf, who grumbled and gave him a sour look, and the black lupine huffed and
nudged him with his elbow. “Hey, I‟m your superior officer, you know. I can fuckin‟ command
you to do whatever I want already, this is really just me being polite.”
“Yeah, well, you‟re also a submissive little bitch.” Lone poked him with his spear, and
Vampire huffed before he glowered as the white wolf added tauntingly: “Hell, I bet you‟re even
gayer than Mahihko, since at least he can get big and scary sometimes.”
“I already am big and scary!” Vampire whined, then he pouted and looked over at Zerrex.
“Boss, gimme some of your blood, let me show Lone the retard here what happens when I have
blood.”
“I‟ll give you both some of my fist if you don‟t shut up.” Zerrex threatened, halting
outside the ward to glare at them, and then he added grouchily: “Besides, you‟re already both my
bitches. And if you argue with me I swear I‟ll put Mahihko in charge of both of you.”
They mumbled disconsolately, but at least didn‟t argue with him about anything, and
Zerrex shook his head before he turned and walked through the archway and into the ward,
Cherry yawning loudly from where she was sitting up in bed as Cindy smiled quietly at her
father, looking tired but also relieved as she murmured: “Daddy… kinda embarrassing, you up
and moving around before us.”
“Yeah, but he always is. That morning wood must lift the sheets right off him.” Cherry
said dumbly, and then she yawned again and flopped back in bed, mumbling: “Okay, my oneliner is done now and I feel like crawling back into bed and dying. Hey, Boss, so like. What
happened?”
Zerrex grimaced, and Cindy looked at him softly, glancing sideways at Cherry and
making her grumble and quiet as she said softly: “It‟s alright, Daddy… we had a pretty rough
time too, so… how about we agree to let each other heal some first before we talk about things?”
She paused, then gazed up at her father as he approached and sat down on her bed, trading a tight
hug with her. “I‟m just so goddamn relieved we‟re… all pulling through this, one way or
another. That everyone survived, except…”

Cherry grunted this time as Zerrex simply nodded silently, and the muscular female
leaned over the bed, muttering: “Now that… that I definitely do not want to talk about. Anyway,
Boss, like… hey, you want to have sex? I mean, you have to do all the work, but Cindy won‟t get
out of that goddamn bed and I am most definitely not getting out of mine.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, and then he stood up and walked over to Cherry, who stared and
grinned stupidly for a moment as Vampire and Lone both leered hopefully… but then he only sat
beside her, took her hand, and gently kissed her forehead, saying mildly: “I guess I really was out
for ten days or so, because that really touched my heart, you big romantic you.”
She grumbled something, but smiled softly nonetheless, shaking her head slowly and
murmuring: “You always know just the darn nicest things to say, don‟t you Boss?”
“To ladies and to things like you.” Zerrex replied with a bit of a smile, and Cherry
snorted in amusement before she reached up and pushed her hand against his face, grinding it
over his features as Zerrex wrinkled his muzzle before he reached down and slapped a breast
lightly, making her huff and fidget. “Now stop that. Anyway, so… so you two are okay? Cindy, I
heard you were in a pretty bad state.”
“Yeah, but I‟m better now. Well, enough that I‟m not bleeding energy or Unworld
residue everywhere, but Maria thankfully was able to help with that… it‟s nice having a Broken
around.” Cindy paused, adding in a mumble: “Never thought I‟d say that… but it is. She‟s able
to extract Unworld essence from us, but she has to do it slowly and it takes a toll on her
concentration, poor girl. I can still call her a girl, right?”
“You sound a little frazzled still, Cindy. Hospital people giving you troubles?” Zerrex
asked mildly, and Cindy grunted after a moment, looking down at the two large tubes sticking
out of her arm and rubbing at them slowly. “Well, you‟ll be out of here sooner rather than later…
and it‟s… kind of you to be so nice about Maria. I appreciate that.”
“Hey, I like her too!” Cherry said grouchily, then she slapped her hands against his chest
a few times, and Zerrex gazed down at her softly, surprised by how weak the blows were. “Okay,
okay, I‟m done now. So are you going to fuck me or what? Or at least get me some masturbation
aids. Something I can shove into myself and set to „earthquake‟ would be nice, but I‟ll take
anything at this moment in time.”
Zerrex slapped his forehead, and then he leaned over and kissed her forehead gently, and
she mumbled but settled a bit before he quietly rubbed a hand over her stomach, saying softly:
“Just focus on getting yourself back on your feet, Cherry. Do either of you want anything?”
They both shook their heads, however, and Zerrex smiled a bit before he stood up and
looked down the ward, smiling a little as he saw Amiglion snoring away, looking strangely
peaceful and surrounded by sheets and pillows obviously stolen from the stripped bed, and
Cherry grumbled: “Asshole way over there is our only company, ever since Lily and Serenity
were moved into the other ward. Once we‟re stable enough, they‟re going to move us into there,
too, keep us all in one place or something… but we‟re the weakest, sadly. Well. Fuckface over
there ain‟t that weak, but he‟s whiny and apparently pleased as punch to be here.”
The Drakkaren glanced mildly down at Cherry, and she huffed, grumbling: “Hey, the guy
is annoying, and like, totally lame. And most important of all, he can waddle around but he
won‟t share any goddamn sheets or shit with me. What about my fortress Boss? Fortress Cherry
don‟t got no extra pillows!”
Zerrex slapped his forehead, then he sighed and said mildly: “And I suppose none of the
Priestesses or nurses will give you any, because…”

Cherry only looked lamely up at him in response, and then she glanced away and
mumbled: “Because I may or may not have slapped the asses of several and almost ripped a
doctor‟s horns off trying to ride him like a donkey.”
“Like a donkey. Most people say… no, no, I don‟t want to know.” Zerrex said flatly, as
Cherry grinned up at him, and then he grumbled: “I‟m going to go and check on Marina and Sin,
then… and the others are at the Tower?”
“Yeah, non-urgent care is being administered to them by Mary and Mercy, mainly,
although they both come and help out here sometimes, too.” Cindy paused, adding softly:
“There‟s a few familiar faces running around the Ravenlight Estate you should reconnect with,
too, if you can find the time and energy, Daddy. I heard about what happened to you, and… I
know you must still be feeling a little bit uncomfortable.”
“Just sore, like I stretched all my muscles too much at once.” Zerrex shook his head a bit,
smiling a little down at Cindy before he cupped her cheek gently in one hand, meeting her
concerned eyes. “Don‟t worry about me, I seem fine otherwise… and the more I move around,
the more I seem to be loosening up. I‟m fine.”
Cindy still looked unconvinced, but then she simply nodded slowly, saying quietly:
“Then just do me… do all of us… a favor, and stay rested as best you can for as long as you can,
Daddy. The last thing any of us want to see is something happening to you on top of everything
that already has… remember that we have to work together to figure out how to deal with
Camus. That… you don‟t have to face off against him alone.”
The Drakkaren looked down at her for a few moments, and then he nodded slowly and
smiled a little bit before leaning down and trading a soft, gentle kiss with her. Then he drew
slowly back, and they hugged for another moment, Cindy whispering: “I love you, Daddy. Take
care. And say hello to Marina for me.”
“Suck up.” Cherry said loudly, and Cindy sighed in exasperation, Zerrex smiling despite
himself as he drew back and gave her an amused look, and Cherry simply pouted. “Say… hi to…
hi Vampire! Hi Mahihko!”
“I‟m Lone.” the wolf said flatly, and Cherry glowered at him, making the wolf squawk
before he mumbled: “Okay, uh. Mahihko says hi back. In his gay little voice.”
“Better.” Cherry rumbled, and Zerrex rolled his eyes as he walked between the two
wolves, heading across the hall to look over the doors leading into the private rooms. He glanced
over his shoulder, but Cherry, Cindy, Vampire and Lone were all bantering now, and he smiled a
little before knocking once, then slipping inside… and softening as he saw Marina, alone, once
more in a bed and once more hooked up to all kinds of machines, the skull-cap back in place
over her skull.
He quietly approached the side of the bed, leaning over her… and then he glanced up in
surprise as Sammy wormed his way out from under the covers, chirping softly at him. Zerrex
gazed down at him, and he looked back up, then he said quietly in Anathema‟s voice: “She‟s
pretty weak.”
“Yeah, but I can feel her energies from here. She‟ll recover… she must have overstrained
herself again, though.” Zerrex reached forwards, silently touching Marina‟s locked collar, and
then he stroked under her chin gently, murmuring: “Poor baby girl of mine. My… my favorite
little girl. I always tell myself what a jerk I am for it, but I know I can‟t help myself, either. I‟d
die for any of my kids, but Marina‟s… Marina‟s always going to be special, because no child of
mine, demon or otherwise, went through the hell she did. Because she was the first child I… I
truly got to raise as mine, in my arms.”

Sammy nodded, then stood up on his hind legs, chirping as he held his upper legs out,
and Zerrex smiled after a moment, reaching down to quietly pick him up and settle him on his
shoulder, where the skeletal dragon gladly nibbled at his hair before rubbing himself lightly
against the side of the lizard‟s face, making him laugh a little. “You‟ll never grow up either, will
you? Just like me.”
“Maybe that‟s why I‟ve been carrying him around with me.” Anathema said softly, and
Zerrex looked up in surprise to see her leaning in the doorway, smiling a little at him. She
approached the side of the bed, gazing down at Marina as she murmured: “I was just… visiting
sister, but I stopped here to see if Marina was going to be alright. I don‟t have the same mental
connections as you do to her, but… it‟s strange. She seemed almost to welcome me. Her powers
are tremendous, Zerrex… I fear what she‟s truly capable of when driven into full rage. I fear she
held back on Camus, too… if only because she was afraid what you would think. But with that
collar off, she… she stopped an island larger than anything I‟ve ever seen any psychic move. She
models herself after you, though… refuses to show her true power until the very last second of
any confrontation.”
Zerrex glanced down at Anathema, and she looked back up, then she hugged him quietly
around the waist as he reached up to settle his hands on her shoulders, trading a soft, gentle kiss
with her for a few delicious moments before they drew apart, and then she winked and said
mildly: “But Marina needs her rest, and you excite her. Let‟s go see Sin… she needs to be
awakened, while Marina needs to remain asleep.”
Zerrex nodded, but then he paused and turned, walking over to lean down and kiss
Marina‟s cheek quietly as he whispered: “You heard Anathema. Get some sleep, Marina…
Daddy‟s proud of you.”
He straightened, looking down at her softly for a moment before following the undead
Naganatine out and quietly closing the door behind himself, asking: “So Annie… you‟ve been
keeping things more-or-less stable, huh? I never thought of you as the leader type.”
She grumbled under her breath as she opened the door to Sin‟s room, muttering: “Well,
someone has to do it… hey, idiot wolves!” she shouted, and Zerrex winced to the side, glancing
over his shoulder to see Lone and Vampire both flinch visibly before they turned and saluted
sharply. “Get out of here and head back to the Ravenlight Estate for now, I‟ll call you when I
need you.”
They both mumbled, and then Anathema glowered at them and they both yelped and ran
quickly away, and Zerrex sighed as he looked flatly at Anathema, who shrugged moodily. “Hey,
they‟re obnoxious. And I bet they already blabbed all the fucking things they weren‟t supposed
to, like my little catfight with Priest.”
“Little, catfight, and Priest don‟t belong in the same sentence, unless Priest is fighting
little cats.” Zerrex muttered, and Anathema just looked at him for a little while as he stepped into
Sin‟s room and looked down at her in silence. Then he looked up at her as Anathema closed the
door and sat down tiredly in a well-worn chair, rubbing slowly at her eyes with her palms as the
Drakkaren asked quietly: “Has it been this bad for the last ten days?”
“Mostly.” Anathema admitted, sitting back, and Zerrex nodded slowly. The very air of
the room seemed dark and depressed, and Sin was shivering under several layers of blankets
pulled over her body, all manner of electrodes and tubes hooked up to her form, her one socket
empty and her other eye clenched shut. There was a stain left on her face from the constant fall
of tears, and her body was clothed only in a simple nightgown, as Anathema murmured: “Her
mind feels… torn. I think she‟s fighting against herself.”

“I know what that‟s like, and it‟s not fun.” Zerrex murmured, and then he sighed and
leaned quietly forwards, stroking down Sin‟s face… and the Naganatine shuddered before
relaxing slightly, her body laying prone but at least no longer trembling so badly. He looked at
her with surprise, then over at Anathema… but she simply gestured for him to continue, as
Sammy stared down with interest from the Drakkaren‟s shoulder.
He took a slow breath… then carefully pushed Sin onto her back first, and as she moaned
in her sleep in pain, he murmured: “It‟s going to be okay, Sin… just listen to my voice and pull
through the darkness around you, okay? Remember me. Remember Annie. Remember that you
have a family who loves you for you, who is comforted in your arms, who will protect you… and
whom you have protected for so many years now.”
He stroked quietly over the metallic side of her face, and the metal felt strangely cold…
so the reptile smiled a little, flicking his fingers quietly over her socket and sending a zap of
energy into it, and the blue flame burst into life like he had just used a match to light a gas range.
Sin immediately calmed further at this, as the flames burned high for a few moments, before
gradually lowering as the patterning over the metallic side of her face seemed to twist… and her
breathing slowed as her other eye unhurriedly opened, purple iris staring up at the ceiling before
she reached up to touch her skull as she sat slowly up, then she shuddered at the tubes and wires
sticking out of her body, looking ill. “Oh my…”
“I‟m here, Sin, we both are.” Zerrex said quietly, as Anathema leaned forwards and
grasped the foot of the bed… and then she made a face when Sin gazed down at her with a soft
smile, mumbling and looking away as Sin‟s eyes slowly roved over to Zerrex. She took his face
gently into her hands, studying him for a moment, and then Zerrex reached up and slid his hands
around to the back of her head, pulling her forwards to kiss her forehead quietly and then tug her
silently against his chest, murmuring: “I‟m glad you‟re okay.”
“I‟m happy you haven‟t suffered unduly yourself, Lord Zerrex… that‟s a nice change
from the usual, considering how much agony you‟re usually put through for the sake of us.” Sin
replied quietly, and then she smiled faintly over at her sister, adding quietly: “Thank you,
Anathema, for… for everything. I can‟t begin to explain how very glad I‟ve been for your
presence these last few difficult days… I always knew when you were here and… I wanted to
say that I have always loved you, too.”
Anathema glanced away embarrassedly, but then she smiled a little and forced her eyes to
look back at the Naganatine, murmuring: “I‟m… really happy to hear that, Sin. Thank you.
Sisters… sisters until the end, are we?”
“Forever and all eternity, with nothing to ever come between us again.” Sin said softly,
and then Zerrex laughed when Sin hugged him quietly around the waist and kissed the side of his
neck gently. “Not even Lord Zerrex.”
“He‟s big enough we can share.” Anathema said mildly, and then she hugged Zerrex
from behind, keeping his body between their forms for a moment as the reptile laughed a little
before he closed his eyes and smiled again, then he sat down on the side of the bed as Anathema
hesitated… then became skeletal, breaking apart and slithering past Zerrex to snap over Sin‟s
form, making her look down in surprise as a corset of rib bones snapped into place over her
body, and then Anathema‟s outer skull settled over Sin‟s own features, plates of bone snapping
over her groin and along her hips and layering around her forearms and shins. “How would you
like to share like this for a little while as well, sister?”
It was strange hearing Anathema‟s voice from Sin‟s mouth, and then Sin smiled, and
Zerrex was struck by how similar their features looked before she slid carefully out of bed,

pulling the wires and tubes from her form that hadn‟t already been dislodged by Anathema out of
her body, before she gazed at Zerrex with almost hungry eyes, both Anathema‟s horns standing
up from her skull as well as her own to either side as she murmured: “It‟s like we‟re one entity
sometimes, my Sister… Lord Zerrex, what do you think? If you like it enough, perhaps
Anathema and I can even stay like this, one way or another.”
“I think Anathema would miss crawling all over me too much.” Zerrex said mildly, but
then he smiled despite himself, eyes roving over the white bone corset covering Sin‟s body and
the almost-skirt of plates hanging from a belt of vertebrae around her waist, murmuring: “But
you two do play off each other well. Very well… except shouldn‟t you get back in bed? I think
you tripped a silent alarm.”
“My mind feels stable, and my Sister is lending me strength…” A pause, then Sin flicked
her wrist, and her metallic hands burned with purple energy as she murmured: “And her powers,
apparently, although I only hope I don‟t need to use them. It makes me feel… strange, Zerrex.
Very powerful… but I only wish that I too could do as my Sister does, and break apart to fuse
my body onto yours, so we could both better boost your own strengths… Gods know that terrible
things are drawing close now.”
Sin paused, and then Anathema spoke dryly from the Naganatine‟s mouth, who looked a
bit uncomfortable with being used as a speaker but not to the point where she would fight her
sister at all over it. “Enough, Sin, we have business to attend to. And I don‟t mean that as a
sexual innuendo, either… Zerrex still hasn‟t been to the Cloister, I‟d guess, and nor does he…
seem to know anything about the Composites.”
“Can someone tell me how they died, please?” Zerrex asked quietly… and when Sin
glanced silently away, he knew that both she and Anathema were unsure of the same thing,
which made him feel all the more anxious. “Anathema… you need to stop blaming yourself over
whatever happened to them, first… and Sin, I have the feeling you‟re more worried about me,
but… this is Camus‟s fault. Not anyone else‟s, no matter what happened.”
The Naganatine nodded silently, then sat down… and even though it was Sin‟s body
Anathema was being permitted to puppet, it was still like he was sitting right beside her and Sin
was only watching them, as he took the hand of the female quietly. “I‟m going to be blunt then. I
killed Cinderella. Camus… hit her with something, and she started… she turned into a monster
that ripped apart Prometheus before going after the others, and… I had no choice but to kill her.
It… I don‟t know why it seems so important, though, why I can‟t just… dismiss it as a lunatic
committing some atrocity, why…”
She stopped, and then Sin‟s eye closed as the blue flames flickered for a moment in the
other socket beneath the mask of the skull, before Anathema continued quietly in her own voice,
through Sin‟s muzzle: “He said something about… how they had been genetically programmed
or something to react to Unworld essence, I didn‟t understand it, Cindy said it was impossible,
but then stopped to think about it. That they became their experiences when exposed to it… but
only Cinderella was hit, and only she transformed. He… said that was what all things were at
their base. Zerrex, you have to believe me, though, when I say… when Sin and I and everyone
else here who fought against that bastard, says the universe is still a place worth protecting,
worth living in, no matter what else…”
Zerrex looked down quietly, and then he nodded slowly before closing his eyes,
murmuring: “And I do believe that… I want to believe that, Anathema… but it… gods above,
he‟ll do anything to achieve his own ends…”

He gritted his teeth, looking away silently… but he remembered Camus‟s promise to
him, too, when they had been in space, before he‟d fought the terrible, living moon. That only
the Composites would die… and he wondered how the hell the Broken had either known that
someone would kill Cinderella or planned to fulfill his promise otherwise. “Look, what‟s
important now is that we… move forwards. Figure out a way to stop him, and get healed up,
then… then… wait.”
It felt stupid to say, and he could see Sin and Anathema mentally wrestling with each
other before Anathema obviously won as Sin‟s arms came up and the undead female‟s voice
shouted through Sin‟s mouth: “Wait? Are you insane, Zerrex? Wait for what, the universe to
end? Who knows what Camus wants-”
“We do know one thing.” Zerrex interrupted, holding a finger up, and the Naganatine
quieted as the Drakkaren said softly: “Camus wants me for some purpose, some motive to do
with where we can guess he‟s headed next, the Center of the Universe. We know the location, we
know who he wants there, we can even begin to guess at the powers he has…” Zerrex made a
face, shuddering a bit as he thought of all of his Disciples, so weak and so many still so
wounded, and of the Ahzi-Dahaka, the evil, living planet, before he looked up as the female
grasped his shoulder gently. “Sorry, I… thinking.”
“Maybe you should tell us now about what you went through, Lord Zerrex. It‟s only
fair… and as my sister feels lightened, maybe talking about it would lighten the load for you.”
Sin said kindly, gazing at him compassionately, and Sammy chirped in agreement from where he
was perched on Zerrex‟s shoulder, nibbling softly into his hair.
The lizard hesitated… and then Sin‟s hand grabbed his throat instead, making him
wheeze as he saw a grin on the Naganatine‟s features that was very clearly Anathema‟s, as she
said mildly: “You know one of the nicest things about being in my sister‟s body? The hands. The
big strong metal hands. They might feel all warm and nice, Zerrex, but you can feel how strong
they are on that thick neck of yours… so imagine what they can do to your crotch.”
“Okay, okay!” Zerrex wheezed, and when Anathema drew the hand back, Sin‟s features
turned to a deep blush and a wince, as the reptile rubbed slowly at his throat and mumbled: “Will
you two split apart, or you at least recede for now, Anathema? This is like talking to the chief
mental patient in a seriously scary funny farm.”
“No.” Anathema said stubbornly, and Sin‟s arms trembled as if she was fighting some
great force, before they crossed and matched the glower on her face. “Now talk. I‟ll recede after
both of us hear your story.”
Zerrex grumbled about personality disorders, and then he sighed and looked up, saying
quietly: “The thing… I dunno. Camus apparently stole it from Thanatos, sent it after me. It was
like… like a planetoid, but made out of evil so pure it had become solid. It was monstrous and
alive, and there were… living shadows all over it, and Camus sent it towards the planet. But the
biggest portions of the beast all seemed to be coming out of these deep caverns, and I thought if I
dove into one, I‟d probably find… something.
“I found the core, what I‟d barely dared to hope for, and it was a magical object.
Apparently Athéos had been using this nasty beast for something until Thanatos caught it and
sealed it away, so I‟m guessing it might have been the heart of the god that had originally built
the monster. When I punctured the heart, though, it… it created an energy whirlpool that almost
killed me.” He stopped, then laughed a little bit. “But I‟m guessing I absorbed most of the energy
when it collapsed in on itself.”

The Naganatine was silent, and then Sin reached up and quietly pulled Anathema‟s skullmask off as her presence faded, instead putting it gently down in the middle of her chest, and the
undead female‟s proud horns curled downwards like vines to lock it into place against Sin‟s front
as the Naganatine said quietly: “Lord Zerrex, you‟ve suffered a great ordeal. Such energies… it‟s
no wonder you had the pains you did that my sister described. Strange, though, that Camus
would place you against a monstrous construct like that, knowing full well your abilities…”
She shook her head slowly as Zerrex frowned, and then she smiled a little bit. “It just
seems like he intended for you to defeat it as you did, knowing full-well that you would not die
in the resultant aftershocks… and you seem stronger than ever, if you don‟t mind me saying so.
Far stronger than you were before… and yet still in control of yourself. Priest too, mentioned that
it would take a tremendous amout of power to destroy the armlet, and gathering at such speeds
that it wouldn‟t be able to divert or drain them… I wouldn‟t be surprised if you had a better
grasp over the powers you still had trouble exercising without backlash now as well.”
Zerrex grunted, looking down with a frown, and then Sin touched his face and tilted his
muzzle upwards, saying quietly: “Lord Zerrex, it‟s alright. We all do things we‟re ashamed of…
even my sister, who still feels badly about how humiliated she made Priest in a short and bitter
confrontation against him.”
“Sin!” Anathema‟s voice rang out from her skull as golden flames burst to life in the
sockets, and Sin blushed a bit as she snapped: “You said you wouldn‟t tell Lord Zerrex!”
“But I thought it was clear that he already knew, sister, you said so yourself only a few
moments ago in my mind.” Sin said apologetically, and Zerrex wondered dumbly how the
Naganatine could keep up with everything that was going on with such ease when Zerrex was
still struggling to deal with what Camus had done. “Do you want to explain to him in detail?”
“I… not really.” Anathema muttered sullenly, but then she sighed as Zerrex glared at her
skull, although part of him found entertainment in the fact she was positioned so he could easily
take in Sin‟s breasts at the same time. “Fine, fine… he‟s leering at you, by the way.”
“I don‟t mind.” Sin blushed and smiled a little bit, and then she glanced back and forth
before leaning over to Zerrex, whispering softly: “Perhaps sister and I, together like this… could
help relax you physically later? My sister misses the sensation of feeling her breasts being teased
and gripped, and-”
“Sin, shut the fuck up!” Anathema hissed sharply, and her skull jittered as the golden
flames burned brighter as Sin blushed deeply but smiled behind a hand, and Zerrex snickered and
grinned amusedly despite himself, before the undead Naganatine muttered: “Fuck you both.
Fine, this is what happened with me and Priest, if you‟ll both kindly shut the hell up.
“He got in my way after I drained you of energy. He was rude to me and threatened me,
so I calmly told him to get out of my way and he finally listened after I dropped a few names.
But I never forgot about what he said, how he challenged me… so I decided to find out later if he
still wanted to fight, and I caught him the next day in the Ravenlight Estate, asked him that, and
he was all eager to kick my ass, even though Selena and her little angel slut were right there, as
were a few other faces from the family. And sure, he might have control over all four elements,
might be able to fling spells and have the raw strength of his big brutal mother… but he‟s no
match for someone like me, who controls the Cycle itself.”
Anathema paused meditatively for a few moments, and then she said mildly: “His arm is
probably still a little damaged. It was the worst thing I did to him, don‟t worry… rotted his bones
from the inside, then let him throw a punch and simply blocked it. How he screamed when his

brittle bones turned to splinters… how he cried like a baby when I pinned him and made him
bleed, especially when I sank my claws right down into his-”
“Enough, Anathema.” Sin blushed and covered the skull with her hands as Zerrex stared,
not knowing whether to be impressed or furious. The Naganatine looked up embarrassedly, then
said finally: “Lord Zerrex, please don‟t be too hard on her, sister tends just to take things a little
personally, as I‟m sure you know by now, and-”
“I don‟t need you to defend me, Sin. Besides, I‟d do it again to him.” He could almost
hear Anathema licking her lips with her sultry tone, as she added almost tenderly: “I‟d love to
drag that big boy off to bed and really let him experience the pleasure of pain from my point of
view…”
“Look, Annie. I… am seriously creeped out right now, so I‟m going to let this go. But
don‟t rape him or I‟ll let Cherry deal with you, okay?” Zerrex said mildly, pointing at the skull,
and Anathema grumbled but seemed to consent, before the reptile asked lamely: “Okay, I can‟t
help myself. Did you seriously make him cry? Because Priest is one tough little bastard. When
we used to spar before he got so involved in his engineering projects, he‟d often give me a run
for my money.”
“Yeah, well, he wouldn‟t now. And I did. I made him scream for mercy, too.” Anathema
said proudly, and then she laughed as Sin slapped lightly at the skull on her body. “Now stop
that, sister, he asked!”
Zerrex grumbled a bit, regretting this already with how cheerful it made Anathema, but
then he sighed and stood up, motioning to the Naganatine as Anathema‟s presence slowly faded
again, after the flames in her sockets flickered out. “Come on then, Sin. If you‟re ready for it, we
have other people to see.”
Sin nodded respectfully as Zerrex stood, then she stepped forwards and slid an arm
around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder with a smile as Zerrex wrapped his own limb
around her… and then he vanished from the spot, reappearing on the bridge leading into the
Cloister with little more than a thought as he blinked stupidly, and Sin blushed a bit as she slid
away and touched herself carefully over, Zerrex frowning at her before she said softly: “No
disorientation this time, Lord Zerrex. I‟m very impressed.”
“Huh. Me too then… well… you know. As long as that doesn‟t sound too stupid or…
you know.” Zerrex muttered, rubbing the back of his head, and then he shook it firmly as Sin
simply smiled at him and Sammy chirped from where he was still resting on the Drakkaren‟s
shoulder, adding as he walked past her: “You know, you always know just what to say.”
“I do my best.” the Naganatine replied kindly, and then she bowed to him as the
Drakkaren laughed a little and pushed the doors open, stepping inside… and looking up in
surprise as the dragon warriors immediately knelt and bowed their heads twice, smiling at him
warmly: a sign of welcoming and deep respect. “Oh come on, you guys can‟t have missed me
that much.”
One of them bowed his head low again, and Zerrex rubbed the back of his skull
awkwardly as Sin said softly: “They‟re very loyal, Lord Zerrex. You treat them well, and they
appreciate the kindness now that they‟re used to it.”
“Speaking of that…” Zerrex gestured for them to rise and relax, and they did so, gazing
after him with fond smiles as he walked forwards and asked in a quieter voice: “I had almost
forgotten. Buluc-Chabtan?”
“Oh, Anathema should tell you this, but she‟s already taken leave for the moment… she
thought ahead, though, and had him moved to a special cell.” Sin smiled a bit at Zerrex, and the

Drakkaren nodded slowly as he understood her meaning, smiling back before he softened as he
walked towards Daria‟s room and Sammy jumped off his shoulder to skitter forwards, chirp, and
then bounce over to inspect the rest of the Cloister, and Sin bowed to him, saying quietly: “I‟ll
give you a moment with her while I go and find Miss Desire.”
“Thanks, Sin.” Zerrex glanced at her with a nod, and then he stepped into the doorway,
gazing at Daria with a strange reverence as he watched her lean against the pole, her body
wrapped in bandages but her clothes the same as always; those butterflies on her breasts, that
butterfly-patterned loincloth hanging from the newt‟s waist… and she glanced up with a bit of a
laugh as Zerrex walked into the room, wanting to make some bad one-liner but instead only able
to ask: “How‟s my favorite stripper doing?”
“Now I know a few people who would get offended at that.” the newt responded kindly,
and then she grunted as she spun herself around the pole once before she let go of it and took a
slow breath, resting back against it as she let her hands – also wrapped tightly in bandages – fall
to her sides. “Shit, and demons are supposed to heal fast, aren‟t they?”
“Believe me, Daria, it depends on the damage.” Zerrex approached her, then he slipped
his arms beneath her legs and against her back, picking her up to cradle her against his body as
she rested against him with a warm smile, her energy seeming to return the moment she was
lifted into his strong limbs as he gazed down at her quietly and she looked lovingly up at him.
“I‟m just glad to see you‟re on your feet and out of hospital… although you know, if you want to
heal faster, you should probably rest some in bed.”
“I‟ve rested plenty.” Daria argued, even as Zerrex set her down on her futon… but then
she relented and instead reached up to quietly tug him down as well, and he slid down beside her,
wrapping his arms around her waist as she pressed her back against him and reached down to
squeeze his hands silently, murmuring: “Will you stay with me, for just a few minutes?”
“Yeah.” Zerrex said quietly, and he simply held her like that in silence, as she closed her
eye and nestled against him, and he gazed down at her softly, feeling her emotions playing out
into a gentle calm that could only be described as „serenity,‟ as she relaxed bit-by-bit back
against his solid body.
Then he sat up a bit with a smile as he looked up and saw Sin walk in with Desire, his
daughter blushing deeply and keeping her half-bandaged face turned away, before she trembled
and shot towards him, diving over Daria to tackle him back against the futon and kiss quickly
over his face, saying fiercely: “Oh Daddy, I was so scared… I was so terrified but please, please
don‟t ever fight without us again, I swear to always protect you and don‟t blame Serenity for
this, I… I love you so much, Daddy…”
“Desire…” Zerrex stroked slowly over the side of her face not covered by bandages, and
she blushed and quieted as Daria sat up as well, hugging against the Drakkaren‟s back and
looking softly at the Iuratus as she trembled and gazed up at her father. Then Zerrex quietly
brushed the tangle of cloth bandaging aside, and he gazed at the enormous scar that took up
almost an entire third of her face and muzzle, her teeth gritting and not a few of them sparkling
as Zerrex glanced down and realized they had been replaced by steel. Then he pushed the
bandages completely off, taking her shoulders and kissing her forehead, murmuring: “My pretty
daughter shouldn‟t ever hide her face.”
Desire hugged him firmly around the neck, pushing her head against his chest as she
trembled a little, and Zerrex held her tight against his front as Daria pushed herself up against his
back. Finally, Desire pulled back a bit, smiling weakly up at her father, and he stroked over the

thick scar tissue covering her features, examining the edges of it, where the scales humped up
slightly here and there and one or two crumbled a little at his touch. “Does it hurt at all?”
She shook her head quietly, saying softly: “Not any longer. Sin told me that the scars will
recede a little over the next few weeks as my body adjusts… and my eye grew back fine.” She
patted the side of her face, smiling a little bit as her rainbow irises gazed brightly up at her father,
as if his gentle chastisement had removed any shame over her features… but he thought that all
she had needed was a hug to get rid of the fears that had likely been bubbling in her for the last
ten days. “So I‟m very thankful for that. I was thinking of getting a golden half-mask to wear…
but if it doesn‟t bother you, Daddy, then… maybe I‟ll just be brave like you and Serenity. You‟re
still handsome, after all, and Serenity is still so pretty, even with her scars… maybe I can be like
that too.”
“I‟m not that handsome.” Zerrex smiled warmly, then he gently touched her muzzle,
asking with soft concern: “And what about your teeth? They don‟t hurt at all.”
Desire shook her head quietly, then she looked up at Daria, who was smiling down at her
with both gladness and envy. “No… Daria and I have been… helping each other out a lot, and
she‟s been very kind dealing with me and helping me work through the pain there was after I got
out of the healing cathedral.”
Zerrex nodded, reaching back to quietly squeeze Daria‟s hip as he glanced towards the
newt with a smile, murmuring: “Makes me more glad than ever, then, that she never forgot me…
and I never forgot her.” That made Daria flush deep red, and then he turned sideways so he could
wrap an arm around either Iuratus, squeezing them close as he smiled a bit at Sin. “Want to join
us?”
“I hate to be the one to break up things when they‟re going so kindly, Lord Zerrex, but
perhaps you should come and see Maria, first… she‟s been a little upset over things, and seeing
you would probably help her feel much better about what happened.” Sin said softly, and both
Daria and Desire nodded after a moment, even as they gazed longingly at Zerrex. The reptile
paused too… but then the Iuratus both kissed his cheek and pushed at him gently, and the
Drakkaren smiled a little as he slid off the futon and got to his feet, turning around to see the two
leaning together like sisters.
“We‟ll wait for you here, whenever you‟re ready… but don‟t rush, Zerrex, or I won‟t be
able to teach Desire enough dance moves before you get back.” Daria said softly, and the lizard
looked at her quiet amusement as Desire blushed a bit and hugged the newt quietly around the
neck, nuzzling against her softly. Then Zerrex rose a hand and waved to them as Sin gently took
his wrist and pulled him out to the corridor beyond, before leading him quietly over to another
room across the hall.
She rose her hand to knock, but then the door flew open and Maria stared at her
grandfather, then trembled and threw herself against them, her chain bikini rattling around her
and almost-hot against the lizard‟s body, as he looked down at her with surprise before hugging
her tightly back, and she whimpered a little before he soothingly stroked along the back of her
skull, kissing her forehead and murmuring: “It‟s okay, Maria. It‟s going to be okay.”
“I was so scared… and… I could do nothing… I was still so weak…” Maria whispered,
and Zerrex shook his head slowly before he gently lifted her up and carried her back into her
room. It was large and square, with a bed pressed to the back wall near a corner, next to a table
piled with several boxes of things that hadn‟t yet been unpacked… but the front half or so of the
room was set up like a den, with a stretched-out couch against the wall. This was what the reptile

set Maria down on, and she sat up and rubbed at her eyes, murmuring: “I‟m so sorry, Zerrex, I…
I don‟t want to cry, but I feel… like the old me.”
“You are the old you, Maria, you are who you are… the difference is that you‟ve learned
to be courageous when you have to, and you were courageous. Strength isn‟t everything, believe
me on that… after all, when you sacrificed everything for strength, it only made you feel far
worse, didn‟t it?” Zerrex asked quietly, and Maria nodded slowly, looking over at him silently
before he hugged her quietly again, pulling her gently against his body and letting her rest like
that for a moment as he stroked along the side of her face, murmuring: “I am proud of you, of
standing up against Camus… it wasn‟t easy for any of us, but I can only imagine how hard it was
for you, not because of his power… but because you were part of his group.”
“The Theologians.” Maria mumbled, resting against him quietly, and she sighed softly,
saying quietly: “I thought so much of him, grandfather. I thought he was such a high and
courageous being, of noble esteem…” She clenched her eyes shut, gritted her teeth, and
muttered: “Fucking fuck, my stupid fucking corny way of talking is coming back…”
“Now you just sound like Cherry.” Zerrex nudged her gently with his muzzle, and she
smiled a little before he gazed down at her, saying softly: “I‟m just glad… most of us made it out
okay. We… lost an ally and two very dear friends, but it could have been far more devastating…
if anyone made any errors, it was me. I was terrified of what would happen… and even though I
know, I know, I didn‟t make anyone come… I should have better prepared everyone for what
was coming.”
“Stop that, grandfather, it wasn‟t the fault of either of us.” She kissed the underside of his
muzzle, and Zerrex smiled a little before she bumped their noses together, saying quietly: “I‟m
just glad you‟re okay, and you didn‟t need to suffer through the extraction process, on top of
everything else, even if you suffered such a terrible energy backlash. Next time, though, we‟ll be
better prepared, and none of us will be so brash as to charge in headlong as I myself am guilty of
doing.”
She stopped, then smiled a little, adding quietly: “I… I know this is very awkward and
difficult…” She glanced at Sin, then at Anathema‟s skull before looking back towards Zerrex.
“But… perhaps I could find the Composites in the Unworld. Bring them back… they died so
unfairly, after all, manipulated as toys of Camus. I could piece them back together and… we
could at least discover what happened. Why… Cinderella was programmed to do what she did.
The spirit, after all, does not need the body to be aware to know what is happening to it.
Whatever Camus did to them will have left some kind of imprint.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, then he looked hesitantly at Sin, who glanced down… but before
she could speak, golden flames lit up in Anathema‟s skull, and her disembodied voice said
coldly: “We shouldn‟t tamper with the Cycle. It doesn‟t seem right.” She paused, then admitted
grudgingly: “I also tried to raise them from the dead already. It didn‟t work out.”
“They were made from demonic components… it‟s reasonable to believe that they could
not die and go to Heaven or Hell, because they seemed as if they were original demons, even if
synthetic. In death, their spirits would have attempted to return to Hell, but the distance would
have made the journey too difficult and instead they would have found themselves being dragged
down into the Unworld.” Maria paused for a few moments, then added quietly: “Unless they
were composed like the soul bodies I raise, and dissolved completely into energy upon their
demise… I should be able to locate them inside the Unworld. Perhaps I can also scout out part of
Camus‟s plan if he‟s not in the Unworld Manse.”

Zerrex was hesitant to agree, but then he lowered his head. Their deaths had been
unfair… and they were synthetic beings to begin with. Yet they possessed souls, and deserved to
be treated as he would treat anyone else, and they referred to him as „father…‟ and whether or
not it wrong for him to try and blindly follow the Cycle that even Anathema admitted to
tampering with now and then was a question up for debate… but the idea of a father turning his
back on two children in desperate need, who had done nothing to deserve what had happened to
them, was not. Plus it might piss off Camus, and right now I’d love to see that. “Go ahead,
Maria, but watch yourself very carefully. I don‟t want to lose you, especially not to Camus.”
Maria only smiled as she stood up from the couch, however, walking forwards and then
gazing over her shoulder as the ground beneath her feet rotted away as a rift spread out around
her, and she sank slowly into this as she said softly: “I‟ll make you a deal then. I promise to
come back… but when I do, we need to have another sexual teaching session so I can… get
more in touch with my heritage.”
She winked at him playfully, and Zerrex laughed a little despite himself before he nodded
firmly. “You don‟t have to use that excuse anymore, Maria, it kind of makes this sound like a
bad porno instead of being serious about… sexuality being a good thing and you being born a
succubus.”
“I don‟t see what‟s wrong with that.” Maria replied with a smile… and then she vanished
into the rift, and it closed with a crackle of energy before the area pulsed, the floorboards rotted
but dark smoke rising up from them signaling the last of the Unworld residue fading away. The
reptile looked at this quietly, and then he shook his head slowly before glancing over at Sin as
she gently touched his shoulder, the golden flames in Anathema‟s sockets vanishing once more,
but the reptile still able to feel her nearby, as if her spirit was lingering in the air around them.
“Come, Lord Zerrex.” Sin said compassionately, and she gently pulled him out of the
room, leading him down the corridor and through another door to descend deeper into his
sanctuary, his temple, his Cloister, all the way to the throne room… and then Sin smiled slightly
as she lifted Anathema‟s skull from her body and set it back down over her face as the horns on
the mask stood tall, the skull locking firmly over her features before the blue flame in one socket
and her purple eye both sparked, and she shoved Zerrex back into his throne, making him grunt
before she straddled him, her claws digging lightly into his cheeks as she kissed him roughly,
and Zerrex grunted, not knowing which sister it was at the moment… before Sin leaned back,
speaking in both her voice and her sister‟s at the same time: “Descend.”
The platform his throne stood on trembled, then clicked and clanked as it began to slowly
roll down a wall of complex gears and rails, the reptile licking his own lips slowly as the
Naganatine grinned down at him, her expression a fusion of Sin‟s seductiveness and Anathema‟s
rough, sultry allure, before the platform clanked as it locked into place at the top of a ramp, and
the two stood out and walked down the wide corridor, hands locking together and looking like a
nightmare version of a child‟s fairy tale as they walked peacefully towards the immense blackmetal doors that sparked with bright red lightning… but the two easily pushed them open, the
energy passing harmlessly over their bodies as runes glowed over the doors, and they stepped
into an immense, oval-shaped room beyond.
It was built almost like a doctor‟s theatre, and several of the large glass cases around the
room even contained medical equipment, bandages, medicine, and there were two operating
tables that could be slid along on an H-shaped system of rails built into one half of the room…
but there were also saws, seemingly-endless lengths of chain and rope and wire, and devices that
could only be intended to inflict as much punishment as possible in other compartments and

shelves, and Zerrex smiled almost tenderly to himself as the Naganatine squeezed his hand
firmly, the two looking back and forth. A heavily armored door was built into either side of the
room, both near the thin part of the oval… but ceiling and floor were the opposite, the room
slanted so that the walls closed rapidly up above the heads of the two to almost a point in the
rooftop, while near the other end of the room, the thin part of the oval formed the point of an
upside-down triangle, the walls rapidly widening to almost embrace the prominent bulge of the
half-circle of viewing platform that stood out from the roof and wall.
The viewing area had sectioned walls of clear metal and a translucent floor of the same
substance, with what looked like a mini-bar at the back filled not with alcohol, but rose petal
wine, colas, and coffee machines, and comfortable leather chairs. One of the armored doors led
to a rounded staircase that led up to this, while the other led down into the prison below… and
Zerrex and the Naganatine walked forwards, still hand-in-hand, looking lovingly over their
torture equipment, the chains and restraints and hooks that dangled from parts of the ceiling but
were currently thoughtfully and neatly hooked on bars extending from the wall or simply pushed
aside for now, and the Drakkaren finally let go of Sin‟s hand… but she immediately stepped up
behind him, grasping his shoulders and digging her claws lightly into them, smiling and playful
as he approached a control panel built into the wall made of six simple dials surrounding a large
central button, and when he twisted a dial, the glowing rune upon its face changed, which
changed the number glowing brightly on the central button. A convoluted system… but it kept
anyone from him and a few others from accessing it. “Six. To… honor his place in the alphabet.”
Zerrex laughed a bit at this, then he grinned slightly as Sin‟s hands stroked slowly down
his side, but Anathema spoke now from her muzzle, sounding hungrily and delighted. “I could
get used to this, Zerrex, puppeting my sister‟s body while we provide each other with energy,
feeling what she feels… it‟s kinky and complex and twisted, and you know how much I love all
those things, but you have no idea how much I‟ve needed physical relief for the last while or
how much of a magnetic draw you‟re giving off right now…”
“It feels so good just to touch you.” Sin agreed softly, and Zerrex closed his eyes as Sin‟s
hands grasped into his hips, as she leaned forwards against his back while the Drakkaren
adjusted dials, then opened his eyes, grunted, and twisted another one as he remembered how the
system worked, getting them correctly set and smiling slightly as he pressed the start button, and
Sin slid away from him to walk in front of the heavy shutter in the wall that slowly rose open,
revealing an empty clear metal cell beyond. This, however, slid out of the way as machinery
beneath them clanked and ground together loudly, and slowly, another cell slid up into place,
made of clear metal and locking in place with a hiss, the occupant inside looking wearily up.
Buluc-Chabtan was dressed only in a ragged loincloth, glowing purple restraints around
his wrists, and he snarled at them as Zerrex walked slowly in front of the cell before he grasped
the handle on one side of the fifteen foot tall rectangle and pulled it easily forwards along the
short tracks in front of the shutters, the draconic, scarred godling hammering on the front of the
cell as he shouted in a muffled voice through it: “You can‟t do this to me! Cowards! Take off my
restraints and see how weak I am then!”
“Buluc-Chabtan…” Zerrex said musingly, remembering the cowardice of the Old God,
and he glanced at Sin, who was squirming anxiously, breathing hard as her single eye glowed
and the blue flames in her other socket burned vividly, and then the reptile tapped a hidden
sequence on the front of the cell and it swung easily open, the Old God looking surprised as the
reptile said gently: “Now listen. The deal is simple. All you have to do is show a little remorse
for your actions. A little compassion for others. You go back in the cell… but you avoid being

the personal toy for me, Sin, and Anathema. And with the sisters locked together like that, I
really would think twice about messing with them. Because I will take off your shackles, but this
room bars all magic: but if you try and fight, we‟ll torture you worse.”
The Old God hesitated… but then he snarled furiously when Zerrex snapped his fingers
and the shackles simply fell off, before he roared and lunged forwards… then wheezed when the
reptile‟s hand shot up and caught him by the throat, crushing into his windpipe as he stared in
horror at the strength of the lizard‟s right arm before it became metallic, the grip only becoming
more solid as the lizard whispered: “One last chance.”
Buluc-Chabtan spat on him, and Zerrex closed his eyes and wiped this away as the Old
God shouted: “I will never submit or surrender, I am a proud survivor of my clan and you shall
never break me!”
Zerrex simply smiled up at him, then he glanced over at Sin, who was giving Anathema‟s
trademark, sharkish grin as he said softly: “Start the clock.”
It took Zerrex ten minutes to have Buluc-Chabtan screaming for mercy, tears leaking
from his eyes as he howled, chained down to a table and covered in horrific wounds that were
almost artistic, the Drakkaren‟s shirt off and the lizard splattered with blood, breathing hard and
letting himself go and relax, not caring about his vices, his virtues, or anything but pleasure and
release for the moment… and only minutes later he and the Naganatine were ripping into the Old
God together, causing him such agony that he went into shock, his insides strewn around them as
they kissed hungrily even while wrapped in the coils of his intestines, their savage lusts begging,
needing to be pleased before Sin‟s bony corset tore itself away from her bosom and the plates
slid down her legs and away from her supple rear and sex as she leaned forwards over the
bloody, broken god, breathing hard and burying her face forwards into him as her claws ripped
savagely down his sides as Zerrex growled and ripped his pants down, indulging all their lusts at
once as Sin and Anathema screamed with both their voices from one body for him.
The sex was long and savage and rough, the two soon forgetting about the dragon god
strapped to the table and laying almost in pieces, bloody and ruined, and instead frolicking in the
gore splattered all over the floor, Sin moaning and Anathema screaming somehow at the same
time as he slammed himself into her every time, his body flexing and rocking, growling as he
ground savagely into her and his muscles flexed with power, roaring, almost losing control over
himself… and finally, they lay on the floor, breathing hard and Zerrex staring at the ceiling,
swallowing thickly as he held the Naganatine to his chest before he looked down and realized
stupidly at some point he had almost doubled in size physically… although part of him had likely
grown larger than that, and Sin‟s body was tired and bleeding and bruised but also delighted, and
the lizard could clearly feel her emotions almost singing in ecstasy as Anathema‟s own
reverberated with something deeper, like she had discovered some new bond that tied her to her
sister even after all these years, and something that made her care about him all the more… even
as he closed his eyes at the sound of Buluc-Chabtan giving a gargling, agonized moan from the
table, wondering silently if he had taken this too far, if this was truly what being a god meant:
becoming a sex toy for his Disciples and giving in so easily to his bloodiest, darkest, most
immoral urges with eagerness.
The lizard sighed as he stood up, then looked down at himself again, flexing his metallic
arm slowly before he rolled it as the metal plates compressed and scale spread down the limb,
once more at least looking normal as he flexed his fingers a few times and walked over to BulucChabtan, who was staring up at him with horror… and the reptile flicked a hand, the restraints
snapping with a simple thought in their direction before he picked the dragon god up like a sack

and threw him over his shoulder, blood leaking from the horrific wound in his stomach as he
walked slowly towards the cell, murmuring: “See, I‟m not like most people. I don‟t claim that I
don‟t enjoy my… my playtime. Part of me does. Part of me is disgusted by the fact that I do, but
I do nonetheless.”
He tossed the Old God easily back into his cell, then he stood before him, naked and
intimidating, a wall of powerful muscle as the Old God skittered backwards in terror, and then
the reptile said quietly: “What I don‟t enjoy, have never enjoyed, is the aftermath. Feeling like
I‟ve stooped to the level of you scum, who do it just to feel power. Yes, for me, the raw power is
part of the pleasure, as is feeling, in a sick, twisted way, righteous. Punishing not simply evil, but
wrongness, people who go out of their way to hurt other people. But then again, that means I
might deserve the same, huh? Yet I also worry… that the only goddamn way I can get through to
your stupid, stupid kind of scum is with raw pain and fear.”
He stopped, meditated for a moment, and then glanced down and ordered softly: “Put the
shackles on, or I‟ll hurt you some more.”
Buluc-Chabtan scrabbled for the shackles, then snapped them quickly onto his own
wrists, cowering and whimpering as he lowered his head and then grinned weakly, holding his
hands up and whispering: “See I… I did it. Please… please help me…”
Zerrex leaned down and picked him up by the throat, pushing him back against the wall,
and the dragon screamed in both agony and horror as he clawed at the lizard‟s wrist, flinching
away as if he‟d been slammed viciously into the metal… and then his eyes widened as Zerrex
held his other hand up, the dragon‟s abdomen glowing blue as flesh and scale repaired itself, and
the reptile smiled grimly. “See? But mostly it‟s because I don‟t want you dying on me, with how
much fun Anathema and Sin had with you… although I always hope that one day, you‟ll
improve. I feel like there has to be a way to get through to everyone, although sometimes it is
messy… that there has to be a way to reach out and teach people right from wrong.”
He dropped the dragon, then started to turn before the dragon god asked in a whisper:
“Why? Why care? You… look at you, what power! Nothing like the weak little lizard you
pretended to be while fighting me, but capable of such strength, such ruthlessness, such violence!
Why not indulge in the hate and the chaos and the pain of others freely, why confine it to this
hellhole here?”
The reptile glanced over his shoulder… then he smiled as he flexed his body and shrank
down in only a few moments to his usual height, patting absently at his naked body before he
turned around… and Buluc-Chabtan cowered away again with a whimper before Zerrex simply
grasped the door of the cell, saying quietly: “Because it‟s not right, that‟s why. Because violence
and darkness should be confined to places where violence and darkness will at least provide
pleasure, with savage people who only learn through savage actions… or simply don‟t
demonstrate any ability to learn at all, no matter what you do, say, or show.”
He paused for a moment, and the dragon scowled before he looked like he was fighting
with himself, then finally muttered: “You must be insane. Chaos rules everything. Destruction
rules everything. I know, let me out of here, let‟s go to a world you don‟t care about, a place in
the universe that you‟ve never heard of or that you can‟t understand and can only hate, and I‟ll
show you the glory of wanton destruction…”
Zerrex slammed the cell door as Buluc-Chabtan started forwards, and the dragon
collapsed on his ass as the reptile shook his head slowly, then easily shoved the cell back along
the tracks and onto the machinery behind it, where it automatically locked into place with a clank
before the shutters began to slowly close, and the dragon god screamed as he threw himself

against the door, looking lunatic as she slammed his fists against it and howled in muffled tones:
“I know your kind, Zerrex! You can‟t escape forever, you can‟t masquerade behind your filthy
mortal mask for-”
He was cut off as the shutters slammed closed, and Zerrex shook his head slowly before
turning around to see Sin smiling at him, Anathema‟s facemask still in place over her skull and
the bones of the female spread in a sensuous armor that covered only her limbs and part of her
bloodstained front, ribs grasping into her body like teeth below her breasts and just above them,
the rest of the bony plates over her back as she approached and Sin said lovingly, stroking over
her face with her pulsing, warm metallic hands: “Don‟t listen to him, Zerrex. We love you. We
love everything about you, and you are a creator, and will always be a creator.”
She paused, then her expression visibly became one of Anathema‟s, winking at him as
the female half-possessing her sister‟s body added teasingly: “Besides, the people you do kill, I
can always piece back together and reshape in ways that will delight your darkest fantasies… so
don‟t ever be afraid to ask, huh?” She paused meditatively. “Let‟s start with Buluc-Chabtan.”
“Stop that.” Zerrex said mildly, and then he winced when one of Sin‟s hands reached
down and caressed along his malehood, flailing a bit at her and pushing her away as Sin blushed
but Anathema‟s laughter resounded from her muzzle anyway. “Stop that too. I‟m busy being
self-loathing and all that right now… besides, I have the feeling that I need to turn my
magnetism down or something somehow or I‟m going to become an even bigger slut than I
usually am.”
Sin shook her head slightly, and then she said gently: “Well, Lord Zerrex, I don‟t think
that‟s anything you have to worry about. We live to serve you, to take care of you, and to protect
you and give you love and affection. I speak for both myself and my sister when I say I would do
anything you ask, Zerrex… and if you don‟t believe us, just ask us to do something you never
would normally dare to, and we‟ll prove it.”
A pause, and then Anathema said meditatively: “Sin has a point, Boss. You‟re like that
annoying boss who always threatens his employees with some test, but then never ends up doing
it.”
Zerrex looked at her flatly, and Sin glared back at him, snapping in her sister‟s tones:
“What? Hey, I watched movies with Cherry, I can make a few hip references now!”
“The fact you just used the word „hip‟ in a sentence means you can‟t.” Zerrex muttered as
he cast a cleansing spell over himself, and then he glanced around the area before grumbling and
instead stomping a foot, and before the bang of his foot on steel even faded, clothing appeared
over the lizard‟s body and combat boots over his feet, the reptile muttering: “Now that is a nice
trick.”
“Powers of a god and you use them to put on clothes. Wonderful, Zerrex, really.”
Anathema intoned dryly, and the Drakkaren huffed before he held his hand out, creating a long
metal rod in one hand before he bopped her skull-mask firmly with his, making Sin wince and
Anathema growl. “Oh wonderful.”
“Yeah, I guess it has to do with my energy control.” Zerrex said meditatively, glancing at
the metal rod as he took it between his hands, making it bend a bit back and forth before he
simply let go of it, and it vanished entirely. “Feels a lot easier to do than it was before too, like I
have a lot more control or can make things with a lot more detail.”
Sin nodded as Anathema‟s bone-plates spread over her body, covering her groin and
twisting over her naked front to once more form into a taut ivory corset, as she said gently:
“Well, Lord Zerrex, that only makes sense. You‟ve been working on increasing your control

without the armlet, after all, and you also seem to have absorbed a vast amount of energy over
the last while, that your body has further adjusted to.”
Zerrex grunted, not wanting to know how or why this had made him stronger, as he
headed for the door… and Sin followed him, smiling and lacing her hands together in front of
herself, before her purple eye widened a bit and glanced down at her own muzzle as Anathema
asked flatly: “So when exactly do we go and rule over all of Athéos‟s worlds, or at least turn
them into perverted playgrounds for your sexual and violent fantasies?”
The reptile looked over his shoulder at her, and then Sin winced as she jogged forwards
and reached out to slap his rear, blushing deeper, before Zerrex asked mildly: “You‟re…
enjoying controlling Sin a little too much, aren‟t you?”
“You can go fuck yourself in the eye.” Anathema said mildly, and Sin finally reached up
to cover her own muzzle tightly, fighting against herself for a few moments before her hands
pulled away enough for the undead female to add cheerfully through her sister‟s muzzle: “And I
really am. I don‟t know why I never thought of this sooner… Sin and I have so many similarities
in body, shape and mind that it‟s like I‟m in my own body, not sharing one with her!”
Zerrex rolled his eyes, but then he easily pulled the doors sparking with red electricity
open, once more passing outwards through it as the Naganatine quickly followed, then hopped
up onto his back… and the Drakkaren laughed before he reached back and grabbed her by the
legs, smiling as he began to walk forwards and she wrapped her arms around her neck, Sin
murmuring embarrassedly: “I have to admit myself it‟s… nice to feel so free, if only for a little
while…”
The Drakkaren smiled a little bit, continuing up the ramp to the platform to carefully step
up onto it, and then he glanced up and called calmly: “Up.” A pause, and as gears began to spin
and the platform to slowly rise back into place, the reptile said softly: “You can always be
yourself with me, Sin, no matter what, you know. I‟ll always care about you no matter what.”
“I know, Lord Zerrex. It‟s hard for me, that‟s all… but sister does help me free myself
some.” Sin said softly, reaching a hand down to stroke quietly along his chest before the elevator
clacked into place in the throne room, and the Naganatine slipped off his back before gently
grasping his shoulders, turning him around so their mouths could meet in a quiet kiss as her
hands slid gently up and down his strong arms, and his own played slowly over the sides of her
corset.
The kiss broke a moment later, and the two gazed at each other and smiled, then Sin halfbowed as she said softly: “May Sister and I take our leave, then? We should get some rest…
especially since otherwise, we may end up attempting to sate our desires with you once again.”
She paused, then Anathema snorted in amusement from Sin‟s muzzle before adding
drolly: “Sin‟s always had such a way with words. But no, sister does need her rest, and I could
use turning myself off for a minute or two, too. Ten days without you around have been lonely
and boring, especially trying to stay in charge of things. You‟re more than welcome to come and
stay in bed with us, though, or any of your other kinky whores.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes in amusement, and then he sat back in the throne and smiled a bit,
saying quietly: “I think I‟ll just take a minute or two down here to myself then. You go and get
some rest yourselves, though… and don‟t pick on too many people on the way up, Anathema,
just because you can get away with it right now.”
Anathema grunted, but then Sin‟s body leaned forwards, kissing his forehead and then his
lips softly, before the Naganatine said softly: “I love you, Lord Zerrex. Don‟t ever forget that
yourself, that you‟ll never be alone, that you‟ll never be unloved, no matter what happens or

what you do. We‟ll find a way past this… but for now, strange as it may sound, take the comforts
and enjoyments you can and indulge your every fantasy and pleasure. Live your life before you
fight Camus again.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then Anathema added from the Naganatine‟s muzzle: “Not
that we think you‟ll lose, Zerrex… only that it might help in the end. Fuck knows you‟re uptight
as it is.” She paused, then made a face. “Okay, okay, Sin, I‟m going. You don‟t have to be such a
bitch about it.”
Then she stepped backwards, bowed a bit, and finally turned to head towards the doors
leading out of the throne chamber, as Zerrex watched her quietly go. She paused for a moment in
the doorway, smiling a little over her shoulder, and then she vanished through it and closed the
doors behind her, and the Drakkaren sighed a bit as he tilted his head backwards and stared at the
ceiling for a few moments.
So much to think about, to worry about, and then he made a face down at his hands.
Magnetism, stronger than ever… and that was hard to control because he couldn‟t even feel it,
could only see it on the faces of his Disciples, and by the time he noticed it was usually too late
to do anything about it. It worried him, made him wonder if it was really just a form of
manipulation, since it seemed to have a very desirable effect… although not often at the most
desirable of times, before he winced and looked up as the doors opened, expecting either Sin or
Anathema or for a crazed moment, even Cherry… but instead, it was Felicity who stepped
through the doorway with a smile, cradling her head easily, her body covered by thick silver
armor and a silver sword sheathed at her side.
Her features had grown a little more faded, and she sighed a bit as she walked towards
Zerrex, gazing up at him with features that had taken on a beauty that was angelic, in the gothic
sense of the word: distant, almost-cold, almost-sad. She knelt in front of him, taking her head
into both hands and holding it up… and Zerrex took it quietly, looking down into her face before
she said softly: “I just needed to see you. I hope you don‟t mind…”
“I never mind having you around, Felicity.” Zerrex said quietly, and then he smiled a
little, stroking along her features as she gazed up at him reverently, before he murmured: “You
look a little down, if you don‟t mind me saying so.”
“It‟s just hard to do this some days.” Felicity murmured after a moment, then she made a
face. “Can‟t even shake my head, I keep forgetting. But I just needed a reminder of… why I was
still here.”
The reptile looked at her quietly, and then he began to open his muzzle… and Felicity
glared at him as she reached a finger forwards to push against his jaws at the same time, holding
his mouth shut as he made a face and looked sourly up at her headless body. “Don‟t even say it
you son of a bitch. It‟s just… strange and awkward, and I admit to being a little miffed at the fact
I wasn‟t included in the people who went and fought Camus, but… I‟m sure he would have
blown me apart.” She stopped and sighed, then smiled apologetically up at him. “But don‟t
worry about me, huh? Anathema even has access to all kinds of Reaper texts… did she tell you
she was looking into a way to bring me back to full life, or that she was made temporary leader
of the Reapers?”
Zerrex shook his head, looking surprised, and Felicity smiled a little bit. “That figures. I
think… it‟s not so much that she‟s ashamed of it, but that she‟s embarrassed by it in a strange
kind of way. That she feels undeserving… but Anathema is a complicated kind of person. I can
never really tell exactly what‟s going on in her mind.”

“Neither can I, don‟t worry about that.” Zerrex murmured, and then he shook his head a
bit before smiling faintly at her, lifting her head to kiss her lips for a moment, and the vixen‟s
eyes slid closed before he hugged her head silently against his body, saying softly: “But you
know, I… I don‟t want to hold you here longer than you want to stay.”
The vixen only laughed a little bit, however, and then she smiled faintly, saying softly:
“Zerrex, I‟ve learned a lot with these experiences. And yeah, it‟s been tough: some days… some
days I don‟t at all feel like myself, but your family is so wonderfully kind to me and Anathema
has taught me that as long as you have a reason to still be alive… you can never truly become
undead. Even when I have mood swings, or moments where I don‟t precisely… care… about
most people, I… always feel my dedication to you, and my dedication towards being a knight
and a warrior.”
She paused for a few moments, then said softly: “Zerrex, I would never blame you if you
wanted me to leave. I can imagine what I‟m like… a walking reminder of things that went wrong
for so many reasons. But Anathema was able to raise me from the dead because my spirit
lingered even after I died, my soul refused to leave your side… and that is where I feel like I
belong. Besides, I‟m not exactly thrilled with the idea of going to the Unworld if it vomits out
things like Camus on occasion.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes but smiled a little, and he stood up to step forwards and hug her
body tightly, making her smile as her head was cradled safely in his other arm and her strong
limbs embraced him, the Drakkaren murmuring: “Then we‟ll figure out a way to bring you back
to life, I swear… and if we can‟t do it playing fair, we‟ll cheat.” He stopped, then quieted, saying
softly: “How… big a risk are you willing to take?”
“Anything.” Felicity said firmly, and Zerrex nodded before he lifted her head up and
closed his eyes, then pulled the cap off her neck, making her hiss and wince as a bit of blood
dribbled out and she rasped: “Zerrex?”
“Quiet.” Zerrex said softly but firmly, as he pulled the cap off the stump of her neck as
well, and then he pushed her head down and grasped her throat, and her eyes bulged as flesh
fused into flesh before the Drakkaren‟s eyes glowed as her body began to pulse with life, Felicity
moaning, then hissing in agony, her eyes bulging as energy shone through them and pieces of her
metallic armor vibrated so violently they fell off, vines and organic life crawling into existence
and spreading over her form… and then the Drakkaren was almost blown off his feet as he fell
heavily backwards into the throne with a grunt of pain, and Felicity fell to her knees, coughing
and rasping before she shivered violently, hugging armor that collapsed in a brittle pieces around
her body, her head shaking roughly back and forth before her eyes fluttered a few times and she
reached quietly up to touch her throat.
It was solid, it was there… and she gasped quietly as she stroked slowly along it, feeling
the black, ivy-like patterning scarred into her neck… and then she looked down at herself, but
then stared, seeing fur that was red and white once more, beautiful and bright, and then touching
features that were youthful and beautiful before she touched along her stomach and shivered in
amazement as she saw not a single scar on her form… and Zerrex smiled tiredly at her from
where he was resting back in his chair, amazed by how much energy it had taken before he
grunted and slowly stood up, cracking his back and muttering: “Well, I brought a dead planet
back to life, but I guess bringing a body back to itself is a little different.”
“Zerrex…” Felicity whispered, touching over herself, and then she stood shakily up, and
the reptile leaned forwards and steadied her as she touched gently over her skull, then looked up

in surprise at the lack of horns, resting forwards against him and asking hesitantly: “I‟m not… a
demon?”
“You‟re you, Felicity, that‟s what matters. You‟re not mortal, you‟re not demon. You‟re
you.” Zerrex said softly, and then he lifted her up in a tight hug, and she hugged him firmly back
with a cry and shoved her head against his body, curling up as the last of her armor clunked and
fell away uselessly over the ground, a few vines still clinging to her naked body as the reptile
smiled faintly and felt his energies slowly returning, murmuring: “Besides, what self-respecting
god can‟t perform a little resurrection or two, right?”
She smiled weakly up at him, then took his face gently in her hands, asking quietly: “But
how, Zerrex? How is it that Anathema couldn‟t do it… but you could? I knew you were strong
but… but this…”
“I‟m supposed to be a god of energy and creation… I make things, I revitalize.
Anathema‟s talents lay in meddling with the Cycle… she can bring things into a state of living
death, but more importantly, cause destruction to organic and living things.” Zerrex shrugged a
bit, then he looked lame. “Will you be offended if I say that I figured I might have a chance at
healing you because I can bring dead trees back to life? Or that… since you weren‟t totally dead,
but not totally alive, I just had to kind of bring you half-way in?”
She looked up at him for a few moments, then leaned up and kissed his lips softly,
surprising the reptile before she buried her face against his neck and murmured: “It‟s the
sweetest fucking thing anyone‟s ever said to me, Boss. Thank you… I… I always knew I was
right to look up to you. I always swore you‟d take care of me, no matter what anyone else said or
believed… and you always, always have.”
Zerrex smiled a little, and then Felicity rose her hand… before she made a face as she
saw several large pieces of vine were hanging out of it, shaking it briskly a few times before
Zerrex reached down and pulled firmly, and she hissed as it came out with a sick tearing sound, a
bit of blood splattering down from the ugly, coin-shaped wound it left. She rose this with a grunt,
but then Zerrex leaned down and kissed it softly, and it glowed a quiet blue before healing
slowly… and the two smiled at each other before she blushed a bit and touched the tattoo of
scarring around her throat, asking softly: “Does it suit me?”
“Yeah, I like it.” Zerrex replied quietly, and then he smiled a little bit. “Anathema‟s
going to be pissed, though. Maybe you can pretend to be dead until you talk to her again.”
“I don‟t think so.” Felicity said amusedly, and then she turned and slid out of his hands
before staggering forwards, and then she blushed a bit and glanced over her shoulder at Zerrex,
murmuring: “Hey, Boss… I… I love you, okay?”
Zerrex tilted his head curiously… and then he looked down in shock as he saw Felicity‟s
fur was beginning to turn pure white and dissolve, and he shook his head numbly, stepping
forwards… but Felicity stepped away from him, raising her hands as she continued to smile at
him, and it was an honestly-happy look, as the reptile held his hands out towards her, trembling,
not wanting to believe he‟d failed her again… and she said softly: “Stop that, Zerrex. My time is
up. Anathema even warned me that… my choices might have been to die, or to stay a Dullahan
forever, with no in between. But you showed me that you loved me enough to bring me back
from the dead if necessary… and Zerrex, I‟ll only be gone a little while.”
She hugged herself quietly, only an upper body floating in the air now as she continued to
slowly dissolve… then she smiled tenderly at him, whispering: “You showed me you loved me
enough to bring me back to life with your own hands if you had the power to… and I‟ll die
happy now. Whether I go to the Unworld or whether I resurrect for another beautiful life as a

demon with you, though, I‟ll always be with you, Boss, I swear to you. I will always be with
you.” She stopped, then blew him a quiet kiss before her remaining arm and the rest of her body
dissolved, her eyes gazing at him lovingly before her head, too, vanished, and her voice was the
last thing to fade as it whispered: “I love you…”
Zerrex felt something touch the side of his muzzle gently, and he touched his cheek,
trembling hard… then his senses calmed. It was strange, but he felt like he wasn‟t alone in the
room, and even though his own emotions were turbulent, he could still feel the serenity she‟d
affected the very air with from the purity of her happiness even as she‟d died, freed from what
had been half-desired, half-hated by her… but it wasn‟t simply her energies. He looked back and
forth, and his eyes glowed as he saw nothing, then caught a glimpse of something as it passed
through the door, and the Drakkaren bolted forwards to throw the doors open, staring back and
forth as if deranged before he caught a glimpse of something passing through the ceiling.
The lizard vanished and reappeared in the main corridor, looking sharply back and forth
as the dragon warriors stared at him with shock, and Sammy skittered to his feet, chirping loudly.
The reptile clicked his tongue, and Sammy leapt up onto his shoulder before the reptile saw the
incandescent specter pass by, and he vanished again from the spot before reappearing at the base
of the ramp in the Tower.
He charged forwards up the ramp, knowing the thing was moving so fast that if it did
appear, he‟d barely be able to catch a glimpse of it as it shot by… and as he ran upwards, the
shape of energy swirled upwards, and Zerrex yelled incoherently as he leapt off the circular ramp
to the screams and jeers of prisoners and into midair, flailing his limbs with a desperate snarl as
he almost caught the shape‟s ankle before starting to fall… and then the ghost reached a hand
down and snatched his wrist, and Zerrex was left hanging loosely in midair, both he and Sammy
staring up as tears spilled down the reptile‟s cheeks at the sight of Allie.
She was a transparent and beautiful Drakkaren, smiling at him in that way she always had
when he‟d done something stupid, shaking her head slowly as she held him for a moment, and he
could feel her grip on his wrist, firm and true and so real, so physical… and then she closed her
eyes and became nothing but white smoke, and Zerrex howled as he fell through the air, flailing
his limbs in all directions but his mind unable to process the commands necessary to stop
himself, a static buzz in his head before he smashed into the floor far below and sent up a dark
cloud of dust and dried blood, laying in the dent in the metal flooring, Sammy thrown far to the
side and looking blearily back and forth before Zerrex sat up and punched the ground with an
incoherent yell, teeth gritted and eyes clenched shut.
He‟d sworn he‟d seen her, his Allie, his beautiful Allie… and then he shuddered a bit
before clawing into the ground, listening to the metal scream as his sharp nails tore up thin strips
of metal, before a quiet voice asked: “Are you okay, Zerrex?”
“Fuck off, Camus.” the Drakkaren snarled, not wanting to turn around and see the lion at
the moment, rubbing fiercely at his eyes… and then the lion walked forwards and gently grasped
his shoulder, squeezing into it slowly, and Zerrex simply slumped a bit, shuddering a little as
Camus stood beside him silently. He rubbed at his eyes again, and then he looked away, neither
speaking for the longest time as Sammy growled and circled the lion and the lizard slowly, then
walked over to nudge the lizard‟s fingers as he let his hands fall limply in his lap.
“What happened? I was coming to find you, and… I sensed a bizarre spark of energy.”
Camus said quietly, and Zerrex glanced sideways as the lion leaned down a bit, his features
compassionate and concerned. “There was no guard at the door, so I let myself in and made my

way down… just in time, it seems, to see you run past. Did you see something? Why did you
jump, Zerrex?”
“I…” Zerrex halted, looking down and hugging himself, before he whispered: “You
didn‟t see anything, Camus? Not a flicker, not an echo, not a ghost?”
Camus shook his head slowly, squeezing the lizard‟s shoulder gently. “I only saw you,
only felt your energies… well… and that of your brave little companion‟s, too.” The lion smiled
a little down at Sammy, who growled at him but looked a little flattered nonetheless, before the
skeletal pseudodragon leaned up and put his front claws against the lizard‟s chest, craning his
head up to nudge the lizard‟s muzzle with his own. “Why don‟t I leave for now? We can talk
later.”
The lion patted him silently on the shoulder, then headed for the ramp… and Zerrex
looked down at the floor, asking quietly: “Is this it, Camus? Was this you… coming to fetch me
for our final confrontation?”
The Broken stopped a few feet up the ramp, and then he sighed softly, saying quietly: “In
a manner of speaking. Zerrex, you‟re not stupid: you‟ve likely figured out that I‟ll be waiting for
you at the Center of the Universe. There is only one condition: you must come alone, and we will
battle, one-on-one, alone. Everything will be explained to you when you come and meet me at
the Center of the Universe… but I am in no rush. Come in a week, a month, a year, a decade, it
doesn‟t matter to me. Take all the time you need, and I will be waiting.”
Zerrex was silently as Camus turned and headed up the ramp, and then the Drakkaren
slowly stood, watching the Broken as he made his way up and up until he was gone, before the
lizard gazed down quietly at Sammy, asking weakly: “Did you see her?”
Sammy nodded without hesitation, and then tilted his head… and the lizard saw a perfect,
crystal-clear image of Allie in his mind, the lizard hugging himself tightly before he looked
upwards and murmured: “But Camus couldn‟t… he was honestly confused when I mentioned
chasing someone, almost… seemed scared. I… I don‟t understand. Sammy, don‟t you dare tell
anyone about this, okay? About Camus, or about Allie. I will when I‟m ready.”
He quieted, looking away… and then Sammy asked, imitating the Drakkaren‟s voice:
“Who‟s Allie?”
Zerrex looked down at the pseudodragon silently… and then he held an arm out, and
Sammy hopped up onto it, running up to his shoulder to nibble at his hair quietly as Zerrex
murmured softly: “The most beautiful, the most wonderful female I‟ve ever known, who… I
loved as deep as I could ever love anyone. She… she died, though. In an accident, a stupid
goddamn million-to-one accident, right… after I proposed.”
The reptile was silent, then he sighed and looked up, vanishing from the spot before
reappearing on the bridge leading into the Cloister, and Sammy chirped softly and nibbled at his
hair, the lizard smiling a bit before he said quietly: “That‟s what I hear from a lot of people.
Lucky to have had her, lucky to have loved her at all. But those people haven‟t been forced to
live for millions of years with her burning in their minds, never found in Heaven or Hell, and
yet… I see her everywhere…”
The reptile grimaced, wondering if he‟d gone insane as he pushed through the doors, and
immediately he was assailed by Desire, Daria, and Anathema, the last female finally back in her
own form and grimacing as she rubbed at her bony body compulsively. His Iuratus swarmed
forwards, asking questions as Anathema stood back, and Zerrex winced a bit away from them
before he finally held his hands up for silence, and he said quietly: “Felicity is dead, Anathema.
I… she moved on.”

“You helped her move on.” Anathema said softly, and Zerrex looked at her squarely and
nodded, and the undead Naganatine smiled faintly. “And that is why we all trust you, Zerrex.
Because you think of us before yourself… no matter how much you protest otherwise. I… I
never could have done it, I refused to believe that it might be better for her, I was so determined
to fix her and…”
She shook her head, hugging herself a bit… and then she looked up with a wince when
Daria hugged her, grumbling and shoving the newt off after a moment before adjusting herself
and muttering: “Stay the hell out of my personal space.”
“It‟s okay, Anathema. We understand.” Desire said softly, smiling at her, and then she
and Daria both hugged Zerrex tightly as Anathema studied the reptile slowly, obviously
recognizing there was something greater under the surface, but thankfully not probing for it as
his daughter said quietly: “Come with us, Daddy.”
They took him to Daria‟s room and sat him down on the couch in front of the television,
and the two females shuffled through movies together, his daughter obviously fascinated by the
technology as the newt gazed softly over her shoulder at Zerrex, who was quietly stroking along
Sammy‟s spine as he held the skeletal pseudodragon close. Finally, Daria slipped a movie into
the side of the enormous flat-screen television, and it flickered on automatically, reading the disc
and then beginning to play the movie: some old superhero cartoon, but the Drakkaren thought
with a bit of a smile that Daria seemed to know every damn thing about him.
Anathema joined them shortly afterwards, not locking herself onto Zerrex but not at all
shy about forcing her way into his lap, although affections from the other two females made her
look awkward and grumble a bit. They watched the movie through to the end, and by the time it
was over, the reptile still felt a little shaken but far better, the emotions of the others soothing
him before Anathema stood up, looked at him thoughtfully… then said softly: “Stay with them,
Zerrex. They‟re good for you. I, however, need to go somewhere more mature and hang out with
my snotty sister for a while.”
Zerrex rolled his eyes as Anathema wandered off, reaching absently into her own body to
pull Sammy out from where he was clinging stubbornly to her rib cage and gently petting him as
she made her way out, and the Drakkaren smiled a little before he did as she asked. Desire and
Daria made him feel comfortable and loved, sharing affection and physical pleasures as they
relaxed together on the couch, and steadily, Zerrex let himself fade away into a quiet, relaxed
daze as his mind pleaded with his anxieties for peace, and eventually, his emotions listened.
Before he knew it, he was asleep… and soon after, both Daria and Desire fell asleep on
top of him, the three curled awkwardly up together as he held them close, and on his muzzle,
Felicity‟s last blown kiss seemed to burn for a moment before his energy sparked, and a moment
later, a beautiful, tiny red bird burst into life, chirping quietly as it hopped along his muzzle
before it spread its wings and took graceful flight.
Two days later found Zerrex walking slowly up the path through the enormous cemetery
leading to his shrine, nanotech armlet back in place on his arm, but this one without the complex
power-control system. Instead, it was just like his original armlet, capable of a multitude of
functions but mainly used by the lizard to make clothes so he didn‟t have to remember to change
anything but his boxers every few days.
He rolled his shoulders absently as he reflected on things: complex hospital visits, Sin
getting back on her own feet, visiting Firenze in the Central Spire after forcing his way past an
army of Royal Guards. The reptile smiled a little as he touched the side of his face, thinking too

of Felicity… and of the bird that Daria was now keeping in her room. It was strangely,
wonderfully-tame, the beautiful little crimson lovebird not kept in a cage but instead it had a
little half-enclosed birdhouse that hung from the roof where it was glad to spend most of its time,
and Zerrex had been able to create enough seeds in one flick of his wrist to last a lifetime… and
of course, when he‟d tried explaining this to Cherry, given her enough material to mock him for
the rest of his natural lifespan as well.
The reptile halted outside the shrine, touching the doors quietly. He‟d also mentioned the
Camus problems, finally, although he was still keeping the fact he‟d been chasing a phantasm
secret from everyone except for a few people. It wasn‟t something he wanted to talk about…
even less that he wanted to think about, so he pushed these thoughts away and instead entered the
shrine, quietly closing the doors behind him and approaching the altar slowly… before he
glanced in surprise to the side to see Maria on the front bench, holding what looked like a large,
triangular shard of glass in her hand.
She looked up at him, rubbing at her eyes, and then she smiled faintly as Zerrex sat down
on the bench beside her, saying quietly: “Hello, grandfather. I‟m sorry I didn‟t come to see you
earlier, but… I came here to do some thinking. I must have gotten lost… thinking of my mother
and my aunt and… everything that‟s happened, though.” She paused, then looked over at him
with a faint smile as she squeezed the glowing, glassy shard slowly in her hand. “I‟m glad to see
you, though. You‟re the only person… I really wanted to see right now.”
Zerrex nodded, wrapping an arm around her shoulders… and she closed her eyes,
lowering her head forwards before she took the glass shard in both hands, gazing down into it: it
reflected things eerily, showing Maria as a black, boiling shape and stretching the Drakkaren‟s
features into something alien and surreal. “Camus knew we would try and find the Composites…
he must have been ahead of us this entire time. I found not a trace of their energy in all the
Unworld after more than forty hours of searching… but when I checked the Manse, I found two
jars, containing their spiritual essence, on a table in the library. Camus had shredded their souls
into confetti… I can‟t piece their energies back together, and yet… in a way, they‟re still there.
There was also a note apologizing for what he‟d done, with a riddle of some kind on it… it said
that if we wanted them back, the only way was to give them new shells in the factory where
synthetic life is created. Do you understand?”
The Drakkaren looked down quietly, then he nodded slowly: it was another moral
quandary, another moral challenge. “Yeah. The Composites are… Composites. I don‟t know
why I didn‟t remember it, but… Huck never disabled any of the machinery in Hez‟Ranna, said
there was no point. He reengineered most of the capsules, though, turned them from cloning
machines into energy baths to help along the healing process of anyone who gets injured. But the
big capsules he hasn‟t dared to touch, said they were hooked into some sensitive mechanics, and
they also contain all kinds of genetic data.
“What Camus is saying is that we can re-create the same bodies. It‟ll take years, but we
can rebuild the Composites, and then inject them with that spiritual essence, like… like we were
putting someone‟s soul into a golem or artificial body, you understand?” Zerrex looked at Maria,
and she nodded, looking both terrified and amazed. “But even disregarding the hissy-fit Huck
would throw over me even suggesting that idea… is what will happen when we put their spirits
into those shells.”
Maria nodded slowly, murmuring: “Terrible repercussions are possible, yes. Deathimages, memories, not even knowing what will be and what won‟t. I can only imagine…” She
stopped, then glanced up at him quietly. “But I think we should try, grandfather, nonetheless.

While I recognize it is very forwards of me and very…” She gritted her teeth, then said slowly
and firmly: “I think they deserve a second chance.”
“That‟s what my belief system is built on. Second chances.” Zerrex smiled a little, and
Maria gazed up at him quietly before he glanced down at the shard in her hands… and she
hugged it quietly to her chest, flushing a bit as the Drakkaren asked quietly: “What is that thing?”
“The other thing Camus left for me.” Maria was quiet for a moment, and then she looked
at him and said softly: “It‟s a piece of you.”
Zerrex stared at her with shock, and he looked down at it dumbly again, and the glass
shard reverberated when he concentrated on it… but Maria turned away, holding it tight to her
body as she said in a low voice: “I… no. It‟s strange. Fragmentation of energy… and this is very
clearly your energy… occurs only after massive disruption to the body, to the soul itself. It‟s
partial death… and Camus must have found that energy, crystallized it, and studied it. It must be
how he first found out about you, how you‟re… made so much of energy, able to perform such
miraculous feats as you do.”
Maria stood, her chain bikini jingling quietly as she walked forwards and laid it
reverently on the altar, even as Zerrex stared… and then she smiled over her shoulder at him,
saying courteously: “If… it‟s alright with you, grandfather, I would very much like to leave this
here… enough of your essence to… permeate this place now that Blackheart is gone, enough of
your energies to comfort… whatever lost echoes of our former loved ones may still wander this
shrine from time-to-time.”
Zerrex looked at the energy shard for a few moments… and then he nodded slowly and
smiled a little over at Maria as he stood up, reaching out to take her hands and quietly squeeze
them. “Alright, then. As long as… you know. It isn‟t like my arm or something.”
“It isn‟t like your arm or something.” Maria replied with soft amusement, and Zerrex
rolled his eyes before he stepped past her, and she watched with tender compassion as the
Drakkaren dropped to a kneel and lowered his head in front of the altar, closing his eyes and
murmuring a soft, uncomfortable prayer beneath his breath before he stood and made a face,
rubbing at his head as she continued to look at him lovingly. “Why did you do that?”
“Sin taught me it. An old prayer to Naganis.” Zerrex halted, rubbing at his head and
making a face. “Since I‟ve… bonded with his energies, it might seem a little self-serving, but she
said… if there was any residue of my loved ones left in this shrine, it would be greatly
appreciated.”
They both looked up towards the urns and jars that hung from the rafters, swaying
quietly… and then Maria nodded and gently stroked her grandfather‟s face, smiling up at him. “I
think even my mother would approve of such kindness on your part. Come now, though… I‟m
anxious to hear about the others.”
“Well…” Zerrex paused meditatively, then he hugged her tight against his body, Maria
closing her eyes and laughing before she opened them… and looked around, startled, as she saw
not the inside of the shrine but the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate, the reptile looking down at
her with soft entertainment. “I‟m back at optimum efficiency, obviously, and Sin is up on her
feet, too. Lily‟s spent some time in her throne, but mostly she‟s resting and instead using Desire
as a mouthpiece, getting her to sit in on most of her sessions. Selena spends her time at the
throne, Aluinnia is still in my room, and everyone else has been recovering nicely. I even spoke
to Marina for a little while yesterday.”

Maria nodded, looking a little shy before she asked hesitantly: “Is… she going to be
alright? I may… not be very fond of her, but I also honestly would hate to see anything happen
to her, too.”
Zerrex gazed down at her, rubbing the underside of her muzzle as he replied: “She‟ll be
fine… it was just the combination of concentrated Unworld drain as well as exerting her full
abilities. She just needs rest… thankfully, almost everyone has been purified of Unworld
essence, and now it‟s just a matter of getting them all back on their feet.”
“Sir, reporting for duty!” Zerrex winced as the main doors were shoved open and
Serenity staggered in, Vampire and Lone both following her in Royal Guard armor and wincing,
neither apparently willing to reach out and grab her even as she staggered and dragged her feet,
swaying a little. Her voice was strong, but her pallor was still a bit pale even if she was dressed
in full armor, white bandages visible here and there on her body before she stomped the ground,
straightened, and struck a full salute. “Orders?”
“Uh, babe, like, maybe you should-” Vampire started, and then Serenity swung her other
fist backwards and smashed him in the chest with it hard enough to knock the wind out of him,
wheezing as he fell over and clutched the dented portion of his Royal Guard armor. “Won‟t
happen again, ma‟am!”
Lone skittered away fearfully, and Zerrex sighed before he looked at Maria thoughtfully,
then said mildly: “Take Maria down to the Cloister, and go report to Daria for your training
then.”
“I‟ll rip your fucking head off for this!” Serenity exploded, snarling and flailing her arms
furiously, and then she covered her muzzle and blushed, mumbling: “Sorry. My head‟s still a
mess from the Unworld residue, I… I didn‟t mean to snap.”
“It‟s okay, Serenity. Honestly, go down to the Cloister. Rest, or at least spend time with
the other Iuratus. Even Mist and Shine are taking a few days to sleep.” Zerrex said kindly,
stepping forwards and hugging her tightly, and she blushed brighter before hugging him slowly
back, closing her eyes before he stepped away and cupped her scarred features in her hands.
“Vampire, help her down there.”
“Got it, Boss.” Vampire stood up, then he and Serenity slapped at each other for a few
moments before he managed to grab her arm and yank it over his shoulder, making her wince
and grumble as he wrapped his arm around her waist and supported her body against him.
“Come on, babe. Let‟s move it. You come too, wolf-butt, and portal me up while you‟re at it.”
Lone huffed, but then the white wolf grumbled and held up a hand, biting his tongue in
concentration… and then he beamed as a portal opened, and the white wolf waved to Zerrex with
a grin as the Drakkaren smiled and waved him onwards, Vampire, Serenity, and Lone
disappearing through the portal before it shut and the reptile glanced at Maria, adding mildly:
“Aren‟t you going too?”
“In a moment.” Maria stepped back with a smile, then she leaned up and kissed his cheek
softly, folding her hands in front of herself. “I just wanted to say that… I love you, Zerrex. Very
much. And I‟ll be here for you if you need anything, anything at all, and I want you to always
remember that.”
The Drakkaren nodded, looking at her softly… and then Maria smiled as a portal opened
behind her and she stepped back through it, the reptile shaking his head with a quiet laugh before
he turned and headed for the doors with a murmur of: “Always has to make a big exit…”
He stepped through the doors of the Ravenlight Estate and closed them behind him…
then he lowered his head in thought for a moment before taking a slow breath, tensing himself…

and a moment later he vanished, reappearing instead in outer space, surrounded by his own
bubble of atmosphere before he concentrated and flicked a hand downwards.
A platform of steel formed, and Zerrex landed on this, feeling artificial gravity gently
press down against him before simple, rectangular metal targets pushed out in a row at the end of
the training area the lizard had built himself. With a cold grin, he created a sphere and threw it
into the first target, where it exploded in a violent sapphire blast that ripped apart part of the
platform as well before it snapped back together… and then he simply glared at the second
target, and it was incinerated in a blast of dark energy. The Drakkaren snorted, then snapped his
fingers, and the third target vibrated violently before exploding, and then the lizard lashed his left
arm upwards and a tentacle shot from it, flying the thirty feet to the other end of the platform,
covered in deadly spikes of bone and ripping through the fourth and final target like it was paper.
The tentacle withdrew, and Zerrex flexed his arm and body before he muttered: “Now it‟s
time to get serious, though. All these powers, that I still don‟t know the extent of… control over
energy, demonic inheritances, magical abilities even in areas without corruption, raw, brutal
strength… I can do anything… and yet I can do nothing!”
Zerrex snarled as he slammed his fist down against the platform, and it exploded into
fragments that the reptile leapt back and forth from, flinging spheres of energy into chunks of
metal whipping by as he shouted furiously: “I can‟t save all my friends, I can‟t save my family, I
can‟t save my world no matter how many times I rebuild it… what‟s the point of living? Tell me,
universe, why have I fought so fucking hard for you to only be tortured by ghosts?”
Zerrex leapt upwards, leaving a streak of blue energy behind himself before he caught a
large chunk of metal flying towards him, whipping it down into another broken piece of platform
before he glanced to the side as he saw a meteorite flashing by in the distance… and the
Drakkaren vanished from the spot to reappear in front of it, smashing his fist into the car sized
chunk of burning, violently-spinning rock, and it exploded into gravel that passed harmlessly by
him before the reptile simply glanced at it over his shoulder… and the gravel spinning in all
directions through space slammed back together and reformed into the meteorite, which
continued on its way as if nothing had ever happened.
The lizard slumped a bit, murmuring: “Infinite possibilities. I can control the binding and
shape of energy, the very building blocks of even atoms, merging and creating objects, organic
and not, as I desire. I can bring life to planets… and yet I can‟t even save my own life…”
Zerrex let himself fall backwards, closing his eyes, and he heard the voices again. As his
strength had increased over the last few days, they had become more and more insistent: worlds
first governed by Athéos, now doomed to extinction with his death. Zerrex was responsible for
that… for the countless lives he knew he‟d put into turmoil, floating on wild potted-plant planets
somewhere in space and never taught to fend for themselves without a god around to protect
them. Most of them would die… and the reptile couldn‟t ignore the guilt, couldn‟t assuage his
responsibility as easily as he had done before, now that their prayers had started to constantly
reach his mind and tickle through his thoughts in his waking and his sleeping hours.
And memories, too, were difficult: some were still fuzzy, others were still missing. It hurt
him in ways he couldn‟t explain… and he looked to the side silently to view the beautiful, blue
and green mortal planet in the distance, healed of its wounds. Nature was still down there
somewhere, but the mortals were already hard at work, divvying up this and that for themselves,
begging for others to fix their problems even as they just created more for themselves… and the
reptile sighed, mumbling: “I‟m glad I‟m not their god. At least a good part of the population

down there gets it, that things are different, that the world is a different place and it still needs a
lot of fixing… but hey. I did my share of the work. Now it‟s up to them to do theirs.”
He shook his head a bit… then he glanced around as he heard someone call his name,
before realizing it was probably Sin. He sighed a bit, but then vanished and reappeared a moment
later in the Ravenlight Estate, letting his instincts home in on the caller and unsurprised to find
himself in Sin‟s room, the Naganatine laying in her bed and looking at him softly, her skeletal
wings of blue, unnatural flame stretched out as she said softly: “Thanks for coming, Lord Zerrex.
I felt… a worry in my mind about you.”
Zerrex smiled awkwardly, rubbing at his head slowly. “It‟s nothing, I was just having a
temper-tantrum out in space. You know me.”
“I do.” Sin sat up, and Zerrex walked forwards as her wings furled behind her, before she
smiled at him softly and said quietly: “Your hair‟s coming loose. Let me braid it for you.”
Zerrex nodded after a moment, sitting down on the bed, and as Sin began to quietly work
her fingers through the long, loose ponytail that hung down to the middle of his back at the
moment, she said softly: “You‟re anxious to fight Camus, aren‟t you?”
“Yeah. But I don‟t know how I can beat him…” Zerrex glanced down at his left hand,
flexing it slowly. “Even touching him last time hurt me, and he‟s… his powers are
overwhelming. When he fights me, he‟ll play for keeps, Sin. He‟ll put everything he‟s got into it,
and I… I‟m not sure I can beat him. I‟m not even sure if he can be beaten.”
He stopped, and Sin nodded, her hands slowly braiding his ponytail tight as she asked
quietly: “And you still intend to fight him alone, whether or not you have a choice in the matter,
Lord Zerrex? You could always summon us, after all…”
“And risk getting you all killed or banished? Hell no.” Zerrex made a face, shaking his
head slightly before he lowered it, saying softly: “But that doesn‟t mean you‟re not going to help
me in one way or another. He might be intelligent, he might be powerful, but he‟s not
invulnerable, and he lacks a lot of battle experience, which is my one advantage over him. I also
have the time to prepare… and I have the feeling Camus is going to get lost in thought exploring
the Center of the Universe while waiting for me, so hopefully when I go to fight him, there won‟t
be any big trap waiting for me.”
“Apart from the Broken himself.” Sin pointed out, and Zerrex grunted before she finished
his braid, grasping his shoulders and saying softly: “Then we shall help you, and perhaps sister
can find a vulnerability we‟ll be able to exploit as well. The battle will be long and harsh, but I
have a feeling you expect far more than a physical brawl to take place.”
Zerrex nodded slowly after a moment, glancing down before he said quietly: “Now that
would be far too simple. No, I have the feeling there will be a lot going on when I get to that
place… that when I hear the answers, I‟m not going to like all of them.”
He stopped, then smiled at Sin, saying finally: “But I do promise to relax until then. That
I will certainly wait until everyone has healed, and we‟ve all had a chance to discuss things.
Until we‟re all at full strength again… just… just in case something bad happens, and…”
“Now don‟t even say that.” Sin took his hands quietly, looking into his eyes softly before
she leaned up and kissed his forehead, and the reptile smiled despite himself as she gazed softly
at him. “One way or another, you‟ll stop Camus and come back to us. I have faith in that, Lord
Zerrex… and most of all, I have faith in you, as do every one of your Disciples.”
The Drakkaren nodded after a moment, and then he laid back beside Sin, resting side-byside with her as their hands found one another‟s and squeezed gently, and he murmured softly:
“Then I only hope you‟re right.”

He laid with her silently for an hour or so, just holding her hand as they rested in each
other‟s presence… and then the reptile made his way to the Cloister, the place where he spent
most of his time these days. The Four Sisters had returned, but Zerrex had confined them to
quarters and the throne room, until they had regained their strength, not wanting to see them
taxed any further than they had already been.
Zerrex did notice something that he wasn‟t sure should amuse him or scare him:
whenever he spent more than an hour sitting in his throne at the very bottom of the Cloister,
there was a tendency for Disciples and Iuratus to start appearing there, as if drawn. Or if he sat in
the throne and thought about someone in particular, it was never long before they dragged
themselves to him, one way or another. Even Cherry had somehow appeared after he‟d been
thinking about old times with her, wheezing and crawling along the mattress-covered floor, but
the reptile thought that also may have been a coincidence due to the fact she loathed the healing
cathedrals more than he did and was determined to get out by any means possible.
So instead, Zerrex spent a lot of time out of the throne, laying around on the mattress and
enjoying the privacy now and then. With most of his Disciples and allies regaining their strength
after the battle, and everyone else busy with politics and freaking out about the destruction of
World Without End and how all the Reapers were reporting to Elysium for orders now, it was
hard to find something to do. He also knew that Priest had built an armored dome over the
project that Raze, Ixin, and Anathema were working on, and he thought that was for the best: the
last thing they needed was someone tampering with the components for a portal that would take
them straight to the Center of the Universe.
The schematics for the intensely complex mechanism had been given to Anathema – or
more precisely, she‟d yelled at him until he‟d handed them over – by a Great Reaper that had
worked under Thanatos, and the designs required both fine-tuning and a lot of energy to power it.
Once activated, however, the portal would act like any of the ancient portals that had connected
Hell, Heaven, and the mortal plane long, long ago, before most of the gates had been destroyed
and the rest dismantled, creating a perpetual portal to the Center of the Universe. The only
problem was that there was no real way back: Zerrex would have to call for Maria when he
wanted to leave, as she would be able to haul him through a rift and into the Unworld, and from
there rift back into any point on the physical plane she desired.
It was a dangerous plan, with the only other advantage they had being that Anathema
would be able to order the Reapers to “track” Zerrex‟s energies, and unless Camus set up silence
runes or some other form of barrier, they would all be able to sit back and watch the battle. They
would be unable to communicate, unable to do anything but watch – and the transmissions would
likely be a little bit behind, the image they received taking place perhaps a few seconds after the
actual event occurred – but it would at least let them know what was going on… and who made
it out alive at the end of the day, in case they had to mount a full assault against Camus
afterwards, hopefully weakened and disoriented enough they‟d be able to kill him before he
could exact his plans.
No one said this last part, but Zerrex knew everyone was thinking it: he thought that was
part of the reason why, as the days passed, everyone was so eager to drown him in affection after
affection, more than even he had gotten used to receiving from his very-physical, already eagerto-please Disciples. And more than that, they were pushing him towards having experiences he
might not otherwise, to enjoy life for a change instead of morbidly expect the worst of the future,
even though the worst possible battle of his long, difficult life now loomed on the horizon.

But the reptile wasn‟t going to complain, even if some of the experiences were awkward
ones: such as when, only a day or two after Cherry got out of the healing cathedral, leaving only
Cindy and Marina the last patients there being treated, Zerrex found himself in rollerblades
standing on one of the long, golden-stone rooftops of Uroboros, the energy in the air around him
incredible as Cherry grinned at him, dressed in her usual clothes apart from the rollerblades and
thick kneepads, elbow pads, gloves, and the dorky, oversized helmet on her head, as Zerrex said
flatly: “This is really stupid.”
“Come on, shut the fuck up, you agreed to this!” Cherry whined, and the Drakkaren
groaned and covered his face in his hands, regretting the promise he‟d made in the throne room
to all his Disciples – with the exception of Marina and Cindy, but he‟d repeated it to them in the
healing cathedral – to spend a full day with each of them before he went and saw Camus, doing
whatever they pleased. Cherry was third on his list, and the reptile had expected a day of sex,
debauchery, and that he and Cherry would likely end up in prison by the end of the day. Not
something that would probably end up with him falling from a quite-high height, due to the fact
they were in the old, half-repaired engineering district where most of the Dragokkaren were
roughly twenty feet tall, and thus most of the buildings were immense and towered magnificently
towards the skies.
The reptile sighed, rubbing at his face slowly. His first day had been spent with Maria,
and they had indulged both sides of her personality: raucous sex, followed by reading poetry and
having coffee, and then a short trip from Hell so they could walk around the mortal world. They
had even stopped by the Silver Wind mansion, and Maria had broken down at the sight of Mary
and Zane, traded hugs and stories with them, and they had sat around together happily for a little
while before Mary had smiled and pointed out that by default, she had been made a Disciple too,
since he was still her Patron… even if Zane muttered he was no help at all before Mary had
kicked over the chair he was leaning on.
The second day had been spent with Desire, who had led him around from place-to-place,
talking all about her Iuratus training, and it had been a wonderful, happy day with her. They had
been father and daughter as much as master and Iuratus, and she had absorbed everything he‟d
said about the culture that the Iuratus had originally developed from, and why it was seen as such
a high honor, and how Iuratus that had proven themselves were actually seen in the same class as
the old Knights of Hez‟Ranna from the days when the Cradle of Life had been ruled by four
royal families, in unwitting semblance to the four Compass Thrones of Hell.
And now here he was. The third day, and he felt like a victim of circumstance, lulled into
a sense of safety by how easygoing the other two days had been… and then Cherry slapped him
hard on the back, and the reptile flailed his arms as he rolled forwards and then tipped over an
incline, gritting his teeth as he shot down it before staring in horror at the wide alley gap at the
end of the elongated building, realizing he had two choices: a very painful and humiliating fall,
or he could play along with Cherry‟s twisted game.
He gritted his teeth, leaning forwards and shooting along the rooftop as Cherry
rollerbladed behind him, cackling and then watching with a grin as the reptile leapt the gap,
stretching his leg forwards and wincing as he landed on his bad leg, the limb twisting slightly
beneath him before he grunted and lunged forwards, the exhilaration of what he was doing taking
over as Cherry shot up beside him and easily leapt a gap in the rooftop that Zerrex skated around,
before she reached out and grabbed his hand with a wink as the reptile grinned despite himself at
her before they leapt another alleyway, dropping down towards a squat, cubical building… but
across the solid but short rooftop, Zerrex winced as he saw a narrow space between it and a

skyscraper… before his eyes seized on a narrow outer terrace along the front of the building, and
he shot forwards before leaping high, barely clearing the bars as Cherry cackled again and
instead shot straight towards the building, leaping up and digging her rollerblades against the
wall to slide up it a short distance before seizing a railing on a balcony higher-up and neatly
jackknifing it, twisting hard and suddenly to the side and almost knocking a Dragokkaren out of
the way, the office worker yelping as Cherry shot along the wall and attracted the attention of
other cubical-workers, who craned their heads over the walls of their stations in disbelief to
watch as the muscular female grinned widely and winked at them, then twisted out onto another
balcony just as Zerrex leapt from the terrace below onto a fire escape with a grunt, twisting his
body to wince as he jounced down the steps.
Cherry leapt towards the fire escape herself without hesitation, catching the edge of a
floor and dropping her body to swing her legs in and over the railing of the metal platform
below, then she twisted herself neatly, keeping her momentum as she skated alongside the
smooth wall and arched her body downwards to crash to the next level below her. Zerrex looked
up in surprise as he heard her simply leap down the stairs, curving her body in midair to neatly
land in a half- crouch to propel herself into the next jump, and the reptile cursed under his breath
before he grinned despite himself, looking down to the street below before simply jackknifing
the railings and falling the last few dozen feet to crash onto the street, landing in a kneel for a
moment as his rollerblades threatened to snap beneath him, putting both his hands forwards as he
took a deep breath… and then he shot out onto the street, as Cherry howled: “Cheater!”
He grinned over his shoulder, then winced as she simply lunged off the balcony as the
Drakkaren weaved around several people, then twisted his body to shoot down the path as
Cherry crashed to the street some twenty feet behind him, but then quickly made up the distance,
the two weaving around Drakkai before Cherry suddenly cut across his path, making him halfstumble as she laughed before grinning when Zerrex clawed at her, leaping a short set of stairs to
land in a large, flat square surrounding a massive statue of the mortal world, surrounded by
wonderfully-detailed space colonies. Cherry rollerbladed around this, putting her hands behind
her back, and Zerrex shot quickly around the other side, catching her in his arms, and she
laughed as he spun on the spot before finally coming to a halt, the two breathing hard as they
gazed at each other before sharing a slow, quiet kiss, and then Cherry asked him with a grin: “So,
up for some more?”
Rollerblading around Hez‟Ranna with Cherry was surprisingly-enjoyable… and the
reptile quickly figured out that by coating the wheels of his rollerblades with energy, he no
longer needed to worry about blockages, dirt, or the wheels cracking, and they maintained a
marvelous traction against most surfaces as well. It let him cheerfully rollerblade over a dirt road
while Cherry floundered after him, grumbling and yelling curses at him until he‟d finally come
back, let her clamber up his body to sit on his shoulders, and then rollerbladed down the dirt
roads that led through the jungles of Hez‟Ranna with delight.
They found a secluded, shaded spot, and made love in the grass and ferns against a tree,
Cherry groaning and clawing into him as the jungle had thrummed around them, seeming to react
with the Drakkaren‟s movements as vines curled almost pleadingly around their limbs, entwined
along their bodies as black roses bloomed beneath them until Cherry had screamed his name at
his release, and for a moment, the jungle had burst into bright life before falling still again… and
Cherry had been panting and grinning as they‟d lain down together in the black roses and the tall
grasses and the hungry ivy, muttering: “Holy hell but we have to do it in the jungle way more
goddamn often, Boss.”

Zerrex rolled his eyes, breathing hard and surprised himself at how much the jungle
reacted to his presence, then he smiled a bit, the two naked, curled up together before Cherry
kissed him slowly, and their mouths worked together, tongues dancing and twisting as she
pushed her body against him… and then she looked softly into his eyes, licked her lips as she
hesitated, and then whispered: “I love you, Zerrex.”
“I love you too, Cherry.” the Drakkaren said softly, and then he snuggled her up against
his strong frame, flexing gently against her before he pushed her down and a moment later,
pushed into her again, and she moaned as they slowly, gently, tenderly made love again, careful
and easy, and it seemed to last for an eternity until they were done and curled up together again,
Cherry tracing kisses down the side of his neck and over his chest as she kept herself against him
with her eyes half-lidded and a small, truly-happy smile on her face.
Cherry; bigger and more muscular than most males, covered in tattoos and piercings, a
dangling, very male set of very large genitals between her legs and breasts like overinflated
beach-balls. She looked – and often acted – like a sex object, but Zerrex knew there was so much
more to her… just as how he knew her obnoxious, grating personality was something that helped
to try and cover up her real feelings. The reptile stroked her face gently, and she looked up at
him with eyes that almost glowed, smiling wider before she laughed when he tickled over her
sides and blew a raspberry against her neck, arching her back before she grinned and pinned him
down, growling hungrily as she licked her lips slowly. “I still got a few hours with you Boss, I…
I got something I‟ve wanted to do with you for a long, long time.”
She hesitated, then leaned down and kissed him softly as she ground down against him,
before her hands slid over his body, and Zerrex let his back arch, let his body relax, as she almost
worshipped his form with her hands, before she whispered: “Do you trust me?”
Zerrex nodded… and then he felt her spreading his legs slowly as she leaned over him: a
hermaphrodite that was totally comfortable with every aspect of herself, Cherry was used to
using the male part of her anatomy for one purpose or another… but the Drakkaren remembered
very few times where this had ever happened, before he groaned softly as she slowly pushed into
him, shivering quietly as she penetrated, pressed in inch-after-inch.
It was good, and he groaned softly after she hilted into him, before she began to rock her
hips slowly, her breasts bouncing gently as she looked down at him lovingly, his solid shaft in
her hand as she stroked it slowly. The Drakkaren smiled lovingly up at her, nodding to her,
encouraging her on as she blushed deeply but nodded, and then she leaned down to kiss him
softly.
He was proud of her: she even made him climax, covering them both in his seed, before
she released herself with a moan of ecstasy, then she collapsed against him, breathing hard and
smiling hesitantly at him as tears leaked from her features, and then she grunted quietly as she
slowly pulled out, and the Drakkaren dropped his head back with a quiet sigh of pleasure. It was
rare that he wasn‟t the one on top, despite being bisexual and not exactly shy about displaying
his interest in other males… but he liked to only share that part of himself, offer up that part of
himself on special occasion. Cherry, certainly, deserved it… and she rested against his body, her
eyes closed in delight and adoration, as she clung to him silently: she had made it as pleasurable
as possible for him, and he knew why she had pushed for it… because she was afraid of not
sharing that experience, of not trying to give back to him all the pleasures he gave to her, in
every way, shape, and form.
The Drakkaren held her for a little while, then cast a cleansing spell over them both
before standing up and flexing, his legs still trembling a little and other parts of him feeling a bit

stretched. Not entirely unpleasant, but very strange for him, nonetheless… and then he reached
down and lifted up Cherry in his arms, before concentrating as he bowed his head forwards…
and a moment later, they were both fully-dressed, rollerblades and all, and then they vanished
from the spot and reappeared in the Ravenlight Estate‟s main hall.
The reptile set her down on her feet with a bit of a smile, and then he pulled her in a slow
circle, Cherry‟s eyes blinking open before she realized where they were and what was going on,
and the Drakkaren carefully spun them the other way a moment later, pulling her close as his
hands roved along her form. They danced in lazy, gliding movements, their bodies twisted and
spun, and then they let go of each other as they pushed firmly against one another, sliding several
feet backwards before Zerrex bowed and Cherry grinned a little, saying mildly: “And here I
thought I was being the fucking romantic.”
“Eat me.” Zerrex muttered, rollerblading over to the stairs, and then he glanced up and
made a face as the female easily slid over to him.
“Turn into a chick, and I will. Right here and right now, I will get down between your
legs and shove my mouth right into your…” Cherry halted and looked to the side as Lily
emerged from a side hall with Naganen and Darren, saying dumbly: “Asparagus.”
“Dad!” Naganen ran over to his father, and then he jumped up and hugged him tightly,
the reptile smiling warmly as he squeezed his son against his body before gazing down as Darren
approached as well with a smile of his own… then laughed when Cherry picked him up and set
him up on her shoulder, winking up at him before clearing her throat and carefully avoiding
Lily‟s frown. “It‟s really good to see you… Lily was just tutoring us on Hell‟s cultures, and how
rulership is passed down. I was thinking about that, and I found it strange that Firenze has no
suitors and no children, though.”
“Naganen!” Lily winced, and Naganen looked abashed for a moment, but then Zerrex
rose a hand and smiled consolingly to them both, and both child and High Throne glanced at him
with equally-curious looks.
“That‟s because of two things, and they‟re things I can tell you because I‟m not ashamed
of my son, and nor is my son ashamed of them.” Zerrex said softly, gazing down at Naganen as
Darren tilted his head from his safe perch on Cherry‟s shoulder, one hand squeezing into one of
her large fins. “The first is that Firenze is very absorbed in his work. Even now, he‟s working
hard at organizing things with the two Archangels, Lord and Lucifer, who essentially rule
Heaven. The work that alone entails leaves him little time to socialize, and he‟s most
comfortable around his own family when he does have time to relax.
“The second is because of Firenze‟s past. Like you, Darren, his powers were impossible
for him to control as a child…” He stopped as the feline child blushed a bit, and then he said
softly: “Unlike you, however, his powers also couldn‟t be restrained, meaning he would
sometimes go out of control… and he hurt people, very badly. We had to place him in a special,
sealed chamber in a secret, deep place in Hell. It was hard on everyone… and even though now
he has control over his abilities, when some people look at him, all they think of is the past,
instead of the present and the future.”
The two nodded slowly, and then Naganen shook his head, asking quietly: “Why do
adults always tell us to behave better than they do themselves, Dad?”
Zerrex smiled at this, reaching up to ruffle Naganen‟s mane lightly, and the child laughed
before the Drakkaren said warmly: “Because we want you kids to turn out better than we did
ourselves, even if sometimes we tend to go about it the wrong way.”

Naganen smiled up at him, then he hugged Zerrex tightly, and the Drakkaren hugged his
son firmly back before he stepped backwards and gazed up at Lily, who smiled a little down at
him before she plucked Darren from Cherry‟s shoulder and set him down, saying softly: “Why
don‟t you kids go and play for now, huh? I think Markus will be coming by soon to pick you up
and take you out for some training.”
“Yep, my Markus is one hell of a kid.” Cherry said firmly, and then she winked at them,
waving at the kids as they ran up the stairs with bright smiles. “Hey, maybe I‟ll come too!”
She grinned at their excited looks as they ran off towards the second floor, and then Lily
patted Cherry on the back, saying mildly: “You‟re a good mother.”
Cherry‟s jaw dropped as she stared over at Lily, and even Zerrex looked up in dumb
surprise before the High Throne shrugged, looking irritably from one to the other. “Look, don‟t
rub it in, okay? I can‟t believe I just said it either. And while I would appreciate if you kept your
perverted little fantasies away from my kids after they become adults… you turned out Priest,
and you turned out Markus, Cherry. They‟re both… wonderful people. Markus has come a long
way from mistakes that we all blamed him too much for as a child and… Priest has always been
such a help to have around.”
She quieted as Cherry grinned triumphantly, looking pleased beyond all reason as Zerrex
finished getting his rollerblades off, before he flicked his wrist and they vanished… and then she
shook her head, looking down at the reptile and asking curiously: “What are you doing here,
anyway? I thought you were doing something with your Disciples.”
“Usually I meet them here… we already drew straws, and I just finished with Cherry
there.” Zerrex said mildly, and Cherry nodded before she grinned and rollerbladed around the
Estate, and then the lizard winced at the immediately-entranced look Lily gave her. “Uh… Lily?
Aren‟t you paying attention to me?”
“What in the name of Lucifer are those?” Lily asked, staring at the rollerblades on
Cherry‟s feet, and the female grinned brightly as she adjusted her elbow pads and helmet before
attempting to balance on one leg, holding the other foot up so the demoness could better see
them.
“Rollerblades!” Cherry said cheerfully, then she dropped her foot and did another quick,
easy circle of the main floor. “Old-school mortal invention, I‟m sure they have like fucking…
rocket-blades now or something, but I like the wheeled shit. Anyway, mortals made „em so they
could… go fast and shit, and for their weird speed games and stuff, but lots of mortal kids had
them, dorky families I‟d make fun of all the time sometimes would go past us and shit, although
bikes were always real popular for some damn reason. I think mostly „cause they really do work
a bit better and stuff, but uh… that‟s besides the point.”
“Wheeled shoes… fascinating.” Lily muttered, and then she looked over at Zerrex,
asking curiously: “How hard would those be to get for Naganen and Darren? Even… even Pallas
might like them when he gets out of prison.”
Zerrex softened as Lily glanced down for a moment, but then he smiled a little and
concentrated, holding his hands out… and a pair of rollerblades appeared in them, sized for a
child, before he put them aside, then repeated the process to get another pair of rollerblades that
were a bit bigger, and finally, a larger pair that would fit Lily. The female blushed deeply at this
show of ability, and then the reptile made a face as he shook his hands out: they were smoldering
slightly and smelled like plastic, which signaled he had to stop creating objects for the moment,
or he‟d risk exciting the particles in his hands too much and making them either melt or burst

into flame. “Oh, now, Zerrex, you… you didn‟t need to go through all that trouble, but that‟s so
wonderful of you…”
“Black-and-grays, just like ours.” Cherry snorted amusedly as she rollerbladed backwards
past Lily, winking at her. “Careful, people might think we‟re sisters, and you know what I love
to do with a sister, babe.”
Lily ignored her, however, gathering up the rollerblades in her arms before she leaned
down to kiss Zerrex‟s cheek firmly, murmuring another thank you before she bustled past,
smiling brightly and heading off to show the two boys… and Zerrex shook his head before he
glanced up as Serenity pushed through the main doors, dressed in normal mortal clothes and
looking embarrassed… and Cherry did a double take as she rollerbladed backwards into a pillar,
smacking painfully against it before she topped forwards onto her face.
Serenity glowered at her, dressed in bellbottom jeans, simple boots, and a white shirt
beneath a blue, open blouse, tugging at her collar lightly and feminine yet androgynous in the
layers of clothing… and then she stomped past Cherry and approached her father as Zerrex
stood, trading tight hugs with her before she said in a surly voice: “Before we do anything, let me
just say I do not want her involved in any of it.”
Cherry looked offended at this as she clawed her way to her feet, and then she spread her
arms, helmet slightly askew over her face and her shirt torn to reveal the bra beneath that was
tightly restraining her breasts, the safety pads covering her joins sticking out like large, square
tacks. “What the fuck‟s wrong with me?”
“That‟s a good question.” Serenity grumbled, and Cherry opened her mouth, raising a
hand… then she blew a raspberry and flipped the female off before turning and rollerblading
away, pouting. Zerrex sighed and rolled his eyes, and then he looked down at the female, who
glanced back up at him and then smiled awkwardly, rubbing the back of her head slowly. “I…
sorry, Father.”
“It‟s alright, it‟s alright.” Zerrex held up his hands, and then he gently squeezed
Serenity‟s shoulders, looking into her eyes softly. “Do me just one favor though: be my daughter
today, not just my Iuratus Captain, alright?”
Serenity blushed, but then she nodded and took his hand quietly, saying softly: “I figured
you‟d say that so… so I… set up a little something I‟d like you to come see.”
Zerrex tilted his head curiously… and ten minutes later, he was standing inside an
enormous gymnasium, and Serenity was dressed only in a one-piece spandex athletics uniform,
blushing a bit as she adjusted the blue, stretchy fabric against her scales, standing some ten feet
away from a balance beam. Then she took a breath, nodded, and immediately leapt forwards,
going into a handspring that carried her up to land on the edge of the beam before she gracefully
spun as she arched her back, performing two short reverse handsprings.
Her toeclaws touched down against the end of the balance beam, and she let herself fall
backwards slightly as she tensed the powerful muscles of her legs before performing a
somersault and a half through the air, launching her arms out at the last moment to catch a pair of
rings hanging past the balance beam and freezing in position, her arms out and her legs extended
in a J above her head, facing towards the ground before she began to spin her body with grace
and precision around the rings, only to easily throw herself from them to a set of bars strung at
various heights and distances, moving with a grace so liquid it was musical, as she performed
acrobatic feats Zerrex had never even thought possible.
Finally, she threw herself to the last bar, catching it with her legs and flipping herself
upwards around it, and she snapped her legs up to land on her feet in a low squat, then propelled

herself high into the air, spinning her body rapidly before she elegantly threw her arms out and
corkscrewed violently, then she kicked her legs out in a high butterfly at the top of her ascent and
arched herself backwards and upside down, performing a feat of ballet in the air that could never
be matched by any dancer limited to the ground, and she dove straight down before catching
herself easily on her hands on the mat, lowering her head so she almost kissed the surface before
propelling herself hard forwards in an easy spring to a finishing position with her arms out and
legs straight, gazing proudly ahead of herself as Zerrex clapped firmly and loudly, the only one
to witness this show of amazing talent, and endlessly proud of his daughter for her
accomplishment nonetheless before he stepped forwards with a smile.
Serenity looked shocked as he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her gently
and unmistakably into a dance, and she shook her head, blushing deeply and stammering, as if he
was trying to peel her clothes off: “N-No, no, I, no, I don‟t d-dance…”
“You do now.” Zerrex said softly, and he spun with her, smiling down at her as she
flushed and clung to him almost fearfully for a moment before he slowed, saying quietly: “Just
dance with me, Serenity. If you can do what you just did… then you can do one slow, simple,
dance.”
Serenity nodded hesitantly, looking up at him with a strange meekness as she and Zerrex
turned in a gentle circle… and then she closed her eyes as the Drakkaren gently guided her along
in a simple, easy dance, even as she pushed herself forwards against him quietly. He could feel
her anxieties, her worries, her fears, as they swayed and moved together, and he laughed quietly
after she accidentally stumbled, almost stomping one of his feet before he murmured: “Relax,
Serenity. Have a little of your namesake.”
She mumbled under her breath at this, but tried to listen, taking a slow breath as she
continued to let his movements guide her, the Drakkaren carefully stepping backwards as she
leaned forwards against him, closing her eyes. She breathed quietly, moving a little out of
rhythm with him still as they twisted in a gentle circle, and then she smiled a little against his
chest, beginning to loosen up bit-by-bit even as she trod over one of his feet, but Zerrex only
winced a bit before he kissed her forehead and murmured: “Just keep things slow.”
They danced for twenty minutes, Serenity‟s movements still shaky and less than graceful
even as she poured all her effort forth into the movements, and Zerrex guided her with gentle
encouragements and instructions as they moved in a slow, easy circle to an invisible band, until
they finally slowed and stood, smiling at each other, holding one another‟s hands before Serenity
sketched a quiet curtsy and murmured: “Thank you for the dance, Father.”
“It was all my pleasure, Serenity.” Zerrex said softly, and then he smiled a little and
stroked gently over her face, and she closed her eyes and pushed her cheek into his hand with a
small laugh. “Now what do you want to do?”
Serenity looked up at him thoughtfully… and only ten minutes later, she was dressed
again and had her arm laced with his as they walked slowly along the streets of Ire, moving past
people, demons, and a few angels here and there through a city that was being steadily
reconstructed. It fascinated her, much as she obviously didn‟t want to admit it, and Zerrex loved
how she seemed to forget about everything but the two of them for a little while.
They wandered the city until it started to get dark, and then found a comfortable spot to
sit and relax to watch the sun set, Serenity holding onto his shoulder and smiling warmly before
she kissed him quietly, and the reptile felt surprise before he kissed her back, as they sat on an
old rooftop so high above the ground, as stars began to emerge in the skies above… and she was
distracted for a moment by these, staring up at the twilight with reverence, pointing out Hell

where the planet burned high in the sky… and then she blushed when he dragged her into his lap
and yanked her shirt up, before leaning back against him as her jaw dropped open in stupid
pleasure at the ministrations of his hands along her form, blushing at how quickly he took control
and yet not at all complaining.
It was fast but sweet and gentle, most of their clothes remaining on as they indulged in
the physical pleasures Serenity so seldom allowed herself to, and then she curled up against his
chest and traced her fingers along his body, studying his scars as he studied hers. They lay there
for a few hours together, half-dressed and clothes askew so they could better view each other‟s
bodies, until finally, they slipped back into their clothing and Zerrex took Serenity back to the
Ravenlight Estate.
They kissed gently for a moment, pausing in front of the stairs, and then they parted, the
Iuratus heading quickly up the stairs with a blush and an almost-shy look down at her father as
the lizard sat himself down on the steps, looking after her with a strange softness in his eyes. All
his children were so precious to him, for so many reasons… and he was so proud of Serenity for
the way she‟d grown up, strong and always true to her beliefs.
It wasn‟t long, however, before Mist and Shine made their way down the stairs and
joined him, gazing at him lovingly as he stood. They embraced him tightly, each kissing one of
his cheeks before stepping away and half-bowing, but they didn‟t even have to ask for Zerrex to
know what they wanted, as he smiled a little from one to the other. It seemed almost unfair that
the sisters were two people who would share him for one day… but then again, the Twins did
everything together, and felt everything together, so it would be even more unfair for him to give
them two days and double the time he was spending with everyone else.
The day was spent on the mortal world, wandering Hez‟Ranna, and the reptile felt
rejuvenated by being in this land… and happier than he could express by the sight of the Twins,
as he wrapped an arm around either of them and they smiled, both crossing their own arms over
their bodies to intertwine with his fingers and sliding their arms tight around his waist. They
visited Huck – and Hans, who had moved down here to live with the male in comfort in his old
home – and Churchill, and even made their way out to the ancient, crumbled ruins of Amaterasu
to explore where the rebels had once based their proud battle against the tyranny of the Patriarch,
Ifret Narrius.
Being here brought back memories, made others that had been indistinct sharp… and yet
even the bad memories, of death, war, and violence, the reptile could now analyze and appreciate
for the way they had helped form him, for how they had helped him to come to understand that
others could and did suffer, and often terribly… and the Twins, too, seemed lost in memory, and
spoke of things Zerrex didn‟t realized they had experienced after being absorbed into an
empathetic, compassionate “biological weapon” designed by Mengele. But unlike planned, this
weapon had possessed a heart, and coupled with the memories of the Twins, it had come to do
more than simply impersonate them: after their death, it had become them. Mercury… a name
Zerrex would never allow himself to forget again.
There was sex, of course: being a god of fertility, and moreover, with many of his beliefs
stemming from a highly-physical, highly-sexual culture, Zerrex figured every day would include
some kind of sexual play. Not that he was complaining at all, as he held either twin against the
sides of his body, the two panting roughly in pleasure, and he smiled awkwardly at how much
they had apparently enjoyed themselves. Not that it hadn‟t been a world of bliss for him as well:
after all, even in the afterlife, how many people had a pair of twins like these devoted so deeply
to him?

That made Zerrex laugh a bit, and the Twins look at him with amusement: they either
guessed his thoughts, or just figured that he was off being odd again, but either way, he felt they
were glad to see him cheerful. And he was glad to feel… happy, actually happy, for a nice
change of pace.
As always, he returned to the Estate, feeling a little like a commodity… and waiting for
him next was Mary, the feline smiling lovingly up at him, dressed in her simple maid‟s outfit
from old times. He couldn‟t help but stare over her, as she brushed her hair back, straight and
neat and pretty, and then she strode forwards and whispered a quiet question, and the Drakkaren
was surprised… but then he nodded, took her hand, and vanished from the spot.
The two reappeared on the rusted Camelot Bridge of Baskin‟s Grove: a city that had been
divided on itself, the rich against the poor in a terrible power struggle, Comfort Town on one
side of the bridge and the rich district, Apple Villa, on the other, separated by a deep,
synthetically-made river. To one far side of these districts was the industrial section, where
factories loomed like terrible sentinels, the only part of town that hadn‟t been engulfed in
constant, sometimes-literal warfare. Not that it was entirely left untouched either, on the other
hand… only that it had ironically been one of the safest parts of town before Zerrex had finally
put a stop to the fighting.
They strode slowly over the rotted planks of the Camelot Bridge and into Comfort Town,
hand-in-hand, Mary marveling that everything was still here… but Zerrex explained that after the
Hez‟Rannan War, Baskin‟s Grove had been one of many towns that had simply been abandoned.
Things had fallen into natural decay, but since neither demons nor Old Gods had taken an
interest in the town, they had been spared the damage that had been done to many other cities
worldwide, and after Baskin‟s Grove became the staging point for the final operation against
Athéos, much of it had been repaired and shored-up to make sure it would hold out until all
forces had been dispatched.
They made their way past a park, where an empty swing-set rocked rustily in the soft
breeze, and past Elliot‟s Bar, where Zerrex had spent most of his nights, sitting moodily by
himself, taking jobs from clients and watching over Cindy as she served people and Elliot
worked behind the counter. They walked down cold streets and past forlorn homes that looked
almost the same as Zerrex remembered, so very many years ago now, despite the decay that had
eaten away at them… and the reptile glanced at Mary, squeezing her hand gently as they passed
an empty alleyway where Zerrex had once taught a ruthless lesson to a young punk, and down
city streets that had once been wandered by Felicity, Cindy, and Tinman.
They found the Drakkaren‟s old house covered in graffiti, and the reptile shook his head
with faint amusement as they stood outside it, Mary hugging his arm quietly before she glanced
up at him curiously… and he had nodded, and they had forced their way inside to find that most
of the house had been smashed up, empty, ancient beer bottles laying in pieces in various corners
of various rooms, furniture that had been left behind torn apart and defiled, used condoms on the
floor. His home had become someone‟s party pad… but as they walked through, Mary pointed
out this and that, laughing, and then smiling warmly when they walked into the room she had
never seen: Marina‟s room, added years after the feline‟s death.
They explored the basement – someone had found and torn off the secret door leading
into the tunnel beyond, but by now, the tunnel had collapsed entirely – and they went out back to
the little one-room cabin that Cindy had first lived in, then Cherry. It was in worse condition than
the house had been, however, and Zerrex was sad to see it so: the room had held so many
memories, after all, and now it was little more than a broken pile of timbers. But most important

was when they left the house, and retraced their steps through Baskin‟s Grove, over Camelot
Bridge and past the ruins of the Mayor‟s enormous mansion. Most important, was the visit they
made to a little site outside of town, where Mary, Felicity, and Mika were all buried.
The headstones had long worn away, and the graves were overgrown to the point they
were hard to find, but Zerrex knew they were in the right place… and then Mary found the base
of her own headstone, and she smiled a little, touching it quietly, remarking on how strange it
was to visit your own grave. Zerrex had nodded slowly, knowing this sentiment well… and after
Mary had quietly sat for a little while, they walked through the forest that had started to grow
back into place, until they had reached the edge of a cliff, and a beautiful bed of flowers that
Zerrex knew marked the resting place of Requiem, his uncle and mentor.
They had stayed here for a little while, and Zerrex had appreciated Mary indulging him
before she grasped his arm, asking if they could go back to the Ravenlight Estate. The reptile had
been surprised by this request, but nodded… and then she pulled him up to his room, politely
kicked Selena and Aluinnia out – the Drakkaren was surprised by how quickly Aluinnia relented,
even if Mary had to be firm and Selena had to all but drag her wife away – and then she made
Zerrex‟s bed with surprising quickness, cast a cleansing spell over it, and then gazed at him
softly and asked him to get in.
He made himself comfortable as Mary vanished, only to return a few moments later with
a tray full of food she‟d had prepared: pancakes and bacon, a very-large hamburger, and a large
pitcher of Frost. She sat beside him, occasionally wiping crumbs from him as the lizard ate with
pleasure, refusing to eat any herself and only looking happily at him before she had touched her
collar and laughed a little about how she‟d missed these little things with him…
When the meal was gone, and the two sat with wine glasses filled with Frost, side-byside, they began to talk… and they talked until Mary blushed as she realized they had used up
almost all her time together, except for an hour. And then she looked at Zerrex, and the reptile
tilted his head for a moment before she took his glass and put it aside with her own, then she
slowly pushed him onto his back…
It was sweet and gentle: Zerrex had to be, since Mary wasn‟t the type to sleep around,
and the smallest of his movements made her groan and clutch against him. But still, she begged
for him to keep going, keep going, until they were done, and they lay together for a few moments
before Zerrex carefully pulled out and set her aside, using a cleansing spell on them both before
he leaned down and kissed her forehead softly, telling her gently to rest for the moment… and
she had nodded with a tired smile, then quietly shared a kiss with him before he had gotten
dressed and made his way out of the room.
Sin was just coming out of her own room, and she blushed a bit at the sight of Zerrex,
who grinned dumbly, and then they approached each other and embraced tightly for a few
moments. And then she had looked slowly up at Zerrex, her mouth almost watering as she
breathed hard and pushed her hands against his chest, and he had grinned awkwardly down at
her, even though he knew what was coming next: Sin, after all, had a part of her that he thought
sometimes was even more lustful and hungry than he could ever hope to be.
She shoved him back against the wall and kissed him hard, and Zerrex‟s eyes bulged
before he kissed her slowly back, and the two vanished, only to reappear in the throne room at
the base of the Cloister, knowing what Sin wanted most and loved best… and then the two
smiled at each other as they stood on the platform, and Sin‟s eyes glowed before the platform
began to descend: Zerrex wasn‟t sure if one of them spoke, or if one of them had simply willed it
to go down… but either way, he knew it would be a long, rough day.

And it was: more than twenty hours later, they ascended, both naked in the throne, Sin
still riding him mercilessly before, as it locked into place, Zerrex simply tackled her back onto
the mattress-covered floor and she shrieked in delight. It was all about the pleasure, and even
pain only made Sin‟s body even hotter with bliss, as she screamed his name and ground and
clawed into him and worked herself back against him wildly.
When this romp was over, they stopped for a few moments, both panting roughly, the
Drakkaren‟s muscles flexing and glistening with the sweat and other liquids on his scales, and
Sin‟s own body shivering in delight as she ground herself against him, then licked her lips slowly
before lowering her head… but Zerrex winced and pushed her away for the moment as he pulled
back, and she blushed deep red before glancing to the side, and then nodding slowly as she
realized how much time had passed. Then she stood shakily, casting cleansing spells over them
both before dropping to her knees… but even as they both panted, knowing better than to
continue their wild romp… Sin grabbed him and pulled him forwards, and again, for another
countless time, their bodies intertwined… but this time with gentility, with physical romance, as
they slowly made love.
When they were done, they finally lay side-by-side… and then Sin curled up on his chest
with a soft smile, stroking quietly over his body, and they talked for a little while as he held her
in his arms. Not about anything serious or pressing… only about the way their lives had wound
together, about the things they had done and seen, about Sin‟s dreams of what they could do one
day… although Zerrex was amused to note most of these wishes were physical things they could
likely easily do one way or another. It was always so interesting to him, how Cherry‟s rough
exterior and constant badgering for sex hid a surprisingly-smart soul… while Sin‟s eloquent and
gentle exterior hid a rough, scary, sex-craving, blood-hungry beast… and he admired her so
much for being able to control that part of herself.
Finally, they got dressed, shared a last, gentle kiss, and then Zerrex made his way back to
the Ravenlight Estate to find the Four Sisters already waiting for him, bowing to him deeply
when he appeared and making him rub at his head awkwardly. Like the Twins, they felt
everything their siblings did, and he felt bad that the four of them were only getting one day with
him together… but he felt less bad because then he grinned stupidly when he stared over the
quadruplets, and Earth smiled at him lovingly as Air sighed, Fire looked entertained, and Water
simply crossed her arms.
He was surprised by their request, however: they wanted to go to Hez‟Ranna, and
experience the energy and the life there. The Drakkaren obliged after only a few moments of
wondering about this, however, shrugging to himself and deciding that they likely could make
their own rational decisions, being demigoddesses and all, and then he opened his arms to take a
hand of two of the Sisters… and they all immediately clung to him, which made the reptile blink
dumbly, then roll his eyes before vanishing with them and reappearing outside of Uroboros.
He didn‟t think it was possible, but they were even more delighted and amazed than the
Twins had been, exploring a culture based heavily on ancient traditions passed down from the
Goddess that had first breathed life into the Drakkai, and the reptile followed along curiously as
he put his hands behind his back, watching the way they strode along the street, able to process
so much at once and yet still getting lost in the busy hubbub. The only technology here was
technology necessary to keep Hez‟Ranna working, and even televisions and electrical lights were
a rarity: many homes didn‟t even have an electrical plug-in, still using simple, effective
woodstoves to prepare their meals and storing leftovers in a pantry after treating them with salts
and spices.

Animal life had been sighted around Hez‟Ranna, but hunting was very strictly controlled,
not only because of the fact they didn‟t want to hunt these new beasts into extinction already, but
because it wasn‟t known where they came from or if they were toxic at all. Zerrex wondered
himself where animal life had crawled out of, but at the same time, he wasn‟t surprised; it had
happened in other places already, after all, and throughout history, there were records of thoughtextinct creatures being sighted here and there.
The Sisters, however, were far more fascinated with the Drakkai than anything else, a
few of whom recognized them and bowed deeply to them, and it always made the Sisters smile.
In the Hez‟Rannan religion, they were seen as exceptionally high-order demons: close enough to
the truth, Zerrex figured, especially since in Hez‟Ranna demons were revered instead of feared
and hated, as they were in most other parts of the world.
Soon enough, however, they wanted to go out into the jungle, and Zerrex was glad to take
them there, Earth looking delighted as her sisters murmured out names of plants and trees, their
origins, their use in medicine or ritual. And it wasn‟t long before they came across a ruined
temple of golden stone, the broken pyramid standing halfway towards the sky and covered in
trellises of ivy.
The Sisters explored the ruins while Zerrex mostly sat back, letting himself rest a little bit
as the four circled in and out of the half-collapsed temple. He felt almost like a doting parent
letting his daughters play, and then he yawned slowly and rubbed at his face absently: but after
his day with Sin, a restful day was just what he needed.
Then he realized dumbly that pieces of the temple were slowly floating up into the air,
before he stared as the temple snapped itself back together, every loud crash of stone falling into
place sending up a gust of yellow dust, the Drakkaren wincing a bit and wondering stupidly if he
was doing this before staring at the sight of the Sisters circling slowly overhead, leaving golden
trails behind them that formed a glowing ring of energy. He‟d forgotten about their ability to
create a magic field even when they weren‟t being exposed to corruption… and the reptile stared
as they slowly descended before settling gently down on a wide platform at the top of the temple,
and Zerrex made a face: obviously, they wanted him to come up to them.
He reminded himself this day was for them, and then made his way up the stairs: while
part of the temple was still overgrown with ivy, the rest of the temple gleamed with almost
unnatural vitality, like it had not just been freshly-cleaned but freshly-built. He paused, wondered
absently if the fact it had just been rebuilt from the ground up counted, then grumbled about
being an idiot to himself before he reached the landing and the Sisters bowed to him.
They led him into the large room at the top of the pyramid, and Zerrex looked back and
forth curiously: it was a worship hall, the skull-shaped sconces in the walls lit and burning with
brilliant blue flames, and an enormous altar at the very back of the room. The Sisters stopped in
front of this, kneeling to pray, and Zerrex looked at it for a moment before they turned around
and smiled to him, gently grasping his hands and leading him over to sit on the altar, the reptile
feeling awkward… and then he turned scarlet when Fire and Earth easily opened his pants while
Water and Air restrained his arms and planted teasing kisses on the side of his neck as they
whispered about not wasting time with the altar when their lord and master and god was right in
front of them.
Zerrex didn‟t put up much of a fight against them, and afterwards they lay on the floor
together, the reptile breathing hard and feeling pleased with himself as the Four Sisters curled
themselves against his body, Zerrex gazing lovingly over them all. Their various items were
strewn about the room, and yet despite how similar they looked, he also clearly knew who was

who… and Earth was nestled up highest on his body, her head on his shoulder as she gazed back
at him tenderly, the others in various dazed states of semi-consciousness.
They stayed like that for a while… but it was good, for all of them, to spend some actual
quiet time together, without being pressured to do anything or worry about either the past or
future. Finally, Zerrex took them back to Hell and they bowed to him outside of the Ravenlight
Estate before portalling away, and the reptile glanced at the double doors, shrugged a bit at the
fact he had accidentally teleported to the wrong location – but glad he hadn‟t been too far off –
and then pushed into the main hall to find Daria smiling and standing at the foot of the stairs, her
arms crossed under her breasts, her eyes twinkling with pleasure.
Daria created a portal for him and bowed him through… and the reptile found himself
stepping out of it into the Toxic Beauty club, and he stared in surprise at the sight of Serenity,
Desire, Maria and little Mahihko already up on stage, a private table set up in front of the stage
for him as Daria stepped out a moment later herself in front of the center pole, and then she
whistled loudly, and Zerrex had enough time for a look of dumb surprise before two scarred,
collared Dius grabbed him and pulled him over to the table, as a succubus came over with a leer,
strutting proudly before she put down a large, black glass bottle on the table and slid a glass
already filled with Frost over to him, and another succubus put down a bowl of shrimp and
winked to him, then both vanished as Daria easily pulled herself up the pole and hung herself
from it to grin at him, lick her lips… and then start the show as the lights flashed blue and
spotlights shone down over each of the poles.
The first routine was an hour long, going through a well-paced medley of music, and only
Daria managed to get every move right, but he could tell she was both straining and enjoying
herself… although even Serenity looked pleased with herself by the end, and Zerrex couldn‟t
exactly blame her. He smiled a little as he sat back, letting the Dius continue to feed him
whatever treats they would bring by as their hands caressed his body, and there was a short break
as the curtain descended… but ten minutes later it rose again, and Mahihko was the first out on
stage, blushing as the music played slow and easy, the wolf dressed in a cowboy outfit that made
Zerrex smile indulgently… and then stare as the lupine began a short easy striptease, going about
it with the grace and ease of a female, rocking his large buttocks as he shrugged off his vest and
tossed it aside.
The lizard wasn‟t surprised Daria had gotten him to strip, or even Desire, who was next
in line and made Zerrex‟s blood all but boil when she was down to only a tight g-string, grinding
herself against the pole and licking slowly up along it as the reptile fidgeted and the two Dius
purred to him and stroked along his abs, whispering compliments on his self-control, his strong
muscles, his big body. What surprised Zerrex was that Maria came out and performed a short but
easy strip of her own… and that, once every chain had fallen from her body, chain bikini pulled
apart chain-by-chain to add in some variety to the dance, Serenity came out, dressed in leather
chaps and a bikini bottom beneath this, and a vest and tight wrap around her small, barely-there
bosom, fumbling at first against the pole before she managed to twist herself upside down, wrap
her legs around the pole to hang by her ankles, and then she easily stripped her vest off and
arched her body, making the Drakkaren stare.
She picked up confidence and finished her tease well, before Daria came out to finish the
show… except it didn‟t finish with just that alone, as she began to touch herself, before the two
Dius traded places with Desire and Maria, who sat on either side of him, naked and grinding into
his body as Zerrex stared stupidly, and then Serenity came out and grabbed Daria, shoving her
back against the pole as Daria flexed and rolled her hips, before both of them grabbed the pole

above Daria‟s head… and in a maneuver that required a timing Zerrex didn‟t even know was
possible, Serenity rocked her hips upwards and climbed the pole as Daria‟s back slid along it and
she rolled her head around in exaggerated pleasure.
Serenity ground her hips upwards, and then she grabbed the pole and rocked herself
upside down, hands grasping the base of the pole as Daria‟s leg locked around one of Serenity‟s
and she ground herself downwards, her own hands grasping the high point of the pole, the sexes
of the females grinding together as Zerrex stared disbelievingly… but Desire whispered that
Serenity had basically ordered Daria to give her the part, because she wanted to show Zerrex just
what she was capable of… and Zerrex had only nodded stupidly.
The show had gone into sexual acrobatics Zerrex didn‟t think were possible, Serenity and
Daria crawling along the pole with amazing ease as one held herself upside down and high in the
air to kiss the other, before they both slid onto it and easily leaned past the pole to tease each
other‟s lower regions with their mouths, and then they easily spun around, one twisting her body
upwards and the other downwards, moving in perfect synchronicity and harmony.
It was like Serenity had let herself go… and in finding that freedom, had found the
rhythm she had never had. Or maybe it was simply because it was a routine that relied more on
her athletic skills than anything else, and the heavy backbeat of the music wasn‟t like the
complicated ballet rhythms that often possessed hidden dips and notes lost to the untrained ear. It
was a show that left Zerrex feeling delighted and horrendously aroused despite how much sex
he‟d had in the last while… but it was also a show full of beauty and passion, and something
Zerrex knew he would appreciate until they day he died.
Daria had organized it with such speed, too… and when she emerged with a grin from the
back, blushing and trying to hide how wet she had become over the production, Zerrex stood up
and breathed hard, looking down at her hungrily… before Daria winked to Desire, patted Maria
on the cheek and kissed her for a gentle moment – making Maria flush deeply, but kiss slowly
and eagerly back – and then she had grasped Zerrex‟s hand and created a portal, pausing only to
wave a short salute to Mahihko, who was blushing deeply and emerging from back-stage as he
covered his bulging panties.
Then they stepped out in front of Sin‟s Tower, and Daria cried out in bliss when Zerrex
shoved her hard back against the wall of the tall building, kissing her passionately. She grasped
at his crotch, clawed at him, and then they were on the ground, and the smell of soil and the feel
of grass surrounded them as their bodies worked together furiously, until they both released with
cries that likely echoed down the mountainside… and they lay afterwards against the side of the
building, breathing hard and looking at each other with grins, before Zerrex grabbed her and
shoved her down and kissed her again, surprised by how aroused he was… but Daria almost
dragged him back onto her with such force that it was very clear she didn‟t mind.
When they were done a second time, Zerrex felt calmer than before… and it helped that
by now, he felt very sore in the groin region, as he stood up and rubbed awkwardly at himself.
Daria was eyeing him like a hungry predator, however, but then she shook it off as she stood and
quietly rubbed her hands together, then gazed up at him, softening as she asked if they could visit
her room… and then visit the mortal world.
The reptile nodded, taking the newt‟s hand before they vanished from the spot,
reappearing in her room… and then he leaned back against the wall and watched with a soft
smile as she first wiped at her scales awkwardly, then went through her tall dresser, before she
laughed when he walked over and pressed his body against hers, reaching down to pull out her
clothes and making her playfully try and nudge him away, before she turned around and they

traded a slow kiss… and then Zerrex held up a pink pair of panties by her face when it broke,
and she blushed and slapped these out of his hand before shoving him away and grumbling… but
then awkwardly asking if he had any preferences on what she should wear, even as she slipped
into a pair of black lace panties.
He smiled despite himself, glancing over her… and then he concentrated before snapping
his fingers, and Daria looked down in shock as she was left in a pair of leather pants that were
loose around her ankles but tight around her waist, simple black shoes on her feet and a tight
black top tied off in front of her breasts, before she grinned as she looked beneath these to see
that she had butterfly stickers clutching over her bosom instead of a bra… and the reptile
shrugged a bit before he winked and beckoned to her, and she laughed as she walked forwards,
her collar pulsing once in reaction to his powers before they hugged tightly… and then vanished
from the spot, to reappear in the ruins of New Tears City, and Daria looked around, her breath
catching in her throat.
It wasn‟t the destruction that caught her… but being on the mortal world, after so many
years away from it. And as Zerrex studied her, he realized something else; all his Disciples were
those who longed for mortality, just like he yearned for a simple, easy life with all of them,
somewhere quiet, somewhere where they wouldn‟t have to worry about technology or gods,
corruption in society or divine providence.
He looked down for a moment, then took her hand, and they walked slowly through the
wreckage of the mighty, once-capital of Ire… and as they did, she began to talk. She told him
about her life and her childhood as a mortal, how she had become a Wrath demon, how she had
been brutal and monstrous and then sly and vicious, luring people in with her beauty to rip them
savagely apart when she showed her true form to them… and she shook her head slowly, telling
further of how she was taken in, taught discipline and control… how she still yearned for Zerrex,
and how Missy Ella had realized how this was a tool she could use to help tame the savage beast
that Daria had become.
At first her rewards were being allowed to travel to one of the special viewing chambers
around Hell where memories of certain people and certain events were stored, and she would
spend hours going over the same few images of Zerrex, again and again, smiling to herself… but
as many years passed, she watched him evolve… and she had become determined to evolve
herself. Suddenly, even her rewards had a lesson inside of them… and someone she could build
herself for, make herself better for.
Years passed, and Daria got information any way she could: other demons, from people
Zerrex had killed, from Possessing people on the mortal plane and gathering up information on
him from libraries. But even after his death, she had been afraid of what he would think of her,
and not even Missy Ella could budge her… not until Zerrex had died a second time.
She quieted: by now it was nightfall, and the two were sitting on a building at the edge of
New Tears City supported more by massive vines of ivy than the rusted and damaged girders
beneath them. They sat together in silent contemplation… and then she looked over at him and
smiled, and asked for one more favor… and Zerrex nodded, picking her up and vanishing from
the spot, only to reappear in front of her childhood home, by now decomposed almost into the
ground and obviously torn apart by scavengers in their hunt for useable objects… but Daria
dropped to her knees in the backyard, digging with her hands for a few minutes as the Drakkaren
watched, before she grabbed something and hefted an old metal chest out with a grunt, looking
almost surprised that it was still here as Zerrex tilted his head curiously, then she opened it and

laughed a little, revealing an old black diary, a few trinkets, and a stuffed reptile toy with black
buttons for eyes.
She looked over these reverently, all wrapped in plastic, all looking almost new… and
then she closed the chest and picked it up, looking quietly at Zerrex, who nodded and touched
her shoulder. They both vanished, reappearing a few moments later back in the Ravenlight
Estate… and then the reptile smiled to her before he called a name.
Marina appeared a moment later through the portal, and Zerrex gently opened the
treasure box, Daria making a face as he pulled out the lizard, before holding it out to Marina…
and she nodded with a soft smile to him before she vanished back through another portal. Daria
looked a little less than pleased, mumbling that nothing bad better happen to her toy… but two
hours later, Marina came back with a gift as they sat in Zerrex‟s room together, and Daria looked
up in surprise before taking the wrapped-up object, pulling the wrapping off… and then flushing
deep red as she saw her stuffed lizard had not only been repaired, but reshaped into a stuffed
Zerrex toy, and she looked at him, asking with her eyes how he knew… but he only winked at
her, and she hugged it silently to her chest before looking up and hugging Marina firmly, making
her blush a bit and tense up in surprise… then quietly hug Daria back.
Zerrex kissed Daria‟s forehead, then nodded to Marina, who gazed at him lovingly… and
he left the room with her as Daria smiled softly at them. Hand-in-hand with his daughter, Zerrex
and Marina walked through the Ravenlight Estate for a little while, not speaking to each other
and not needing to speak… before Marina gazed at him lovingly, then opened a portal.
It led to the mud-filled seclusion bath, which was surrounded by candles and canvasses
that stood empty… and Marina pulled off the cloth wrap around her breasts and her loincloth
before she slipped down into it with a loud sigh of relief. Zerrex hesitated as Marina beckoned to
him, but she smiled lovingly at him… and the Drakkaren grimaced, but then nodded and sulked
even as Marina laughed and submerged herself, coming up almost completely caked in mud a
moment later and looking serene and relaxed, before the lizard carefully stepped down into the
warm stuff himself.
It wasn‟t the worst feeling in the world, but it made Zerrex‟s scales crawl nonetheless…
but Marina was absolutely delighted, and her happiness made him happy, as she laughed and
relaxed… and then she suddenly leapt up, and Zerrex stared as she crawled out of the bath as he
leaned awkwardly against one side of it, before she grabbed up a small paintbrush and a jar of
black ink, winking over her shoulder to him before she started to paint in smooth, long strokes.
Zerrex could only watch in awe at how quickly she formed a coherent, beautiful picture… and it
wasn‟t even twenty minutes before he was staring at a painting of himself in the mud bath, and
then he shook his head in slow amazement at her incredible prowess.
She looked happily at him, then laughed and dived into the mud bath again, coming up
next to him and planting muddy kisses over his face, making him laugh and shove at her before
she shoved his head under the mud, and he came up blinking goo out of his eyes, glaring at her
as the same stuff dripped from his hair, and she laughed again and swam away before he tackled
her and shoved her down… useful as that was, with how she only squirmed in delight against his
body. They play-wrestled for a little while, and then he rose above the surface, spitting a bit of
the dark substance out, and then he watched in amusement as she climbed out and painted
another quick series of lines on another empty canvas, that quickly turned into a bust of the
Drakkaren with all the mud dripping out of his hair and scowling out of the painting, which he
immediately did at Marina.

She grinned, then leapt backwards as she tossed the paintbrush and paint away, and he
reached up to catch her with a snort of amusement before falling back into the mud… and a
moment later, they rose up from it, Marina clinging to him tightly around the neck and resting
her head against his chest with a soft, loving smile, her legs wrapped around his beneath the
thick, dark stuff that surrounded them as the reptile cradled her quietly close. Her collar seemed
to burn with her passions, no mud ever clinging to it… and he kissed this quietly beside the lock,
and she shivered and then nuzzled into him quietly, whispering: “Daddy…”
He couldn‟t begin to describe the joys she brought him, or how she fit so well with him…
and he rocked her silently in his arms as she simply held on to him, breathing softly. Even here,
in a place he would normally detest, he felt happy because she was so happy… he was able to
join her in anything she did, as long as she enjoyed it… because she always did the same for
him, and they both always felt glad at the end of it. No matter what… they were there for each
other, and they loved each other, and that was what truly made such a difference in their lives at
the end of the day.
She leaned back, gazing into his eyes quietly, and then she smiled at him before softening
and studying him. He looked back… and then Marina slipped out of his arms and gently pushed
off his body, crawling up over the edge of the mud bath before she went back to painting on
another canvas, bringing it from an empty white wall to a wall covered in black lines… to a
perfectly-detailed, black and white painting of him holding her in his strong arms, in the
seclusion bath… except she was only a small child, and he looked so large in comparison to her,
cradling her against his body before she stepped back into the bath and made her way to him,
grasping his shoulders gently and looking up at him softly.
Marina kissed him quietly after a moment… and Zerrex couldn‟t help but kiss her slowly
back, as she guided him back… and she caressed him gently, working him up to full erection,
studying his face as he grunted softly and stared down at her lovingly… and even though she
knew she didn‟t have to do this, he knew she wanted to. She loved him, so purely, so
completely… and yet at the same time, she had been so corrupted in such a way that she could
only ever see herself as a slave first, and daughter second.
She rode him, and the mud around them rippled with their heat and their hard
movements, as she moaned and clung to him, deeply-flushed and smiling as she buried her face
against the side of his neck, moving with powerful but easy rocks of her hips. It was sensual
more than it was sexual, and yet it was still one of the most erotic lovemakings Zerrex had ever
experienced, as his hands rolled over her form and then grasped quietly into her body as they
kissed slowly again.
They climaxed together, something Marina knew the Drakkaren loved, that his other girls
always attempted to hold out to with him as well… and when they relaxed, Zerrex leaned back
and then stared stupidly around as he realized the mud around them had burst up into all manner
of different shape and size and solidified into clay. Their naked bodies lay together in the middle
of this cup of twists and turns, Zerrex resting back in what was almost a perfectly-shaped seat for
his body as Marina smiled lovingly at him, and then she moaned softly as she pulled herself free
of him, legs shuddering before the Drakkaren smiled faintly up at her… and she leaned down to
kiss his forehead quietly, then slip comfortably into a large, curved C-shape and relax there, legs
spread as if inviting him, but eyes looking at him tenderly.
The Drakkaren laughed a little, and then Marina leapt up and was suddenly gone, the
reptile staring as she headed for the last canvas and smiled happily, beginning to paint… and in
another matter of minutes, she was done, and she had painted the mud-bath down to every last

detail and Zerrex sitting in the middle of it, as if it were some kind of strange shrine to him, with
Marina on the crescent shape to one side of him, her legs spread and her body arched, tilted back
as if sacrificing herself to him. It made the reptile blush… but Marina looked at him tenderly,
and that alone was enough to reassure him.
He clambered his way out of the seclusion bath, using a cleansing spell to get rid of the
last of the mud from his body, and then he stretched slowly… before blushing as Marina began
to dress him, grumbling a little but letting her as she smiled lovingly up at him. He thought
amusedly about how she and Aluinnia would likely get along… and then he laughed at the sour
look she gave him, knowing full well how much they would compete.
Then Marina gathered up her paintings, before she blushed and said she had a gift for
him, and then he could go… and the reptile was surprised, because it had only been ten hours.
Marina only smiled at him, however, creating a portal to her room in the penthouse of the
Ravenlight Estate: two rooms, technically, one a large, sprawling den with a huge glass window
looking out to the back of the Estate, and the other was a large, comfortable bedroom. Marina‟s
paintings were all over the room, along with other pictures she had collected from around Hell,
mostly ones of her father done by various artists while paintings of the High King had been a fad
in the art community… and then she hurried quickly to her bedroom to put these paintings down
in the piles of art she had around her bed, before coming back and hesitating, this painting
covered by a dark cloth… and then she quietly unveiled it, and Zerrex felt his throat seize up as
he stared at a painting of Allie, her scales beryl, her eyes commanding blue and friendly, that old
smile on her face and dressed up in plain black clothes. They always ended up wearing the same
kind of thing out in public, but they had always been so similar in so many ways… and yet so
much the same, Allie so full of confidence and vitality…
He shook his head silently, then took it and whispered a thank-you, and Marina had
quietly created a portal and guided him through it to his room. Zerrex had set it lovingly up at the
head of his bed for now, taking his pillows to the foot and tossing them down so he could lay
back and stare at it… and Marina stayed with him, rubbing gently over his chest, and crying for
him as she felt the confusion, the pain, the inability to simply let go of her balled up so tightly in
his chest.
He fell asleep at some point, so wound up that his mind had shut down… and the next
thing he knew, Marina was gently waking him up. His eyes flickered open, and settled on the
painting… and he smiled a little, because it didn‟t hurt as much now that he had some part of
her, some memory of her… before he swallowed thickly as he realized Marina had also drawn in
the beautiful ruby armlets and matching choker he had given Allie on the day that he had
proposed to her. Not a ring, it was too simple, too easy to be missed… he had wanted to show
the world how much he cared for her.
The Drakkaren shook his head a bit, sliding out of bed and rubbing at his hair as he
thanked Marina again… and then she helped him up and to walk out to the main hall, as the
Drakkaren‟s senses came slowly back. They found Lone and Mahihko sitting on the bottom
steps, arguing, and Marina nodded to her father before she stepped back towards his room, and
Zerrex smiled a little before he rolled his eyes as the bickering wolves slapped at each other,
walking down and kicking them apart with his foot.
They both looked up with dumb grins, and then Lone shoved Mahihko over and said
cheerfully: “Let‟s go to the shooting range!”
Mahihko immediately huffed, shoving back at Lone and whining: “But you said we could
go out shopping, I really wanna go out shopping!”

The two glowered at each other, and Zerrex sighed, wishing absently he could split apart
himself before he grabbed both wolves by the scruff of the neck before they could lunge at each
other, saying flatly: “Why don‟t we do both?”
The wolves looked dumbly up, then began to argue over what to do first, and Zerrex
rolled his eyes before he put Lone in a headlock and lifted Mahihko off the ground, the two
yelping before the reptile said mildly: “Compromise, you two, or I‟ll leash you together and hang
you from the top of the Ravenlight Estate.”
They grumbled, then looked at each other before grinning… and Zerrex made a face as
he stood up, dropping both lupines before they grabbed his hands and yanked him towards a side
door, pushing through and heading down towards an empty den. They guided Zerrex in, then
Lone kicked the door shut before he winked up at the Drakkaren, shedding his vest and flexing
his toned muscled as he said playfully: “Well, there is one thing Mahihko and I love to do,
Dad…”
“Just let me and Lone take care of you, Daddy… we‟ll be real good, I promise…”
Mahihko said softly, gazing up adoringly at Zerrex as he fumbled at the fly of his jeans, and the
Drakkaren glanced down with a blush as Lone pulled his own jeans quickly off, revealing his
large sheath and heavy testicles, a bit of pink flesh already pushing its way up from the furry
pouch.
On the other side, Mahihko was blushing, his own penis starting to grow and barely
restrained by the tight fabric of the panties he was wearing, making a sizable bulge in his skirt…
and then he let out a soft sigh of pleasure at only the sight of the Drakkaren‟s sizeable cock,
shivering a little as he and Lone pulled the lizard‟s pants down in tandem, Lone rubbing a hand
up over the clothed chest of the Drakkaren as Zerrex sat back with a groan, feeling the white
wolf heft up his shaft as the feminine lupine lowered his head to lick along the side of it without
waiting any further, his hands reaching forwards to tease the reptile‟s enormous testicles as
Lone‟s hands grasped and stroked over the shaft.
Mahihko buried his face forwards, moaning as he shuddered a bit, his hard breaths
making the fishnet over his chest stretch as he nuzzled deeply into Zerrex‟s testicles made the
reptile‟s shaft twitch hard as his tongue licked slowly over one throbbing blue orb, then he
mouthed it slowly and delightedly as Lone leaned down, his own shaft bulging and pulsing
quickly upwards, and the white wolf closed his eyes with a groan of pleasure as he licked slowly
along the head of the Drakkaren‟s thick cock as it pulsed upwards to full, mighty thirty-two inch
erection.
The smaller wolf began to lick slowly up the underside of Zerrex‟s cock as Lone shoved
forwards, forcing his jaws to stretch wider around the girth of the enormous member, and the
lizard grunted hungrily as he gripped into the back of the couch, tilting his head back and
groaning in bliss at the hungry ministrations of both wolves. Mahihko released his testicles for
only a moment as he drew his hands back to tear his skirt down and pull his panties away, his
tattooed, ivory member springing upwards to its full twelve inches, the lupine grasping this with
one hand and beginning to stroke himself almost desperately as he moaned and licked sloppily
along the lizard‟s shaft.
Lone was doing the same, grunting as he thrusted into his own fist, his own larger fifteen
inches throbbing powerfully as it grew redder and thicker. He greedily bobbed his head up and
down the Drakkaren‟s penis as Zerrex gritted his teeth in bliss, his shaft already sensitive from
the multitude of sex he‟d already had, but it only made this all the more pleasurable… and yet all

the harder for him to hang on, as he rocked his hips lightly forwards and felt the head of his shaft
grind down the back of Lone‟s throat.
The wolf grunted around his penis, then he drew quickly back, breathing hard as
Mahihko dived greedily forwards, his jaws opening wide as he forced forwards and swallowed
over a foot of the Drakkaren‟s cock, his petite but strong hand gripping into the flesh and pulling
it down so he could force himself forwards and shove the thick, solid meat straight down his
throat, a tear spilling down his cheek from the strain even as he whined in absolute bliss. Lone,
meanwhile, panted roughly… then grinned as he slipped around behind Mahihko, looking first
up at his father for a moment , flushing deeply… and then Zerrex nodded, and Lone ground his
thick cock against the wolf‟s buttocks, Mahihko moaning and closing his eyes as Lone slid into
position behind him, then shoved hard forwards, his full fifteen inches of wolf cock tearing
between Mahihko‟s thick, tattooed buttocks and into his tight tailhole, burying only a few inches
in and making both of the wolves moan as the wolf shoved himself desperately forwards, his
shaft squirting pre as he forced more of the Drakkaren‟s thick cock down his throat.
Zerrex groaned in pleasure, arching his back and reaching down now to grab the smaller
wolf‟s head as he began to buck his hips lightly, feeling more than half of his shaft being
swallowed down by the lupine as he continued to force forwards, throat stretching around his
massive member as he gave muffled whines and whimpers and bobbed backwards, then shoved
forwards as Lone groaned behind him, arching his back and flexing his body as he grabbed
Mahihko‟s hips, making short, hard thrusts that buried his thick lupine cock all the way to the
large knot emerging from his sheath, before Lone drew back and slammed forwards, the thick,
round protruding flesh smashing against Mahihko‟s tailhole and making him yelp around the
girth buried down his jaws as Lone‟s testicles slapped roughly into the pierced balls of the
lupine. Then Lone leaned forwards as Mahihko reached up to grip tightly into Zerrex‟s hips,
grasping the pierced shaft of the wolf, beginning to stroke it roughly as more pre leaked and
squirted from the lupine‟s cock, the lupine grinning as he began to thrust hard at the same time,
groaning in bliss and muttering: “Oh fuck yeah, you got such a tight ass…”
Zerrex grunted, then he leaned forwards a bit as he began to thrust harder into Mahihko‟s
jaws, the wolf easily swallowing down his enormous length as Lone pummeled in and out of his
tight ass from the other side, and Mahihko moaned in pleasure and delight as he was forcefully
dragged up and down the lupine‟s cock with every movement, before his eyes rolled up in his
head in bliss as he managed to fully throat the enormous thirty two inches of thick obsidian
penis, chin smacking loudly into the reptile‟s huge testicles and nose grinding into solid, rockhard abdominals before Zerrex began to pump hard in and out, as Lone moaned and whined from
the other side, losing his rough talk as his ears laid back and leaned over Mahihko with a
shudder, slamming short, rough thrusts into the lupine as Mahihko choked in delight around the
immense flesh buried down his throat.
They worked roughly together as minutes passed, always on the verge, Zerrex feeling
pleasure coursing through his body before Lone howled as he slammed his knot forwards and it
finally tore into the smaller lupine‟s tight anus, and Mahihko moaned loudly, eyes rolling up in
his head as Zerrex yanked forwards on him at the same time, grinding to the hilt into his throat
and rolling his hips slowly before he looked up as Lone gazed up with a grin, panting hard before
he said hungrily: “Plenty of room in this little bitch still…”
Zerrex grinned slightly, then he nodded as Mahihko flushed deeply and breathed hard in
and out through his nose, air wheezing weakly through his nostrils before he slowly drew back,
inch after inch of lubricated black shaft coming free from his muzzle before he rasped and

coughed hard as it finally sprung free of his jaws, drool and pre dripping to the floor below and
hanging in long, delicate strings from the immense, glistening obsidian shaft before Lone
reached down and hefted Mahihko up by the legs, arching his body and shuddering in pleasure as
Mahihko squirted pre all over his own taut stomach, moaning quietly as the wolf said hungrily:
“We‟re all yours, Dad…”
“I know.” Zerrex said almost tenderly, and both wolves shuddered as the lizard stood up,
almost looming over them, a wall of muscle with a massive, rock hard cock that ground gently
into the slender wolf‟s body when he stepped forwards, the lupine‟s toes curling as Lone spread
his own legs and breathed hard in and out, his shaft and knot pulsing inside Mahihko‟s taut
tailhole… and then Zerrex slowly dropped to a squat before he carefully positioned his shaft
forwards, Lone shivering as the head of the tower of obsidian flesh ground against his testicles
before rolling upwards to push teasingly against Mahihko‟s tailhole, and the smaller wolf whined
and nodded rapidly as Lone breathed hard and flexed against the lupine… and then Zerrex
reached up, grasped Mahihko‟s hips, and thrusted hard upwards as he half-stood, and Lone and
Mahihko both howled as the massive, rock hard tower of flesh ripped into the wolf‟s tailhole,
tearing past the ring of his anus and sending down a splatter of blood as his passage stretched
violently, invaded by more than a foot of rock hard flesh before the lizard thrusted upwards with
a grunt, and it became more than two feet, as Lone moaned and trembled, bucking upwards a few
times as he felt his own fifteen inches grinding against the massive obsidian member.
Then he flushed deeply as Zerrex reached down and grasped the larger wolf‟s hips,
hauling him into the air with Mahihko sandwiched between them, a visible bulge in his body as
he shivered in ecstasy more than pain, moaning loudly as a few more inches slid into him and
lubricating blood dripped down the tower of black flesh and Lone‟s own red cock, and then
Zerrex sat back on the couch, and Lone eagerly dropped down to straddle the reptile‟s legs as he
jerked down on Mahihko‟s hips and thrusted up at the same time, and the wolf screamed in
pleasure as almost all but a few spare inches of the lizard‟s member were slammed up into him,
before Lone flushed and slid backwards, feeling himself repositioned again as he was guided by
Zerrex‟s strong hands to stand up, leaning forwards over Mahihko, and Zerrex leaning on a slight
angle backwards in the couch, grinning a bit as he pulled Mahihko slowly, leisurely, down those
last few inches so they could both hilt, the wolf sandwiched between the muscular, godlike body
of the lizard and the strong, toned body of his alter ego and brother, as Lone groaned and
shivered in delight of his own.
The reptile began to thrust roughly, and Lone did the little he could to keep in time with
him, but the pleasure of feeling the lizard‟s hard thrusts grinding up into Mahihko‟s body was
too much for him, as the little wolf moaned and trembled, kicking his legs weakly as Lone
squeezed tightly into his thighs, both of them panting hard as Mahihko‟s form bulged with the
shape of the Drakkaren‟s cock. His hands gripped into his father‟s strong, muscular body,
holding onto his biceps and flushing as the lizard flexed them, feeling their power as his ivory,
tattooed penis flopped freely up and down before he threw his head back and screamed as the
pleasure became unbearable, bucking his hips weakly as Lone and Zerrex thrusted roughly up
into his stretched anus, and his shaft flexed and then stiffened before releasing, seed splattering
over the Drakkaren‟s abdominals and body, shooting all the way up to his neck as Mahihko
flushed deeply, moaning in pleasure and shivering violently as volleys of thick load burst from
his penis.
As it began to subside, Zerrex grinned and reached up, yanking the wolf‟s head down to
his chest as he started to thrust harder, and Mahihko moaned loudly as his face ground into the

seed splattered over the Drakkaren‟s scales, before he hungrily began to lick along the toned,
powerful muscles of the lizard, dragging his tongue through every crevice and over every slope
of strong muscle, cleaning his scales of every speck of seed he could reach even as his own stillhard member continued to leak seed and drip pre. And then he arched his back with a moan,
raising his head before burying it forwards against Zerrex‟s chest as Lone began to piston back
and forth as hard as he can, the pleasure far too much for him before he howled as he clawed into
Mahihko‟s buttocks, and his own release came only moments after, grunting and flushing as he
shot thick blasts of his own load flooding around the Drakkaren‟s massive obsidian shaft and
into Mahihko‟s stretched passage.
Zerrex felt his own orgasm building rapidly, but he held off with a grin, Lone now
shuddering and moaning with every hard thrust as his sensitive cock was ground against by the
lizard‟s thick black meat, and Mahihko was squirming and fidgeting, flushed deep red, licking
hungrily over the lizard‟s body even long after it was cleaned of any seed. He managed to hold
back his release for ten minutes, and then he finally felt his own girthy penis stiffening up
beyond control, the Drakkaren thrusting hard upwards as Mahihko bounced up and down, body
bulging as he gasped and panted and moaned before he arched his back in ecstasy as Zerrex let
his head fall back with a roar of pleasure, cock smashing deep into the wolf‟s body as he began
to release volley after volley in a massive torrent of seed that easily outmatched that of Lone and
Mahihko.
The little wolf howled in pleasure, body almost bulging further with the amount of load
pouring into his form as he flushed deeply, more of the thick white stuff bursting out around the
buried cocks of the lizard and the wolf, who was shivering in pleasure as he felt both the
tremendous heat of the reptile‟s semen bathing his cock as well as the hard, powerful thrusts that
made full, almost-painful grinds against his own penis and still-exposed, incredibly-sensitive
knot, as he moaned loudly and bucked his hips weakly despite himself. Zerrex meanwhile, was
still pumping hard upwards with his shaft, grunting hungrily as volley after volley continued to
blast into Mahihko.
It was minutes before he subsided, and the little wolf collapsed against his body as Lone
pulled slowly out and fell backwards, thick rivers of seed dripping from the bulging body of the
smaller lupine as Mahihko shivered in absolute bliss and adoration. Slowly, Zerrex stood, and
the wolf moaned loudly, bucking his hips weakly as he was hefted more by the massive shaft
buried inside him than the hands lightly gripping his sides, and then the Drakkaren grunted as he
carefully pulled himself free, a thick waterfall of seed splattering out of the lupine‟s stretched ass
along with some blood, before the reptile smiled slightly as he carefully set the wolf down
against Lone, and the two wolves looked stupidly, contently up at him before the reptile sat back
and stroked his still hard shaft.
The two wolves looked at each other, then grinned dumbly as they sat up and leaned
forwards, both licking up a side of the lizard‟s shaft, making the reptile shudder in pleasure… but
once they were done cleaning him – and they did a very, very thorough job – the reptile forced
them both away, then struggled to get into his pants and to make himself become flaccid,
grumbling about size problems before he glanced over the wolves and clapped his hands together
as they stumbled around, trying to get back into their own clothes.
He took them out for a meal – funny, usually I do that before I have sex with someone… –
and then to a shooting range, where Lone and Mahihko cheerfully competed as Zerrex watched
with a slight smile. Then Mahihko insisted on shopping, and Zerrex was loathe to do so, but he
did anyway, remembering this day was for them… and he trudged gloomily around, Mahihko

bouncing around the clothing store, looking at the pretty dresses and outfits as Lone pretended to
be bored even as he eyed a tuxedo, and Zerrex stood around, praying no one he knew would see
him with these two.
Afterwards, they went back to the Ravenlight Estate, and Mahihko and Lone both
insisted on taking care of Zerrex after they put their things away, making a meal for him, giving
him a massage, doing whatever they could to ensure he was feeling alright. The reptile
admittedly appreciated it a lot… and as their time ran to a close, he took the hands of either wolf
and walked with them to the main hall, before he kissed Lone‟s forehead, then his lips… and
then he knelt and did the same with Mahihko, before hugging them both tight and murmuring:
“I‟m proud you‟re part of this family, kids. Now run along.”
Mahihko looked like he was about to cry as he clung to Lone‟s hand, and Lone smiled
brightly, rubbing at his own face before he turned and did so… and Zerrex slowly approached
the stairs to find Mercy sitting quietly. Zerrex had seen very little of her these last days, as she
rubbed silently at the stitches on her face… and then she stood up and walked down the stairs,
looking up at him, and he only shook his head before embracing her tightly, and she buried her
head against his chest, clenching her eyes shut.
Ever since Camus, she had been too embarrassed to show her face to him… and Zerrex
didn‟t quite know why. He was glad that she had chosen to stay back, after the fearsome powers
Camus had displayed… and as he rocked her silently in his arms, he knew he could never
express to her how much he treasured her. How much he loved her… and then he kissed her
forehead silently before he picked her carefully up and cradled her in his arms, and she smiled
faintly up at him, kissing his cheek gently as she ran a hand through his hair slowly.
Mercy had been running administrative duties under the High Thrones for the council:
well, first the appointees who had ruled in their stead, and then the High Thrones once they had
all returned. With Ixin still at work on the portal, she had been put in charge of running the mage
council… and although they had first mocked her, it turned out that although Mercy could silentcast almost any spell, when she pulled her collar open and actually spoke it, the spell more than
trebled in power. She was well-deserving of the title of Archmage in power… but she would still
have to earn it through showing wisdom and knowledge as well, but Zerrex had all faith in her
that one day, the mages would not just accept her as one of their own, but respect her as well.
Right now, however, she wanted something else, as she blushed a bit… and Zerrex
smiled despite himself before he nodded and gave her a look, and she sighed silently as she
slipped out of his arms, but she was smiling now too as she created a portal, and they joined hand
as they walked through this.
They emerged in front of Sin‟s Tower, and Zerrex let her take the lead, going through and
descending into the warehouse… and Zerrex was unsurprised to find that Sin had recently found
and caged a minotaur with a robotic arm, the tall, powerfully-built male grimacing in fear and
contempt as Zerrex and Mercy descended, before the reptile glanced at his daughter, deaf to the
yells and threats of the minotaur, and she hesitated, but then pointed at the male, and Zerrex
nodded and reached out to pat her gently on the cheek.
She wanted him to teach her the procedures for the Tower… and he was glad to do so,
showing her how first prisoners were forced into restraints kept in a large metal shelf near the
back of the „warehouse,‟ and one of many methods of ways to do this: intimidation through a
show of supernatural power. While a lot of physical creatures like this minotaur obviously was
would gladly try their strength against another physical opponent, they always tended to hesitate
when you showed how you could blow something up from a distance, or that you had total

control over an element or two. That, combined with a presented willingness to torture them,
usually made them follow orders: anything more hostile, however, they usually knocked out one
way or another, restrained, and then dragged down to their cell.
He also showed her how the cells worked: they could be opened from the outside by
almost anyone, but they were almost impenetrable from the inside. Zerrex let Mercy figure out
which cell the minotaur went in, ignoring the irritated grumbles of the prisoner, and when she
finally chose a cell near the bottom, Zerrex nodded with a smile to her as she opened the empty
door and the reptile threw the prisoner inside. Prisoners were put in cells based upon how
dangerous they were and how long they would last: prisoners who would last only one torture
session or so were always thrown in the cells at the bottom, while more dangerous prisoners or
ones meant for „long-term care,‟ as Zerrex sometimes ironically phrased it, were kept near the
top.
Then Zerrex let Mercy select a prisoner for torture, and he admired her humility when she
blushed and signed a short question to him, and he nodded. Mercy had only joined in on a few
torture sessions so far, and she had never run one by herself yet… so since they had the option to
play safe, she wanted to be as safe as possible, and Zerrex vanished for a moment before
reappearing a moment later with a smiling succubus covered in a patchwork of scars and wearing
a tight collar: one of his Sacrifices, in other words, who was only too delighted to be of service to
them.
Despite her initial anxieties and misgivings, Mercy had already memorized the anatomy
charts Zerrex had given her – and didn‟t honestly know every little detail on himself – and
several different methods of torture. Zerrex gave the Sacrifice a quiet order to scream like she
was really in agony, and the Sacrifice nodded from where they had bound her on a gurney, in one
of the side dungeons of the Tower… and then Mercy approached with a cart full of her own
personal tools, blushing a little bit but then looking down at the Sacrifice and drawing her hands
slowly over her body, the female naked and looking strangely excited as she breathed hard in and
out, before Zerrex stepped back and let Mercy work.
Mercy had been queasy at first, when it came to doing this herself… but Zerrex had
nonetheless noticed a lingering lust about her whenever she started or joined in on a torture
session. He wondered quietly if it was because her innocence was fading, her deftness and ability
to stomach what she was doing had increased… and as she licked her lips slowly, she picked up
a long, sharp knife, before making the first incision… and even though she flinched when the
Sacrifice screamed, she continued to cut.
She was a little sloppy, and she chose the wrong tool now and then… and it was a sick
and horrible thing they were doing, that he was encouraging, but Zerrex thought that with
experience and learning, she would become even better at this than he was. Once, the Sacrifice
got a hand loose… and Mercy, in an instant, had stabbed the knife in her hand down to pin the
female by the palm against the table, gritting her teeth, and the Drakkaren had been impressed.
Even in a real situation, Mercy would have reacted fast enough to pin the victim back to the
table… and the Sacrifice couldn‟t pull her hand free as Mercy redid the restraints.
She finished up about an hour later, putting the Sacrifice‟s pieces back in and kissing the
fingers she had pulled or cut claws out of in a gesture of friendship, and the Sacrifice had smiled
at this, looking dazed and happy. They were strange creatures, these masochists who had
swarmed to the Tower… but at times like these, Zerrex was glad for them, as Mercy let her stand
up and the Sacrifice bowed to her, then knelt in front of Zerrex before sighing in delight when he

stroked along her skull. Then he had gestured for her to go, and she had smiled and made her
way quickly away, giggling like a schoolgirl who had just received her first kiss.
Zerrex took Mercy deeper then, past the Cloister, past the throne room, into his personal
dungeon, and Mercy watched with almost clinical interest when Zerrex dragged the raving Old
God, Buluc-Chabtan, back to the table. He screamed in fear and denial and hatred, but there was
no apology, no surrender, only threats and wheedling, before he was slammed down on a
specially-designed torture table made of what looked almost like chain-link fencing, supported
by six pillars and barely bending under the weight of the Old God as he tried to sit up, and
Zerrex simply punched him across the face, stunning him for long enough for the reptile to snap
chains into place around one of his arms and lock them tightly down.
The struggle continued, but Buluc-Chabtan was no match for the Drakkaren‟s strength,
and as he screamed threats and insults, Zerrex touched one of the pillars, and a long drawer slid
open on it. The reptile pulled one of many long, thin double-edged swords out of this, and the
dragon god‟s eyes bulged before Zerrex slammed the sword through his stomach, making him
scream in agony, the gleaming metal blade fitting perfectly through the wide links of metal wire
and letting blood drain from his body into the open grate below.
Mercy smiled a bit, then made a suggestion as Zerrex pulled another long, thin sword out,
and the reptile tapped the black handle of it thoughtfully with a finger before he turned as the Old
God screamed again and shoved the sword through one of his cheeks, the blade ripping out the
other side as he bit down instinctively and shattered a tooth, a deep rip through his tongue as he
screamed and howled and gargled on blood before the reptile nodded with a smile to Mercy. She
really was learning fast, and it was something the reptile never would have thought of on his
own.
The session – teaching Mercy about everything he could as he mutilated Buluc-Chabtan –
lasted an hour, and then the Drakkaren removed the thin blades he had left impaled through the
dragon god‟s body and cleaned them off, talking absently about maintenance of equipment as the
Old God lay behind him, spirit broken again for the moment, missing his tail and an entire limb,
and Zerrex looked meditatively over him as he finished putting his tools away before he simply
undid his restraints and hefted him over his shoulder, reminding Mercy about how different
beings suffered wounds in different ways. The wounds on the draconic god were devastating, but
he would naturally heal from them: even his arm would grow back over time, although
depending on how badly hurt he was, it could grow back deformed, or damaged, or simply
weaker than it had been before.
Mercy absorbed everything and didn‟t show any remorse or regret for what happened to
Buluc-Chabtan as the reptile threw the Old God back into his cell. The shutter closed, and the
cell descended, and Zerrex looked at Mercy for a moment as she stood beside another torture
table, before she climbed up on it and smiled softly at him, inviting him.
He walked over to her, and she reached out to touch his arm quietly, and then he slid up
onto the table over her… and a few moments later, they were making love, the reptile still
splattered with some of the dragon god‟s blood, Mercy shivering and trembling, moaning as
much as she could through her stitches: a strange sound with her inability to speak, almost crude,
almost primal, yet somehow more alive and more wonderful to the Drakkaren than anything he‟d
ever heard.
It was rough and wonderful, and at the end of it, they lay on the torture table together,
and Mercy fumbled at her collar to click it open, only so she could whisper: “I love you, Zerrex.”

Zerrex smiled at her, stroking her face gently as she closed her collar tight again, then
hugged him fiercely, both their bodies naked and their clothes torn. They gazed silently at one
another, but they never needed words between them: sometimes they were nice to have, but
Zerrex was proud of Mercy for making the choice to continue to wear her collar… for continuing
to be herself, the girl he had sworn to love from the day she was born until the day she died.
They silently rested together like that for the longest time, and then they both got up and
Zerrex repaired their clothes with little more than a glance, as Mercy shook her head in quiet
amusement. Then they exited the torture room and made their way back up into the Cloister,
Mercy guiding him quietly to her room before she pulled him to the bed.
They simply snuggled together, however, Mercy letting out an almost-silent sigh as she
curled up against him, the lizard‟s arm tight around her body and keeping her close to his
powerful chest. It was a nice break, as they curled up with her stuffed animals and the reptile
smiled amusedly at the collection of torture implements hanging on the wall across the room
next to the shelves of books of literature, grimoires, and law textbooks… but he loved each and
every side of her, and would support her to the death in anything she chose to do.
Still, it gnawed at him, worries about supporting her interest in torture… and yet, who
was he to judge? Furthermore, with her ability to learn fast and interest in the law, she might
even make a good Inquisitor, which was where even Sabnock had started. It was an interesting
line… and Zerrex knew it blurred further when you took into account not just Elysium‟s culture,
but also his own beliefs. Then Mercy nudged him, and when he looked down at her quietly, he
also knew she would never simply use and abuse people for her own benefit: whether she
enjoyed learning about the thought-evil practice or not, she knew where the lines were, why
there were lines in the first place, and who fell into that dark, shadowy pit no one wanted to
believe in: people who deserved to suffer as much as possible before they died, if they still
refused to learn even a speck of remorse for others.
They curled up quietly together, resting in each other‟s arms in comfortable quiet, and
finally, he stood slowly up, and Mercy looked at him longingly. They kissed for a moment,
mouths meeting, tasting her stitches and twining his tongue gently through them to make her
shiver a little before their mouths parted, and then they traded a tight, firm hug before parting,
and Zerrex vanished with a wave to her, reappearing in the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate to
look up at the stairs… and then he made a face when no one was there.
The reptile mentally checked the time: but no, he knew he was definitely on time, before
he made a face when Vampire burst out the second floor door leading to his bedroom, squawking
and on fire in nothing but his golden loin-plate, and Selena leaned out of the doorway as the
black wolf tumbled down the steps, shouting angrily: “And I swear to fuck, if I catch you
peeping on us again, I‟ll rip your head off!”
“I wasn‟t peeping, I was looking for Zerrex!” Vampire whined from the platform, as he
patted flames off his body and stood up, and Selena looked dumbly at the black wolf before he
grinned and pointed at the lizard. “See?” A pause and a grumble. “Oh fuck off, I get set on fire a
lot and shit. It ain‟t no big deal.”
Selena glanced over at Zerrex flatly, and he shrugged, saying mildly: “Back in the
Legion, he was the guy who set up the bombs. One of Cherry‟s favorite things to do, however,
was set them off before he had planted them, so they would rip off most of his body, too.”
“Oh, those were the days.” Vampire said with relish, picking at his teeth absently with
one claw, and then he winked at Selena. “Anyway babe. You‟re hot and all, but Zerrex and I got
a day to spend together, and he‟s a lot hotter and nicer than you are.”

Selena simply looked at him, then she sighed and rolled her eyes, muttering under her
breath and heading grouchily back down the hall, and Zerrex looked amusedly at the black wolf
for a few moments as Vampire grinned and shrugged, then hopped down the stairs before
tripping on the last riser and smacking face-first into the ground at the lizard‟s feet, the reptile
looking down at him with dry amusement as the black wolf giggled dumbly, then quickly
climbed back up to his paws and rubbed his head awkwardly.
Then he clung to Zerrex‟s arm before skipping along and dragging Zerrex with him
through a portal, and the reptile found himself spending a lot of time doing things they had done
even back in the Legion: playing pool at Vampire‟s bachelor pad, which was a sordid mess, only
the room with his armor stand and weapons clean – other than the hastily-piled up ammunition
that took up roughly one quarter of the small room – and then fighting over who won the game,
after Vampire cheated miserably by repositioning the eight ball when he thought Zerrex wasn‟t
looking. Unlike old times, however, Zerrex picked Vampire up, slammed him down on the pool
table, and proceeded to have wild, rough sex with him, making the black wolf moan and squeal
like a female as he bucked his hips and begged for more until they were both done, and the table
was splattered with Vampire‟s thick load.
After cleaning up, they had gone out to spar for a little while in a secluded field, and the
black wolf had been gleeful at the time he had spent with Zerrex, before he‟d blushed and they‟d
ended up going on what could only be defined as a small date, the reptile smiling amusedly the
entire time as Vampire took him to a restaurant he‟d reserved a seat at, thrown a hissy-fit when
they wouldn‟t let him through the door at first due to being mostly naked and with his paws bare,
and then Zerrex had dragged him off, dressed him in a casual half-suit, military boots, and a
leather trenchcoat with a snap of his fingers, and then let Vampire pompously strut back, looking
imperiously at everyone as he shoved into the restaurant and found his table, Zerrex following
with a roll of his eyes.
It had been a nice dinner… and afterwards, they had gone back to the Ravenlight Estate
to just sit and talk about old times for a little while in one of the dens, before Vampire had
approached, hugged Zerrex tightly from behind, and mumbled that he didn‟t want to lose him. It
had touched the Drakkaren deeply… although then Vampire had ruined the moment by grinding
against him and giggling stupidly about how he had taken his pants off. Another round of sex,
and then Vampire was dazedly left on the couch, drooling a little as Zerrex finished another
cleansing spell over himself and made his way back out to the main hall, rubbing awkwardly at
his crotch and feeling a little bit sore now, although he was somehow sure it would go away.
Anathema was next in line, waiting for him and looking irritable before she attached
herself to his body and muttered that he needed rest… and yet, even after he grudgingly curled
up in bed to get a short nap, he felt her tickling through his mind before he was dreaming… and
she was standing there with him, looking at him quietly. Then, as Zerrex frowned at her, she
walked forwards and whispered to him, and the reptile stared at her before she smiled tiredly and
hugged him tightly, and the next thing he knew, everything was darkness.
The reptile woke up, feeling fuzzy… and then he stared as he realized Sin was wearing
Anathema now, and sitting beside him on the bed… but when she grinned and stroked over his
chest, it was very obviously Anathema pulling the strings. Then his eyes widened when she
jumped on him, and the reptile ended up in another bout of rough, hard, but slow and delicious
sex, sharing things with Anathema that made her blush, scream, and moan in bliss as Sin
obviously enjoyed herself as well. In a way, he thought it was cheating… but on the other hand,
he wasn‟t about to complain.

Afterwards, Sin left, stumbling her way out of the room with an awkward smile on her
face as Anathema and Zerrex laid next to each other. He wrapped his arms around her, and she
resisted for a moment… but then curled up against him, blushing a bit as he cradled her against
his powerful chest, and she smiled as her eyes slid closed, comfortable in his strong arms as he
held her tight to his body.
He began to ask her a question, but she stopped him with a soft kiss… and then she
pushed him onto his back, and slid her way on top of him. It was easy and slow, and he gripped
her heart for most of the session, which made her blush and moan softly as his other hand rubbed
along her hip, gazing over the beauty he found in her undead body with something like awe and
smiling as he wondered how many others would see just how magnificent she was, knowing that
the answer was too few.
When he released, she sighed in bliss, almost looking as if she‟d died a second time as
she leaned backwards and let her arms go limp even as she rode him… and then she finally fell
forwards against his body. Then she became skeletal, giving him a teasing kiss before locking
herself to his body again, and a few moments later he found himself once more in his own mind,
and she quietly explained the beginnings of a complex plan to him for dealing with the coming
events, the only way they could all support him from such a distance… and even though what it
implied was terrifying, Zerrex was willing to take the chance.
Zerrex left his room after another few hours, as their time together ran out… and he made
a face, dressed but also wearing Anathema‟s bone armor on his body. She refused to get off
him… and he smiled embarrassedly as he found Cindy in the main hall. She gazed up at him
lovingly, then asked first for him to join her in a few simple exercises, which the reptile gladly
did. Cindy was smooth and graceful, her beauty matched only by her intelligence and incredible
physical prowess: she was one of the few people who could do anything she set her mind to,
capable of feats of physical, mental, and even emotional strength that made Zerrex envious.
And yet still, she looked to him for guidance, as they finished their exercises and had a
short sparring session, getting in the way of people on occasion who were trying to pass through
the hall but otherwise left alone, until Cindy pinned him back against the wall, then kissed him
quietly… and a moment later, they were making their way back up to his room, and Zerrex made
a face as Anathema snapped along his body, her helm locking into place over his skull as her
bony plates seemed to pulse in excitement against his form, clutching almost every part of his
body as she whispered in his head that she wanted to know what it was like.
But even though Cindy blushed as Zerrex began to berate the undead Naganatine, she
spread her legs willingly on the bed, murmuring that she didn‟t mind… and Zerrex looked at her
dumbly before he felt his body moving more of Anathema‟s accord than his. Their sex was firm
and fast and awkward at first, but then it quickly became delightful as Zerrex felt Anathema‟s
pleasure in his body as well as his own… and after not two, but three sessions, they finally
collapsed together, and Anathema pulled off his body and rolled stupidly off the bed, only to
giggle dumbly and sit up with a deep blush as she adjusted her skull mask over her head before
hurriedly leaving the room.
Cindy and Zerrex had both laughed, then hugged each other close and kissed quietly, and
she had curled up against him for a little while, then smiled to him… and a few minutes later,
they were leaving through a portal. Zerrex was pleasantly-surprised when they ended up at the
hot springs in the Northern Province, and Cindy sighed in relief as she tested the water, then
smiled at her father before pulling her clothes off and slipping into one of the large, steaming
pools, tilting her head back and winking at him.

Zerrex joined her after a few moments, grumbling as he stripped down himself and
awkwardly slipped into the water, but it was incredibly relaxing as he felt his body beginning to
loosen up, and Cindy slid over to sit beside him comfortably, the two resting against each other
and breathing softly as they tasted steam, until Cindy began to talk, slowly and easily and
comfortably, as her hand twisted gently around her father‟s. She talked about what she had
experienced in Heaven, in Hell, and on the mortal plane, about the Ark Project and how she
refused to abandon it even now, about dreams and aspirations she still had and knew she could
achieve with time and patience. She made him glad she was his daughter with every word she
said.
Finally, they climbed out of the water, then Cindy smiled slightly as Zerrex began to raise
his hand, before she gently pushed it away and instead stroked along his gleaming, steaming
scale, and he couldn‟t stop himself from swallowing hard as he stared down at her own lustrous
body, at the sheen of water over them, and a moment later they kissed slowly, embracing each
other tightly as Cindy pressed up against his body, and then their muzzles parted and she rested
her head against his chest for a few moments, closing her eyes as their emotions twisted around
themselves: a father and a daughter who had only known they were in love before they had
known they were related.
They stood for a little while like that, pressed tight to each other, basking in the heat and
one-another‟s presence… and then they parted, and Cindy created a portal before pulling Zerrex
through it, and the reptile was somehow unsurprised when they ended up in Zerrex‟s room
again… and then he blushed a bit as she pushed him onto the bed, both still naked, and she
straddled his back, murmuring that he needed to relax as she began to slowly, easily massage
along his shoulders and then down his spine.
For the last few hours they had together, Cindy took comfortable, easy care of him,
smiling down at him lovingly and massaging every part of his body, treating him so kindly he
felt embarrassed… and then, finally, she leaned over him and kissed him quietly before helping
him gently into a new set of clothes, muttering how he needed to learn that cleansing spells
didn‟t work forever. Zerrex had grumbled, but let her help him nonetheless, and then Cindy had
hugged him tightly before murmuring she‟d see him soon, and he nodded a little before she sat
quietly on the bed, gazing up at Marina‟s painting and not needing to ask who it was, as Zerrex
rubbed absently at his face before making his way out to see his last Iuratus, feeling refreshed
and renewed.
Carmen was waiting impatiently on the stairs, but she grinned the moment she saw him
before bowing deeply, her breasts enormous and barely restrained by a simple black top today,
and her tight leather pants squeaking with every movement she made as she picked up a large,
gift-wrapped object. Zerrex looked amusedly down at her, and then he took the object when she
thrusted it at him before rolling his eyes in amusement and opening it… and he couldn‟t help but
smile as he found it was a massive, gleaming sword of strange design, with a blade shaped like a
tall half-circle, locked into a steel bar that could be adjusted by means of a large black gear inset
into it. The steel bar fed down into the handle of the weapon, the grip shaped perfectly for his
hands, and as Zerrex picked it up and held it above his head, he was surprised by the weight to
the enormous silver weapon. Then again, the tall blade was perhaps two feet wide and seven feet
long, sitting on the adjustable handle so that the lowest point of the blade rested just above it…
but then Zerrex flicked the weapon, and instead of its monstrous semi-sword, semi-halberd
shape, the blade clanked loudly as it slid to the end of the locking bar it rested in and rotated
forty-five degrees, the half-circle now facing outwards.

The female called it the Time Slicer. A bit of a gratuitous name, Zerrex thought, but
Carmen had gone to a lot of hardship to have the weapon designed and put together, and he
appreciated it nonetheless. And then the female grinned as she pulled her Smiting Rod out of her
pocket, flicking it outwards to bring it from pen-sized to eight feet long in the blade alone, and
the reptile rolled his eyes but nodded as he opened a portal to the back fields and Carmen ran
cheerfully through.
The two sparred for almost an hour, Zerrex getting the hang of the strange weapon after a
few moments as he found there was a hidden lever in the handle he could depress to make the
blade change position and orientation, and the reptile enjoyed using it mainly because it was
nearly impossible to use the weapon right. It made an excellent sparring tool for adjusting to
pressure under the circumstances, and showed that Carmen was a lot wiser than she acted… and
then the two threw their weapons aside at almost the exact same moment, Carmen‟s limbs
becoming steel as she charged forwards with a roar and Zerrex flicking his right arm out as it
became a metallic claw.
Carmen put up a good challenge, but eventually halted with a wheeze as Zerrex punched
her in one of her breasts for the umpteenth time after she refused to make them vanish, squeezing
on the swell with tears in her eyes before she flailed at him and fell on her face. Yet Zerrex had
the feeling she got some sick pleasure from it, too, as she leapt back to her feet and smiled across
at him, upper limbs becoming normal again before bowing politely to him, then simply tacklehugging him to the ground, the reptile snorting in amusement as he crashed backwards and they
rolled through the grass for a few moments.
Then Carmen put her Smiting Rod back in her pocket, and took Zerrex down to the
immense weapons room in the Ravenlight Estate‟s basement, helping him find a place amongst
the multitude of swords, guns, and other objects to put the Time Slicer after polishing it easily
and quickly for him. She reminded the Drakkaren of Cherry in so many ways… and yet in so
many other way she distinguished herself as her own person, so calm and serious when it came
to certain rules of order, while genial and amiable the rest of the time, as she put the weapon
reverently up on an open slot in the wall and then grinned over at the reptile.
He ended up spending much of the day visiting old landmarks around Hell with Carmen,
feeling himself becoming familiar again with areas he hadn‟t visited in many years now as she
went over some of Hell‟s history with him, rambling on constantly. They also visited some
seedier locations, where Carmen ordered whisky… blushed at the sour look Zerrex gave her…
and instead slammed her fist on the bar and ordered them whatever she could that didn‟t have
alcohol as she mumbled apologies every time she did this.
They watched short strip shows, ate bad food, and sat in gambling parlors at the bar until
Carmen picked out the right victims and quickly and easily hustled them out of all their money.
She was a Lust demoness, and a monarch at that… but as much as gambling was greed, lust of
another sort also took its toll in such sinners. The lust not simply for wealth, but adulation and
triumph: she knew that it wasn‟t just the money that mattered to many gamblers, but the victory
that came with it.
They moved on from place-to-place, and then Carmen finally took Zerrex to her own
quaint, surprisingly-small home: it was a tidy, nice little house in the suburbs of a city, and
although at first Zerrex thought she was joking, he then remembered the former Queen of Lust
had lived in the Circle of Lust for most of her lifetime… and that the palace there had been her
home, the Central Spire and the Ravenlight Estate both homes away from home. She showed
Zerrex around with embarrassment, the reptile amused and surprised at how nice she kept

everything, that the furniture was in such good condition, and how the pictures and paintings on
the wall were eclectic but not nude posters. She had a lot of erotica in her shelves, however, even
if much of it was the romantic, wordy sort… and when she showed Zerrex her room, he was
unsurprised that she had a massive trunk literally overflowing with sexual toys of all type and
nature, and a walk-in closet full of lingerie, bikinis, and leather.
She pushed him back on the bed with a grin, licking her lips and beginning to close in…
and then someone knocked on the door and she gave a horrible, consternated look over her
shoulder before grumbling and storming off. Ten minutes later, she came back to find Zerrex had
discovered her collection of porn magazines under her bed, and was drooling through one before
she slapped this out of his hand and shoved him back down on the bed, muttering about how no
one was going to bother them now as she clambered over him and pinned him roughly.
First she took the top… and then they traded places, their bodies moving together fiercely
as she moaned and teased him and grunted and fought against him, until finally he pulled free
and released all over her, making her blush deeply but all-but-bathe in it before sighing and
settling backwards for a moment, Zerrex breathing hard and grinning,… then wincing when she
grabbed him by a very sensitive part of his anatomy and slid off the bed, pulling him cheerfully
out into the hall and into a large bathroom that had come with the house: and although she was
currently only using the toilet as a place to keep a large aquatic plant someone had given her, she
did have an enormous bathtub that she pulled Zerrex quickly into as she turned on the hot water.
It filled up quickly as Carmen poured in bath chemicals she‟d had imported from the
mortal planet and a variety of other things from around Hell, until the water turned a bubbling,
bright red with swirls of mauve in it, like some kind of witch‟s brew, as Zerrex sat across from
Carmen awkwardly… and then she turned off the taps and grinned at him, slipping over to him
and winking as she began to massage his body, and the reptile felt himself relaxing even further
than he had at the hot spring, as the chemicals seemed to buzz lightly against his body, making
him feel rejuvenated.
Carmen washed him down, paying every attention she could to his body and smiling
tenderly at him as she used a gentle brush against his scales to polish them to a perfect luster. She
treated him to a full spa day, babbling away the entire time as she washed his hair out, combed it,
and then washed it again and combed it a second time before rubbing over his body. When they
finally came out of the tub, the reptile was sparkling, looking dumbly down at himself as his
body seemed a bit taller, his muscles a little larger… and Carmen mumbled embarrassedly about
side effects before she cleared her throat and quickly sat him down.
She combed and styled his hair the way he liked it, braiding his hair tightly and using a
blue hair tie woven through with pearls to keep his ponytail in place, as Zerrex mumbled that
they were so girly, even if he did kind of like the way they looked in his hair… and then she gave
him both a manicure and pedicure even as the reptile complained loudly he felt like a girl, but
Carmen only grumbled for him to shut up as she vanished for a minute and left the reptile sitting
there awkwardly, wondering what he was supposed to do now.
When she came back – dressed in leather pants, her body masculine instead of feminine
at the moment so she could wander around shirtless – she grinned and held up a suit with a bow
on it, and Zerrex stared in horror at her before she busily dressed him. By the time she was done,
Zerrex felt like a tool, dressed in polished black dress shoes, charcoal pants and a dark blue dress
shirt made of Widow‟s silk, a charcoal dress jacket overtop this and the bottom three silver
buttons done up. They matched the silver cufflinks he was wearing, each with an ancient prayer
inscribed on them, and a black tie with a silver raven locked into place over the knot was done up

around his neck. Completing the outfit was a black half-cape, half-jacket that covered his upper
chest and hung around his shoulders down to his ankles, the inner lining a deep, dark blue.
Carmen grinned at her handiwork, then snatched up an ancient camera, snapping a
picture of him before the reptile could protest, and then she mumbled that all he needed was his
cane and the outfit would be perfect for later. He stared at her, wondering what she meant by this
as the little picture slid smoothly out of the front of the camera, and Carmen winked at him as
she shook this absently out, then glowered at it when it remained dark before shaking it furiously
up and down until the picture began to form, and she grinned and showed it to him, making the
lizard scowl deeper at her.
She created a portal for him, however, only shooing him away, and the reptile morbidly
walked through and into the main hall… before he stared at a blushing Selena, clad in a black
strapless dress that flowed all the way down to her ankles and long leather gloves that went up to
her elbows, a collar Zerrex had given her long ago proudly worn around her neck and a bit of
makeup on her face, applied hastily and with obvious inexperience… and beside her, Lily stood
in a beautiful white dress that was frilled along her bosom and over her shoulders, long sleeves
covering her arms and a choker gleaming with a topaz around her neck and a matching tiara on
her head, gazing down at him lovingly.
Zerrex cleared his throat, then he awkwardly held his hand out, his cane appearing in it as
he leaned on it and smiled dumbly at his two wives, before a familiar voice grunted at him… and
the lizard grinned widely at the sight of Raze in a white tuxedo, a black rose in his lapel as he
awkwardly rubbed his hands together, looking sulky as he approached. A bolo tie hung around
his neck, and Zerrex absently adjusted this for the godling, who blushed a bit as Selena and Lily
walked down the stairs… and the reptile gazed quietly around at them all as Lily explained it
was just a way for them to have a nice night together: husband and wives with the male they
loved and cherished.
Lily had made a reservation at a high-class restaurant in the Southern Province, and they
portalled there, walking past the enormous lineup in front of the huge, towering building. They
were taken to the top floor by a Greed demon in a full suit, and had a window seat that gazed out
over a beautiful lake surrounded by a forest and a few simple homes… and the reptile smiled a
little bit as the four sat at the table, feeling awkward as he was served lobster and other delicacies
mostly imported from the mortal plane or domestic farms that still ran in several of the space
colonies.
It was a wonderful dinner, once they moved past the awkwardness… and after dinner and
dessert, they left and went to the Ravenlight Estate‟s ballroom, a band playing and the
Drakkaren‟s Disciples, Iuratus, and three other wives all also dressed for the occasion, even if
Cherry kept pulling at her dress and grumbling about how things always went badly when she
wore one of these while Cindy scolded her, Sin was dressed in a beautiful red gown that swirled
around her with every movement, and Anathema was wearing a sultry bone corset and white
leather dress held together by a web-work of stretched bones.
Zerrex danced most of the night away with his wives and Raze, the fellow male blushing
and half-embarrassed as he stumbled now and then, until he finally simply let himself go for the
moment and moved with the Drakkaren, half-pushing against him until Cherry stepped in and
stole Raze away, and the reptile laughed and watched as Raze half-struggled against her and
half-enjoyed himself as Cherry grinned brightly at him and told him cheerfully to loosen up.
The next day found Zerrex in his room, with one arm around Raze, the other around
Selena, and Lily sprawled dazedly and happily out over Zerrex‟s chest, breathing softly. It was a

night the reptile would treasure for a long time, and not just for the wild and inappropriate sex,
but for the wonderful time he‟d spent with his family, and the affection and love they had all
shown him… but as Zerrex began to get up, Raze pinned him by the chest with one hand and
looked at him softly, and the reptile had been curious… but only five minutes later, the others
had woken up, mentally checked the time, and Selena and Lily had both grumbled about it before
climbing to their feet and getting dressed.
Zerrex had done the same curiously, and Lily and Raze had left through the doors while
Selena held Zerrex in his room. As he sat on the bed, pants on and rubbing absently at his
muscular chest, Selena sat down beside him, then brought his hand up to stroke over her collar,
asking him softly: “Disciples… can be wives too, right?”
Zerrex softened and nodded… and Selena smiled at him quietly before she hugged him
tightly, whispering: “I love you, Zerrex. I love Aluinnia, too… but I know if anything, she‟ll
only envy that I got to be your Disciple and she‟s still just stalking you. Now stop taking your
goddamn time and do it already.”
The reptile laughed a bit, and then Selena growled playfully and tackled him, the two
rolling over the bed back and forth, straining and testing each other‟s strength before Zerrex
finally pinned her down and seized her around the neck, wrapping his hands around the collar…
and Selena grabbed into his arms, gasping as her eyes turned pure black for a few moments and
arching her back, hissing in shock as the collar glowed… and then she shoved Zerrex backwards
and groaned, hugging her stomach tightly before flushing deeply as her horns grew a little larger
and her body expanded slightly, tearing the plain clothes she‟d borrowed from Zerrex and
thrown on in a rush to avoid putting her dress back on, and then she grasped her skull as her
wings tore out of her back and flapped once, then twice, as white, rubbery scales formed over
them, looking almost feathered but solid and flexible.
Then she shook her head slowly as she stood up… before bursting into flames, her
clothes falling away as she winced in horror, staggering backwards and groaning in shock as the
fires burned bright red and Zerrex winced away from the heat, but a moment later the flames
gathered over her naked front and legs, hissing as they became like magma that clung to her
body before solidifying into black, rocky plates that covered her bosom and groin, smoke rising
up from her as Selena stared down at herself in shock, and then she whispered: “No way…”
She flexed, then grinned widely as her wings flapped before furling into her back, and
Zerrex smiled a bit at her as he stood up, reaching out to touch the faint trails of burn scar over
her body as she looked at him lovingly, then kissed the side of his neck quietly, her collar now a
thick, rocky black with a circular, darker-than-dark clasp. They looked at each other, then kissed
slowly as her body pressed forwards against him, and she was so warm, almost painfully-hot as
she hugged him tightly… and then they both looked up as Sin entered through the door, then
blushed and touched the side of her face, saying hurriedly: “I am so sorry, Lord Zerrex, I didn‟t
mean to just barge in on you and Lady Selena…”
“It‟s okay, Sin. I was just… giving in to temptation.” Selena grinned a little at Zerrex,
slapping him on the shoulder as she looked over at the female, and Sin gazed over her before
smiling softly and nodding. “We set up?”
Sin nodded, and Zerrex frowned a bit, but Selena only winked at him… and a moment
later, he was being propelled through the door, Selena hurrying him along with a wide grin as
Sin followed calmly in their wake, only shaking her head in quiet entertainment. The reptile was
about to argue with the demoness, or try and stop her… but then he stared as she opened a portal
and surprised him, before his jaw simply dropped as he staggered into the Cuddle Room, voices

from all around it yelling „Surprise!‟ and leaving him staring in amazement at the gathering of
more than a hundred people: his Disciples, his friends, his family, some of whom he hadn‟t seen
in years.
Zerrex passed through the party in a daze: people greeted him, hugged him, conversed
with him and simply looked at him, and the reptile didn‟t know what to do or say, only touched
so deeply by their presence here. Some gave him gifts, others gave him advice, and all gave him
support, and he appreciated them more than he could ever say… and smiled at the speeches
made in his honor, clapped at the bands and performers that played, and danced with those who
came asking to with indescribable gladness.
He bathed in their presence, absorbed their attention, and felt like both a narcissist and a
puppy who had just been taken home from the pound to a loving, caring family. It was more
wonderful than he could describe, and as he spoke and interacted with them all, more memories
flooded back, of both the family here with him… and the family who were no longer alive to see
and share these moments.
They kept him busy and happy for more than a full day and night, serving food and
performing feats of all kinds and putting on exotic shows even as people began to filter away…
and yet at the end of it, Zerrex sat with Firenze and Priest and Markus, the three quietly gazing at
their father and listening to him as he talked quietly onwards, telling them the little he had to
give, on how the world could be evil, but it never meant to give up on something or someone, not
until the last moment… about fighting for the right thing, even when it was hard, even when
people ostracized you… about not giving in to the pressures of others or the world, even when it
left you exiled and lost, to never do things for sheer attention, to never desecrate themselves by
performing for the happiness of others… they should always do what they loved for the sheer joy
of it, not attention, not admiration, but because it could become like a loving meditation, like the
one thing in the universe that could bring peace to a person when they did it… but if it was ever
corrupted or misused or taken for granted, it would become something warped, only a reminder
of giving in to the callings of the ignorant masses.
He ranted a little bit, but they listened nonetheless, and took what they could… and
finally, Zerrex stood up, realizing that it was approaching time now. He closed his eyes, then
looked to the side as Ixin touched his shoulder gently, the mage smiling at him with a strange
kind of softness in his eyes he rarely revealed, saying quietly: “Zerrex, it‟s been an honor to be
by your side. The portal‟s working fine, now… but Firenze mentioned something in council, first
of all, I think he should get off his chest.”
Firenze nodded, standing and looking across at his father, and then he said quietly: “Dad,
we can‟t let you go without supporting you somehow. Without helping you, one way or another.
So I want to put all of Elysium at your disposal, to give you whatever aid we can, in whatever
form we can… fighting Camus, Dad… I know… I know it‟s going to be rough.”
“I can totally build you a new armlet, something that can let you better focus your powers
or shit.” Priest suggested with a grin, leaning forwards, and then he punched his open palm,
adding: “Or a hell of a big bomb, maybe one that disrupts Unworld shit, if I can only figure out
the goddamn energy flux…”
Zerrex shook his head with a bit of a smile, and then he said quietly: “Anathema and I
already have a sort of plan figured out… we just need a few tools, and we‟ll be ready to
implement it.” He stopped, then glanced over his shoulder as the undead Naganatine approached,
her bony dress spinning around her body as it tore apart and bones snapped into place over her
form. “But since… it looks like all people I need to talk to are here, let‟s run a strategy session. I

need to have everyone prepared before I go… and I need to go over everything that‟s planned as
well, to make sure… no one freaks out if something goes wrong.”
Faces looked at him quietly… then nodded silently, and Zerrex closed his eyes as he felt
a tremble, all his positive emotions flipping on themselves, inverting into something negative,
and he shuddered a bit at the bad feeling that ran through the pit of his stomach, only hoping
things didn‟t go as badly as he thought they would.
Zerrex stood in his room in the Ravenlight Estate, flexing his metallic arm before scales
ran down it, and the reptile‟s eyes lingered on the tattoo on his right bicep, the ivy seeming to
twist and writhe beneath the swastika before settling, and he sighed a bit as he snatched up a
deadly-sharp dagger with a shark-fin-shaped blade of green crystal, purple runes glowing over it.
The reptile‟s hand ached just from holding the ornate gold handle from how dangerous it felt,
and he flipped it over in his hand before shoving it into a black holster just above his tail,
attached tightly to his belt. Then he sighed, rolling his shoulders absently and making a face as
he rubbed slowly over the black vest he was wearing, layered with plates of silvery metal: it
would absorb positive energy from the atmosphere while he wore it, keeping him fully charged
and shielding him from hostile energies… and the matching pants did the same, keeping him
insulated against the deadly Unworld energy.
Priest and Mengele had thrown the outfit together for the Drakkaren in the three days
since the briefing, both working overtime on an old design the wolf had thrown together in his
past life working for Narrius. Mengele was being especially cooperative these days, strangely
excited by the fact he was working with his cherished „Subject-0‟ again even though he also kept
ranting about how it was impossible he could still be alive, and Priest had gotten used to the mad
scientist‟s ravings… but furthermore, had also recognized what a serious situation they were in,
and seemed determined to do whatever was necessary in order to try and save his father‟s life.
He also wore a simple silver ring on his hand, inscribed in tiny print with the words
„Love less, love lost; love more, love found.‟ A strange phrase, but one that had always
comforted him in a strange way… and he sighed and shook his head slowly as he made his way
out of the room and walked quietly down the hall, pushing into the main hall of the Ravenlight
Estate and striding down the stairs quietly, to stand on the landing and gaze for a moment over
everyone waiting for him, his Disciples and Iuratus and wives and family crowding the hall,
Cherry and Sin standing closest to the stairs before Cherry turned and roared: “Salute!”
Everyone dropped to a kneel and bowed deeply, while Cherry simply slammed her fist
against her chest in an old salute and grinned up at him, and Zerrex shook his head with a faint
smile as he descended the stairs, then said in a voice that cracked only slightly: “Rise, everyone,
please.” He cleared his throat, then glanced at Cherry, who was dressed in battle armor, with the
Great Diviner shackled to her arm and the sword holstered at the side. “Everything ready?”
“Yeah, the Reapers have finished coating the entire inside of the dome with runes and
shit, too. Everything should be in place.” She stopped, then looked at him quietly, touching his
cheek softly. “You ready, Boss? You sure you only want to take that thing? You sure about this
plan of yours?”
“Not one bit, but it‟s time to go.” Zerrex said quietly, and Cherry grunted, not arguing
with him. She hesitated… and then hugged him tightly, and the Drakkaren hugged her back
firmly before she half-knelt, and he kissed her forehead then her lips in blessing.
He stepped away, then turned and shared a tight embrace with Sin, then repeated the
blessing… and as he walked down the hall, he repeated the same with every person who

approached, family, friend, Disciple, Iuratus, or other, until he reached the doors… and then he
quietly pushed outside, and the others followed to where Royal Guards were standing by a portal
ring that had been hastily set up. A Rakshasa mage behind them, with a tiger‟s head but hairless,
lithe body, smiled and bowed to Zerrex, dressed in green robes, and then he stepped aside and
gestured towards the ring, and it sparked with dark energies before transforming into a white
portal that would temporarily remain permanent, feeding to another portal ring they could see
clearly though to the front of a massive, metallic dome beyond.
Zerrex walked through, stepping over the bottom of the ring and out of the ring beyond it
with a bit of a smile, and he walked down a path lined with Royal Guards who all saluted. The
huge vault door leading to the dome swung open as he approached, where Anathema waited
impatiently, although there was worry and even fear in her eyes as the Drakkaren approached
her, others filing out behind him and following in a slow progression, and then she grasped his
arm and asked quietly: “Are you sure you don‟t want me to come with you?”
“Camus isn‟t stupid, Anathema. This has to be me and him, just like Athéos.” Zerrex said
quietly, looking into the dome and the massive, terrible portal beyond, pulsating with both light
and dark energies and crackling with a terrible static that made it seem almost evil, almost
violent. Then he simply grabbed Anathema, kissing her forehead, then leaning forwards into a
passionate, slow kiss against her lips, and she clawed into his shoulders but kissed him back at
the same time before pulling away, and the reptile smiled faintly at her. “I‟ll see you one way or
another, Annie.”
“Yeah. Thank you, Zerrex.” Anathema said quietly, and the Drakkaren smiled at her
again before walking into the enormous dome, gazing around the darkness of the room as
Anathema followed him to the concrete stairs leading up to the platform made of bones that the
enormous ivory ring rested on, two statues of enormous, baleful Naganatine standing beside it
with their arms held out towards it, made of crystal and sending terrible bolts of energy into the
portal to keep it stable.
As Zerrex stood in front of it, he felt a faint tug, like it was trying to pull him in… could
hear voices, whispering terrible secrets that should never have been told, discoveries that had
better been left dormant and undisturbed. The Drakkaren shuddered a bit for a moment, and then
he turned around to look quietly over the others, as his Disciples filed in to watch him leave, and
then he held his arms out as two Reapers slowly floated up through the floor and extended their
scythes towards him, Amiglion joining them after a moment with Grim, nodding respectfully to
Zerrex before Grim floated forwards and spun carefully around the Drakkaren.
Mounted on the wall opposite the portal was a large glass screen… and this flickered
before coming to life, showing the Drakkaren as an outline of blue energy, with other indistinct
shapes around him. When he stomped the ground, however, energy rippled and clearly defined
the platform and even part of the portal… but then it slowly faded, and Anathema said in a curt,
dry voice: “Other viewing stations have been set up around Elysium, so everyone knows what‟s
going on. They say that even in Heaven there‟s viewing stations watching these events, Zerrex,
so look sharp, huh?”
“Beat the shit out of him, Boss.” Cherry added, then she grinned and rolled her shoulders,
saying mildly: “I don‟t want to have to come in there and bust up his ass for you, after all, if you
step in some shit.
“You can do it, Daddy… I know you can.” Marina said quietly, and then she glanced
over at Maria, who was standing beside her, and touched her shoulder as she smiled supportively
to her father, the Broken blushing but nodding firmly herself.

Cindy gazed at him quietly as she wrapped an arm around Cherry, and she said softly:
“We‟ll always be waiting for you, Daddy. Always. You can do this, though… just remember
Requiem. Remember his teachings. Remember what you‟re fighting for.”
Mercy nodded, and Zerrex turned to gaze at her as she looked at him quietly… and he
smiled before she smiled back, swallowing thickly and hugging herself tightly, but no words, no
gestures were needed. Her soulful eyes looked into his, and they understood each other with only
their gazes… and then the reptile looked back and forth as others wished him luck, gave him
their love, reassured his terrified spirit.
Sin, Lily, and Selena strode up to the base of the platform, looking up at him… and
Zerrex gazed over them silently before they all smiled at him, his newest Disciple grinning as
she blew him a kiss, Lily bowing to him deeply, and Sin gazing at him with adoration and love in
her purple iris and the blue flame in her metallic socket burning brighter than ever… and they
told him, almost in perfect time: “I love you.”
“I love you all too.” He stopped, then repeated it slowly, gazing over Priest, Markus,
Mahihko and Lone, Vampire, all the many faces here… “I love you all too. You will all always
be my family… and I‟ll stop Camus for your sakes, whatever it takes.”
Then he stepped slowly backwards before he could drag this out any longer, before things
became even more painful for all sides… and it was like the portal seized him before he was
pulled into the vortex, turning around and not walking, but instead falling violently, spiraling
almost out of control as he passed faces and spirits, things that loomed in the darkness and things
that laughed at him, before he was suddenly vomited out of a rip in reality and down to rocky red
earth, slamming into the soil and rolling a few feet before he groaned and lay on his face,
clawing into the loose earth as he shook his head, looking stupidly up.
He staggered to his feet, then looked slowly up at the sky: the stars here were red flames
in the dark tapestry of the heavens, with a few white dots here and there, and the planet was
bathed in twilight… but it was a twilight that felt eternal, and the reptile wondered silently if this
planet even had a sun that it revolved around. It was supposed to be the Center of the Universe,
after all, in name as well as position… and he glanced back and forth, seeing a smattering of
rocks, and a few shrunken, ugly tree-like things sticking up from the ground, and the reptile
made a face as he breathed the air and tasted… not so much something that had gone stale, but
had never been exactly right to begin with. Toxic to mortals, probably, maybe even to angels or
demons… but the Drakkaren was able to breathe it without his instincts creating an atmosphere
around himself, so he figured it wasn‟t poisonous to him.
The lizard walked slowly over the sandy red ground, looking around for any landmarks…
but apart from a few ugly mountains in the distance, the planet seemed devoid of much other
than rocks, red dirt, and the sparse, thin tree things. He made a face, and then reached down and
quietly touched the ground, closing his eyes… and he sensed a pulse beating in the planet.
Energy that he was able to absorb… and the reptile paused before jumping up and down a few
times. There was gravity, too, and probably a little heavier than on Elysium… but that suited him
fine, too, as he walked through the soil and sighed a bit, muttering: “Mortal Mary is going to
have a field day when I tell her about this and she can rub it in Zane‟s face… far as I know,
Melody‟s never really left Heaven.”
He glanced back and forth as he walked aimlessly, then he tilted his head as he
approached what looked like ruins in the distance. After ten minutes or so of travel, he reached
them and examined them curiously: it looked like the fallen and decayed pillars had once formed
a ring of some kind, supporting a large octagon of stone tablets… but these had all long

collapsed, and Zerrex shook his head a bit, murmuring: “Where the hell are you, Camus? And is
this really the same place Athéos and Legion investigated all those years ago?”
Zerrex knelt, picking through several broken pieces of tablet… and then he frowned as he
found an inscription on one, brushing the dirt off it as he looked for a few moments at the
language. At first it made no sense… but then, as he concentrated on the runes, he felt something
click in his brain and give him the vaguest of understandings, and he dropped the piece of tablet
as he said curiously: “This was part of a tower once… but that means…”
“Yes.” said a soft voice from behind him, and Zerrex winced as he spun around, staring
at Camus as the lion smiled at him a bit: but it was a sad, quiet smile, as he gestured at the world
around them. “Once upon a time, this planet was protected by both enormous mountains and the
Impervious, an immense glass sphere that surrounded this planet. But time here tends to pass in a
different way that it does anywhere else on the physical plane… we, after all, are in the Center of
the Universe.”
He shook his head slowly, saying quietly: “When the shield eventually shattered after
countless eons of the First Gods being gone, it became sand. And the great mountains, too,
eroded away into powder… and then the winds simply stopped blowing, because they had buried
this world in dust, in what some call the sands of time. But come, Lord Zerrex. Let us dialogue
now… and let us explore the ruins I have discovered in the depths of this world. I‟m sure they
will interest you greatly… and although Corruption nor Purification exist here, the air is still
permeated with powerful energies, so you‟ll be pleased to see we won‟t have to walk.”
Camus flicked his wrist, and a black portal opened… and Zerrex looked at the lion
silently for a few moments before he simply nodded slowly, walking forwards and stepping
through it to enter into a massive hall, a pair of forty-foot tall doors behind him flooded shut and
sand slowly spilling through cracks in the solid wood, forming a pile that had already reached
half the height of the doors. He made a face, then glanced around the room, the walls high and
massive, yet the furnishings much smaller, a table that lay in disarray still set and only partially
rotted away as Camus led them forwards, gesturing for Zerrex to follow as he murmured: “I
suppose… you wish to have your questions answered.”
Zerrex nodded slowly as they walked around the table, the reptile glancing at several
tapestries that hung on the wall, ancient and worn but the depiction of marvelous beings on them
so striking they still cut Zerrex to the core… and he rubbed at his head slowly before asking
quietly: “Why are we taking this tour, Camus? I thought we were enemies.”
“All in good time. Fighting is brutish and can wait. First, let us enjoy the world here… let
me answer the questions you have now, so we can fight without the fear of never knowing the
answers we seek.” Camus murmured, as they headed towards a pair of broken-open doors,
Camus leading them down a narrow, curling staircase. Parts of it had broken away, and the lion
was careful to hop over these and pause to point them out to Zerrex, even as he said quietly:
“This was the first real planet, the first place of life, and for one fleeting moment in time, the
entire physical universe. The First Gods lived here… and made other gods in their own image
here. Forged the laws of the universe, some say, laws that when broken, have disastrous
effects… disasters, such as myself and you.”
Zerrex couldn‟t help but smile a little bit at this as they stepped off the stairs and into a
long, dark passageway… and then he stared at a frozen statue of a terrible, monstrous beast,
petrified in mid-lunge, several parts of its body collapsed over time and laying with one huge
claw extended on its face, both legs frozen as if propelling it forwards… and Camus shook his
head slowly as he guided the reptile past, murmuring: “The First Gods had guardians. Some even

sleep until this very day, alive and in the hidden places the First Gods wished to protect. Some
say that the First Gods made the first Primordials, other legends say that the First Gods were also
the first Primordials… but nothing is very clear on the subject. The only thing that is known for
sure is that they were beings of extreme power, like the universe had never before seen, able to
shape reality to their will. They were and will always be the biggest fish in this pond we call the
universe, and they set in motion everything that happens today… and whether we are a result of
free will or a dance of particles and electrons does not matter: what matters is what we do now,
the roles we play, the great tragedies we must act out.”
Zerrex nodded slowly as they passed the monstrosity, and they walked through a set of
doors and into a massive, circular room… before the reptile grunted as an enormous crystal inset
into the center of the room glowed before the room slowly began to descend with a shriek and
screech, the reptile looking back and forth before he asked: “Were they technologically
advanced?”
“They had no need… they were limitless, all-powerful, able to do anything they wanted
as they established the rules of order.” Camus replied quietly, and then he looked up silently,
murmuring: “But they never knew where they came from… what made them… and what their
purpose was as they continued to create, and as they went from order to chaos, they inverted
upon themselves. Do you know what happens when a god breaks its promises, its vows?”
The Drakkaren nodded as the lift continued to slowly descend, saying quietly: “Yeah.
They become the opposite of what they once were, twisted, usually malignant. Prideful gods
often feel that first… gods who are so vain that if they are scarred or burned in some serious
way, they become monsters, seeking revenge against whoever did this to them and then the
world at large, blaming it for making them feel ugly when they‟re the ones who put so much
value on it in the first place.”
Camus smiled at him and nodded back, then the lion put his hands behind his back and
sighed, saying quietly: “The First Gods lasted eons. Long enough that there are tales that there
are other original Gods and Primordials in the universe who knew them by name… and then they
destroyed each other and themselves.” He paused as the lift clanked loudly and slowed to a halt,
rumbling violently, and then motioned towards a doorway to their right, leading Zerrex through
it and into a long, narrow but high-ceilinged hallway. “It is said that many of the First Gods split
into pieces that floated through the universe, and that each piece eventually reconstituted itself
into a new god. Many of the Old Gods have claimed to be one of these pieces, as did Athéos…
but we all know the truth about Athéos, do we not?”
They emerged out into a larger, wider hallway as Zerrex nodded slowly, following
Camus as he turned down it and headed past two frozen statues of monsters in various states of
decay… and then he breathed quietly as they emerged into a massive, dome-shaped room, the
ceiling perhaps a hundred feet high and supported by girders of some strange, almost-liquid
metal that writhed slowly back and forth in place along walls made of patterned stone, and the
floor was formed of ancient tiles that had perhaps once been white, but now were faded gray and
ripped-up black in some places, covered in sand and a few broken pieces of rock… but the six
immense statutes that surrounded an octagonal pool of swirling black liquid looked as if they had
been polished only moments ago, made of smooth stone and each in the shape of a different,
immense god stretching his arms out almost pleadingly over the pool, each facing what looked
like a god of the opposite order.
“Life, Death, Creation, Destruction, Order and Chaos.” Camus murmured softly, and
Zerrex looked at him quietly as he approached the nearest, his eyes barely able to take in the

fantastic shape of the creature. The six were all different, but this one looked almost like a
Naganatine, from the tall crown of horns to the split tail… and then Zerrex staggered backwards
as he stroked slowly down its legs and energy violently sparked over it, knocking him over as he
clutched at his arm with a curse and the lion held out a hand to him with a faint smile. “The
statues are pulsing with life, still. Disharmonious energy, it‟s called: it has to be sealed away, or
it reacts violently in contact with other energies. It can give a person immense powers of creation
or destruction…”
“But it drives them insane, doesn‟t it?” Zerrex asked quietly, and Camus nodded slowly,
before the Drakkaren sighed and took the lion‟s hand, letting him help him up to his feet before
the reptile carefully walked past the statues, gazing at another, bird-like one for a moment, then
looking down in the swirling pool of darkness… and he murmured: “This… this is a rift to the
Unworld.”
“The true Center of the Universe, yes, the place where the Unworld connects to physical
reality. The tie, so to speak, that bonds our worlds together.” Camus gestured at the pool quietly,
looking at Zerrex for a few moments before he joined him beside it and reached down towards
it… and his hand connected with a translucent barrier that burst into existence, refusing to allow
the male to push any further downwards. “It‟s been sealed by the First Gods, however, and in a
very clever way. The shield is created by the statues, which are full of disharmonious energy…
so if the statues are destroyed, the pool will be destroyed as well.”
Zerrex nodded slowly, and then he leaned forwards, murmuring: “You want me to drain
the statues, because my body… has disharmonious energy in it already, doesn‟t it?”
Camus, however, only smiled a little at Zerrex, patting him on the back silently. “Zerrex,
now is the time for the truth of the matter. Yes, I brought you here for a reason… but there is no
way even you can survive mentally or physically draining these statues. No, like I always said…
this is all about you.”
Camus looked down at the pool of swirling Unworld essence, and then he said quietly:
“Zerrex, let me first clear one small fact up, before we proceed. You were killed by Athéos, and
banished into the Nothingness… and I have reason to believe you never left.” He glanced at
Zerrex, who looked at Camus stupidly before the lion reached out and squeezed his shoulder
quietly. “You see, your energies shattered at some point in the battle, before you were
reformed… but pieces of you stayed disassociated, and I found these in the Unworld and
gathered them into a shard of your energies I have studied long and hard.
“Zerrex, you were destroyed. Annihilated. There‟s no easy way to put it… but you were
eradicated from the face of existence as we know it. Yet you came back: but that is nothing
compared to being banished into the Nothingness, as you were. Even assuming your energies
pieced back together with the help of the other energies you absorbed over your period of combat
with Athéos, it‟s impossible that you reconstituted yourself and then simply willed yourself out
of the Nothingness.
“No. But part of your energies survived on this side of the world, and something or
someone called out to you, with such fierceness, with such strength, that it acted like a… a
magnet, and ripped you through the fabric of reality.” Camus was quiet, looking at him silently.
“But not all of you. Pieces of you are likely still floating in the Nothingness, and time there
moves at a much slower rate, if at all. Years have passed. And for all we know, you could have
been the smallest piece, the piece that easily could have slid through reality into the
disassociation, where you finally healed.

“You have been back on the mortal plane for at least twenty five years, Zerrex, but for
three of those something else was holding you in the disassociated energies, piecing you back
together, bit-by-bit. Something so ethereal it could slip through the planes and into the
Nothingness, taking the pieces of the Zerrex you were… and forming you into the Zerrex you
are. Yet who are you? Are you Zerrex? Or are you just the energies that have inherited his will?
A mixture of Naganis, Athéos, and the High King of Hell… is the real Zerrex gone forever, and
are you merely his replica?”
Zerrex shoved at the lion, but Camus gripped into his shoulders, saying quietly: “And that
something, Zerrex, that pieced you back together, stayed with you. Naganis. It was Naganis,
wasn‟t it? Lord Zerrex, I am a Theologian, I study the gods, and this is about you, but it has
never been about you… it is about Naganis, the only true god I have traced back the heritage of
all the way to Creation!”
Camus gestured at the Naganatine statue, and Zerrex stared up at it stupidly as Camus
said quietly: “Your powers are not natural, not even for a god, Lord Zerrex… just as Naganis
was capable of feats that went beyond godlike as well, and beyond the reach of any other known
being but these, the First Gods. Naganis was so powerful Athéos feared him… Naganis even
resembled Creation, and now your powers more and more resemble that of the First Gods.
Zerrex Narrius, you are far more Naganis than you are Zerrex: but in his purity, Naganis did not
steal your disassociated energies to restore himself to reality… he restored you by sacrificing
himself, and now he may live on through you, and I have to know. I have to know the
answers…”
The lion turned away, pacing back and forth, and then he looked up at the statue of
Creation, holding his arms out and whispering: “They hated the way the world had become…
and yet they sealed this portal, and placed their divine relics around it. They revered it, and yet
they sealed the Unworld away… and you are the only person in all the world who knows the
answers.” Camus looked at him almost enviously for a moment, turning towards him as he shook
his head slowly, and Zerrex sat down shakily, clutching at his head. “And yet you might not even
be Zerrex… or perhaps you even killed Naganis when he was trying to resuscitate himself, your
energies lashing violently into his…”
“No!” Zerrex shouted, throwing an arm out, and he shook his head back and forth, saying
quietly: “I remember the fight, I… I remember Naganis saved me after Athéos dissolved me. The
first time I had ever been disassociated… and then I… Athéos made a black hole, it dragged us
into the Nothingness and I absorbed his energies, but I don‟t know what this other bullshit is that
you‟re talking about!”
“You‟re scared. You have every right to be.” Camus said softly, and he shook his head,
seeming to catch himself as he gazed over the other statues, gesturing at them quietly: “The true
duty of the Theologians was to study the gods. Not to worship, only to study. I have studied
them, Lord Zerrex, for years and years and years… I have studied Jupiter, King of the Gods, and
how he became nothing more than a stupid beast kowtowing to my will because of my power,
and I have studied Lucifer and Lord, worshipped and revered in the place of Naganis in Heaven,
one pure of heart and generous and naïve and the other a creature of cold order and hidden
compassion. I have studied Legion and Athéos, and their ascent to power, as told by so many
other Gods, and yet so few know the truth, but you…”
He paced over to the wall, pushing his hands against it and leaning his head forwards, and
then he looked over at Zerrex and said softly: “I should also… be honest. Lord Zerrex, that
vortex to the Unworld… is merely a connection point. It is a mouth, perhaps the only way in and

out from the physical plane to the Unworld… but it will never flood violently upwards, even
should those statues somehow be destroyed. This isn‟t about destroying the universe, this isn‟t
about creating a new plane, in our image… that was only to test you, your purity of heart, your
admirable courage despite your sadistic streak, but even that is excusable by philosophy and
tradition. Zerrex…” Camus looked at him, seeming strangely vulnerable and lost as he stretched
his hands out towards him silently. “This was all to get you to be here, at this moment in time
that will stretch on to infinity until all questions are answered, all wonderment is lost, and only
one of us leaves this planet alive.”
Zerrex looked down silently, and Camus shook his head slowly, murmuring: “I am a
Broken who wishes to create, Zerrex… in your body, within these statues, is enough energy that
I can absorb and cancel out the Unworld energy that chars inside mine, a feat not even Maria
could accomplish. And I will also learn the answers of creation that hide deep in your energies,
Zerrex… Naganis is in there, inside you, somewhere… and I know he must be a First God, he
must be, Creation in all his glory, and to talk to him, oh, to talk to him… but the only way to do
that, to accomplish the goals of the Theologians, know what makes the universe work, how to
heal and fix as a Broken instead of destroy, whether or not the universe must be recreated from
scratch or simply allowed to evolve… I must strip your energies from his.”
“Camus, listen to yourself… you sound pedantic, lunatic, like an idiot, not the
philosopher and wise friend I once had.” Zerrex said quietly, standing up, and the lion looked
away, flushing in shame as he rubbed a hand slowly through his mane. “We talked about belief
costing friends before, about… how beliefs should never cost another person their life-”
“Unless it can help a thousand others, and Lord Zerrex, knowing these answers…”
Camus walked forwards, looking at him quietly as he whispered: “If I had known sooner, it
would have hurt, but it would not have killed you… but now it will. Your energies and those of
Naganis beat in perfect synchronicity… and you have no idea how jealous that makes me. There
is no other way… even digging into your mind, he could easily slip through my grasp. There is
no other way and I am so sorry, my friend, but I want you to imagine what I can do…”
“Good intentions pave the road to Hell, Camus… you sound power-mad already.” Zerrex
shoved him backwards again, and Camus gritted his teeth this time, looking insulted. “All
dictators start off wanting to do a good job and help their country… and then they grow fond of
their power and too afraid to let it go, and here we are now. Camus, I have a family… I have
people who depend on me, and goddammit, I am me, and not just some… some mass of energy,
some bad carbon copy of Zerrex! I have memories, memories that come back more and more
every day, and feelings for people, and…”
Zerrex shuddered, looking away, and Camus gazed at the pool of Unworld energy before
he shook his head slowly, murmuring: “Zerrex, you are my friend. I don‟t wish to sever this
friendship… but saving the universe is a greater cause than friendship. Finding the answers to it,
what it was supposed to be, what they originally intended. Even if Naganis is merely a fragment
of a First God, look at you: you may be no more than a few fragments of Zerrex, and already
your powers are tremendous, far greater than his had ever been.”
“I am Zerrex Narrius.” the reptile said coldly, and he anchored himself, glaring across at
the lion. “I will do anything and everything it takes to stop you, Camus… I won‟t let my family
go through that pain and suffering again, and I won‟t let you fulfill these delusions of grandeur of
yours and then warp the universe to your own desires.”
“Worlds need fixing, I know I can fix them…” Camus replied quietly, and the two glared
at each other for a few moments before the lion slumped his shoulders, whispering: “One

sacrifice for the lives of many, Zerrex. I thought you would make the right decision there… and
besides, who‟s to say the real Zerrex isn‟t out there somewhere, coming slowly back from
disassociation or the Nothingness himself? What will you do then, if another Zerrex appears, or
some kind of alter-Zerrex, made from fragments of your own energies, born of the will that
resides in your being? You are living energy, Zerrex… one of the few beings in the universe
capable of such a feat, but not the only one by far… the Naganatine themselves, after all, are all
merely pieces of Naganis, and even mortals have used magical devices to use their own blood,
their own energy, to give life to golems and other constructs.
“But you were formed back into creation by something else, well possibly Naganis as his
thanks for stopping Athéos and Legion, who violated not only his belief system but desecrated
these ruins, trying to steal power from the statues only to be driven mad by it…” Camus shook
his head slowly, then grimaced. “But no matter what the truth is, Zerrex, we are put at odds by
the energy in your body. Energies I can examine, absorb, and then strip down until I find what I
am looking for.”
“Then you‟ll have to come and take it. Camus, I thought you were better than this.”
Zerrex said disgustedly, and then he winced when Camus glared at him and threw his arms out,
bursting into dark flames as his body thrummed with Unworld energy, the reptile staggering
backwards.
“I am a Broken! You are the lucky one, the being given… a second chance at life, who
possesses a First God in his energy stream!” Camus shouted angrily, and then he clawed at his
own face spasmodically, hissing: “Look at me, a monster from the Unworld possessing
horrendous powers of destruction, how can I hope to be helpful? I envy you, and I have always
been so jealous of little Maria, with her ability to bring back the dead beyond dead! How I lust
and long to be alive again, and Zerrex, I have been driven mad by the need, the undeniable need
to belong somewhere other than in the insane tea parties in the Unworld with creatures who
speak so hatefully of life, who disguise their longing with loathing… all I can do is destroy!”
Camus turned and lashed out at the pool of dark energy, and a massive torrent of black
water exploded into the air, washing down over the statues as Zerrex staggered backwards before
he winced as energy shot back and forth through the air as the statues steamed for a few moment,
Unworld residue chewing into the stone like acid before dissipating in dark smoke as the
energies slowly settled, and Camus emerged through the fog, his eyes glowing with terrible
energy as he said calmly: “Our dialogue is coming to a close, Lord Zerrex. Your questions are
answered: this is about you, and finding the answers to my questions, which will then affect how
the universe is dealt with should I inherit the powers your energies will give me. If I become
only mortal, I will not complain, but mourn your loss… and I will still push forwards to tell the
stories of Naganis, of Creation, to the universe.”
“If you kill me, Camus, a hundred people will swarm here and rip you to shreds. Whether
you‟re a Broken, a God, or a Mortal, they‟ll annihilate you.” Zerrex said quietly, and Camus
stopped and touched his head, and then he simply smiled faintly.
“Perhaps that would be a fitting death for the male who betrays his best friend in a quest
for knowledge. But my fate is cast, and I cannot change, I will not give up now. We are enemies,
Zerrex.” Camus rose a hand, and the Drakkaren felt energy spark violently through the air
around them before he winced as vertigo tore at his senses, and he realized a moment later they
were now standing on red sand once more with twilit skies above, and Camus smiled grimly.
“You can‟t win. The more energy in your body, the easier it is for me to tear it out of you.”

Zerrex gritted his teeth, then crouched slightly, covering his face as a powerful wind tore
by… and then he shook his head slowly, saying disgustedly: “That living moon… you‟ve
pumped me with energy this entire time. It‟s why you had me fight the Broken, too, isn‟t it?
They were like stepping stones for me, for working my way up to you…”
“But this time, there are no friends, no family, no help.” Camus said quietly, and then he
leapt up into the air and spread his arms, floating some twenty feet above the ground as dark
energy sparked violently through the air around him, his head tilted back for a moment in a look
of almost divine sorrow before he gazed silently forwards.
Zerrex began to speak, stepping towards him, and then he looked down as his foot
crunched down on something beneath the sand… before he stumbled backwards as the sand
sprinkled away from a rusted, enormous shield. The reptile‟s breath caught, and then he looked
slowly back and forth as Camus flicked his hand and another sharp wind blew by, blowing the
sand from skeletons half-buried in the desert, many of their skulls contorted it what had
obviously been screams. More than a dozen of them, all around Camus, weapons and armor and
implements buried around them… and Zerrex looked at them silently, then up at the Broken,
who said quietly: “Gods who safeguarded this place, many miles of loose red sand above the
Sacred Divide, the nexus point between Unworld and mortal planet. They had to be killed,
Zerrex, otherwise they would have interfered with us. Here they lay now, and although they were
all ancient, the age of Thanatos, a few even older… none possessed the same energy you do.
None possessed the abilities you do. None were a First God.”
“What kind of Theologian kills what he studies?” Zerrex muttered in contempt, but
Camus only smiled tiredly, even as the Drakkaren dropped himself into a ready position.
Dark energy crackled around Camus, and then he crossed his arms over his chest,
murmuring: “The kind of Theologian who considers himself a scientist as much as a priest of
god. We kill our gods every day in games, books, even religious services, hell-bent now as they
were in the past on simply making as much money and gaining as much power over the people
as possible. And now, I will kill one last god to achieve my goals… and the killing will finally
end.”
Camus slumped for a moment… and then he swung both arms out, eyes snapping open
and burning cold, and two blades of Unworld essence ripped through the air, Zerrex cursing and
quickly leaping backwards to avoid being blown apart by them before he created a sphere of
energy and threw it hard at the lion… but in an instant, Camus vanished and reappeared in front
of Zerrex, seizing him by the throat and making him choke and convulse as he was lifted easily
into the air, black electricity tearing back and forth over his body.
Camus drew his other hand back, but before he could do any more damage, Zerrex
brought both feet up and slammed them hard into the Broken‟s chest, knocking the lion
staggering with a grunt as the lizard flipped easily and landed in a crouch, then charged forwards
with a roar as his right arm became metallic and armored, a sharp blade ripping out of his wrist
before the reptile stabbed hard towards Camus‟s chest… but the lion snarled and lashed a hand
up, lightning-quick, to seize the blade, his own limb trembling as smoke rose up from the metal
before he simply twisted his hand hard and snapped the blade off, turning slightly sideways as
Zerrex stumbled forwards before he howled and staggered away when Camus lashed the sword
across his face, ripping a deep gouge in his cheek. The reptile grasped at this, snarling as the lion
tossed the broken blade aside as it rotted away completely, and then he shoved a hand out
towards Camus, blasting him with a solid beam of sapphire energy.

The Broken skidded backwards, his eyes bulging in shock before the beam simply passed
through him as static twisted through Camus‟s body, and he walked calmly, casually forwards as
if moving into only the lightest of winds, Zerrex cursing as he snapped his fist shut before
stomping hard down on the ground, the sand beneath Camus exploding upwards in a solid pillar
and knocking him backwards, before he stared stupidly skywards, and the enormous pillar of
sand collapsed forwards on him, suffocating him under its weight. Zerrex looked back and forth
with a wince, knowing he had to relocate fast as he flexed his metallic claw, and then he cursed
and staggered backwards when the pile of sand exploded with such force and heat that it became
enormous shards of glass, several of these whipping past Zerrex and cutting through his scales
before his body flexed and became metallic.
He leaned sideways when Camus clumsily threw an enormous, uneven boulder of glass at
him, and the lion snarled before Zerrex charged forwards, but Camus only waved his arm almost
irritably, blasting the lizard off his feet with a sudden burst of dark flames that tore through the
air around the Drakkaren. He skidded backwards through the sand with a curse, then rolled over
and snapped his left arm out, four tentacles covered in bone claws ripping out and lashing around
Camus, the Broken howling in pain before he was lashed to the side and smashed down into the
sand with enough force it made the desert around him ripple… and then Zerrex howled in agony
as the tentacles burst into dark flame, black fire greedily racing down the appendages before they
simply rotted away and dissolved, and the reptile staggered backwards, clutching at the bleeding
holes in his arm where the tentacles had emerged from.
The two glared at each other, and then Zerrex dropped and punched the ground hard, but
Camus flicked both arms out, a sphere of dark flames surrounding him even as sand solidified
into spikes of rock that jutted viciously out of the ground around the Broken, and the reptile
snarled… then frowned as the dark flames dissipated and the spires of rock crumbled, and
Camus was nowhere in sight. He looked back and forth… and then howled in agony when the
Broken‟s hand tore into his back, the lion seizing his shoulder with his other hand and muttering:
“I may have missed your spine… but I can still rip out your heart.”
Zerrex convulsed violently… and then he snarled and arched his back, his wings ripping
out and dislodging Camus as the Drakkaren staggered forwards, before he spun clumsily around
as his wings half-flapped, and he fell heavily to a crouch, breathing hard and glaring at the lion.
The Broken glared back, flicking his fingers as steam rose up from them, and then he created a
sphere of dark flame, throwing this at Zerrex, but the Drakkaren swatted it away with one of his
rubbery, metallic wings, and the Broken looked less than pleased at this before he threw another
ball of Unworld fire, and Zerrex used his other wing to slap this away before staggering up to his
feet with a grimace, rolling his shoulders slowly as he drew on the energies underfoot as well as
in the air.
The air was choked with energy despite Camus‟s Unworldly presence, and the reptile
grinned painfully after a moment, finally flexing his body as he grasped his metallic arm, and the
gauntlet-hand at the end of the steel limb spasmed, then clenched and slowly transformed into a
massive axe blade, glimmering silver in the eternal twilight around them, and the Broken snorted
in disgust before his eyes widened in surprise when Zerrex ran forwards and simply raked him
across the front with a savage, simple diagonal cut, knocking him staggering backwards with a
howl of pain, half-spinning before the Drakkaren slammed the axe blade home between Camus‟s
shoulderblades, and the Broken‟s back arched as he breathed hard, eyes bulging in shock as he
tried to stand his ground… but as Zerrex ground slowly into his spine, he finally fell to his knees
with a grunt and a grimace, leaning forwards with a hiss before he slammed his hands into the

ground and a rift tore open beneath him, the sand around him rotting and becoming ashes as
Zerrex winced and leapt backwards, staggering away as the rift widened and everything inside it
sank down more than a foot, before it snapped shut and Camus slowly stood, turning around with
a furious look on his face.
He swung a hand upwards, and Unworld energy ripped through the air around Zerrex,
making him hiss in agony and stagger backwards, then howl as Camus swung his other hand out
and black flames tore over his body, slapping at himself as he tried to insulate himself with
energy, but the fires only ate more greedily into his scales, before Camus shoved a hand out and
sent the Drakkaren crashing onto his back. He rolled several times, breathing hard and cursing in
pain under his breath, hugging himself tightly around the waist as his axe-hand returned to
normal, his suit flayed and burned mostly apart by now as a few metal plates fell quietly to the
floor of the desert around them.
The Broken approached slowly, and Zerrex looked numbly at the ground for a moment as
terrible emotions and mental visions played through his mind… and then he clenched his eyes
shut before snarling and lunging forwards, Camus looking surprised again by the ferocity of the
Drakkaren‟s attack before the lizard slammed his metal fist into the male‟s muzzle, sending the
lion staggering even as smoke rose up from the steel before Zerrex winced in agony as he
punched Camus hard in the stomach. Even as the Broken keeled over, the Drakkaren could feel
rot spreading through his fist, his scales burning away and the flesh beneath all but melting as the
lizard brought his foot up into a hard thrust kick into the lion‟s jaw, snapping his head back and
sending him collapsing onto his back as his boot smoldered, and the reptile‟s left hand shivered
before he grasped it in his right, forcing energy into it and making the wounds heal and close as
the metallic scales of the Drakkaren glinted like blood from red sand below and red stars above.
Camus was laying on his back, looking surprised… and then he sighed as he slowly
began to get up, before Zerrex created a sphere of energy and flung it hard into his face… but
this time, the Broken‟s body seemed to ripple as it collided with him, rolling his shoulders slowly
as he got to his feet and easily absorbing the attack as he said quietly: “It‟s useless, Zerrex.
Pointless. You can‟t win this fight.”
“Then I‟ll fight until I‟m dead!” Zerrex snarled, and he stomped a foot down, the sand
ripping up around Camus in a powerful wave, but the Broken simply swept an arm out, black fire
charring a hole for him to easily walk through in the prison of sand before it collapsed entirely,
the Broken slowly approaching before their eyes met… and Zerrex shuddered at the sheer
amount of stubborn will in those eyes, even as Camus grimaced and grabbed his skull at Zerrex‟s
own indefatigable reserve.
The two looked at each other for a moment… and then Zerrex took a slow breath before
he straightened, anchoring himself as energy shocked over his body like electricity and he
expanded in height by several feet, his metallic scales forming into even more solid armor of
black over his forearms and shins as his legs snapped back to unguligrade stance, and over his
body it became a thick, natural breastplate with large, spiked pauldrons on the shoulders. Plates
of the same stuff covered his groin, and a belt made of serrated steel formed around his waist,
heavy plates of the same black metal falling from these over his hips and crotch as his tail
became longer and layered with the same black metal, a large spike pushing out of the end and
four large, deadly hooks surrounding this. Along his spine, more spikes of black steel ripped out,
and his right arm trembled and bulged, becoming too large for his body, as he thinned slightly at
the waist and yet increased in muscle at every other part of his form.

His eyes glowed green as his rubbery wings flapped hard behind him, pulsing with
energy as the Drakkaren glared at Camus, and the Broken winced and staggered backwards
before the lizard shot forwards, seizing the lion in his enormous claw and picking him up to slam
him hard down into the ground, the Broken striking the sand with enough force to bounce back
upwards before Zerrex rose a leg and kicked him hard, sending him flying some thirty feet away
before he hit the ground and rolled to a crouch, grasping at his stomach with a grunt of shock as
two metallic tentacles ripped out of Zerrex‟s lower back, snapping back and forth before they
wrapped tightly around his waist, and the Drakkaren stood up a bit straighter even as he reached
back to check that the dagger was still attached, saying coldly: “I‟m sure you‟re studied what an
Ascended form is for a God, Camus.”
“Of course. And I‟ve killed several too.” Camus said coldly, and then he swung a hand
upwards and sent a massive wave of Unworld energy racing towards the Drakkaren, but the
lizard simply snorted and vanished, reappearing behind the Broken to slam his fist hard down
into the back of his head and knocking him flat.
Camus hissed and skidded along the sand on his face with a groan, and then he rolled
over when Zerrex‟s legs snapped back to their normal stance and he tried to stomp hard down on
the Broken. The lion caught his foot with a grimace, pushing back against his strength… and
then he twisted hard, and Zerrex‟s eyes bulged as he felt his ankle snap, staggering backwards
and half-falling with a hiss of pain to a kneel, before Camus stood up and smashed him under the
jaw, knocking him flat.
The lion punched a hand down, but the energized armor covering the Drakkaren‟s form
repelled him, making him hiss before he stepped forwards and punted Zerrex hard as he began to
get up, the Drakkaren grunting in shock as he was knocked more than a dozen feet backwards.
He rolled quickly to his feet, then snarled when Camus charged at him before slamming a fist
into the ground, and enormous vines of ivy ripped out of the ground and smashed into Camus,
knocking him backwards before they snapped forwards and seized around him, constricting him
as the Broken howled in pain before they burst into black flames.
It gave the Drakkaren enough time to back quickly off, however, hobbling a bit as his
ankle cracked loudly back into place as it healed itself. He held a hand out and created a long
sword of blue energy, keeping a sharp eye on the dark fires as they raced outwards greedily
through the sand, leaving trails of ash behind them before vanishing… and then Camus snarled
and stormed over the desert floor, rolling his shoulders as the lizard continued to concentrate,
wincing and creating a shield of blue energy when his hair almost stood on end.
A wave of dark flames washed over the sapphire wall, cracking it, and Zerrex shoved
outwards, sending blue shrapnel flying towards Camus, who winced away… but the shards
dissolved entirely before reaching him, and Camus grinned before his eyes widened as Zerrex
stepped forwards and threw the blade, now glowing white, directly at him. He cursed and tried to
get out of the way, but the sword of white energy ripped through his shoulder, and Camus
screamed in agony and fell to his knees, clutching at the junction where his arm had almost been
torn completely away from his body, black blood dripping out of this like oil and bursting into
terrible dark flames wherever it hit the sand, eating ferociously through the organic material
before the Broken simply vanished.
Zerrex looked back and forth… and then he snapped his tail hard to the side with a twist
of his body, knocking the Broken staggering when he appeared behind him before turning and
slashing his metallic claw down across the lion, knocking him skidding backwards. Camus
pinwheeled his arms, then fell heavily on his ass with a grunt, the wound already healed before

he looked sharply at Zerrex‟s feet, and then he leapt backwards and shouted furiously: “Let‟s see
how you do when I take you away from your main source of energy!”
Zerrex‟s eyes widened, and then he cursed and leapt into the air, wings propelling him
upwards as Camus slammed his hands into the sand and rifts ripped through the desert floor ,
vomiting Unworld energy up in fountains. As black fire spread over the desert, Unworld beings
slowly clawed their way up through the tears in reality, moaning in despair as they looked back
and forth and clawed weakly at the sky , and the terrible maelstroms of dark energy swirled
viciously as Camus stood for a moment, then slowly floated upwards, saying icily: “It ends here,
Zerrex. I‟ll rip every last shred of energy out of your body, one way or the other, and get the
answers I require.”
The Drakkaren snorted, easily hovering above the black flames that had coated the planet
beneath him for perhaps miles around… and he winced as he realized the desert sands were
actually being burned slowly down, as he said quietly: “You sadden me, Camus. I expected so
much more from you.”
Camus narrowed his eyes, and then he flicked his wrist to the side, and terrible pillars of
Unworld energy ripped upwards as he shot through the air towards Zerrex as he roared, his arms
bursting into dark flames as the reptile winced, raising his arms as the metallic tentacles around
his waist lashed viciously outwards, slamming the lion away as he flew higher up in the
atmosphere to further distance himself from the Unworld essence below, and then his eyes
widened as another geyser of Unworld energy ripped upwards and smashed into him, dark
electricity sparking over his body as he howled in agony before Camus appeared through a rift
behind him, clawing into his chest and ripping plates of metal from his body as he screamed:
“You don‟t know what it‟s like! Millions of years spent constantly dying, millions of years
where I couldn‟t walk on the grass without it rotting beneath my feet!”
He clapped his hands together, and dark flames exploded around Zerrex, the reptile
covering his face with his arms before he snarled as Camus shot towards him again, blocking
two hard blows with his arms and wincing at the pain they sent through him before he slammed
his metallic fist across the lion‟s muzzle, making him float backwards for a moment before the
lizard seized him around the waist and flung him away, but Camus caught himself against a wall
of dark fire that appeared behind him before he launched forwards and smashed into Zerrex‟s
chest, rushing him backwards before the reptile‟s metallic tentacles seized around Camus and
yanked him off before Zerrex slammed punch after punch into the lion‟s face, but then Camus
blocked his flesh-and-blood hand with one of his own limbs of burning dark flame, and Zerrex‟s
eyes bulged in agony as his hand almost instantly melted, howling in pain before his agony only
further increased as Camus seized one of his tentacles and the lower half of it exploded into
shrapnel, stuttering Zerrex‟s flight as the rest of the tentacle fell uselessly down into the mess of
Unworld energy far below, and then Camus seized the other tentacle wrapped around him,
yanking it free before spinning violently sideways, whirling the Drakkaren around, then flinging
him hard towards the sky.
“You couldn‟t know the pain and effort it took, simply so I could appear normal… and
even then, it only lasts so long… it‟s like taking a breath before being forced back into my
coffin!” Camus howled, and then he shot upwards and past Zerrex as the Drakkaren tried to get
his senses back, before the reptile screamed as the lion snagged him by the hair, his scalp
bursting into dark flames. The lion grinned viciously, then dug his claws into his skull and tossed
him aside like he was throwing away a bag of garbage, then he shot forwards and slammed his
fist hard into the stomach of the Drakkaren, shattering his armor… and then blowing the broken

plates completely off his chest when he pushed his open palm against the lizard‟s breast as he
began to fall, sending him hurtling backwards through the air.
Zerrex shook his head stupidly, and then he flipped his body and caught himself on a
platform of energy, looking desperately back and forth for Camus… and then he winced and
covered his face with his arms as an Unworld rift ripped into existence right beside him, the
vortex of terrible energies pulling the Drakkaren‟s in and making him leap backwards as the
platform beneath his feet dissolved. Then he howled when the lion snagged one of his wings, his
claws sinking through the rubbery metal as he half-spun around and threw Zerrex higher into the
atmosphere, shouting after him: “Do you really think it‟s right to stop me? That I don‟t deserve
something for all my pain, all my effort, for taming the Broken and taming myself?”
The reptile cursed as he flailed his arms, then flapped his wings and caught himself,
propelling himself higher as he created a sphere of energy in either hand, beginning to spin as he
threw the spheres hard downwards at the same time towards the lion, but Camus whirled back
and forth with a snarl, glaring furiously up at him before he clawed viciously at Zerrex‟s feet…
but then the Drakkaren‟s spiked tail snapped backwards, ripping over Camus‟s face and
knocking him backwards for a moment before Zerrex shoved both hands down and released a
torrent of blue energy that smashed into the Broken and sent him hurtling downwards, and
Zerrex passed through the upper atmosphere a moment later as he felt his own atmosphere form
around him, breathing hard… and then Camus appeared behind him, hissing: “No running away,
Zerrex Narrius.”
The Drakkaren vanished from the spot, reappearing some ten feet away, but Camus was
gone… and then the lizard hissed in agony when the lion ripped a claw across his back, sending
him flipping forwards before the Broken flew past him and lunged eagerly… and Zerrex
slammed his fist hard into the underside of the creature‟s jaw, making him gargle before his
metallic claw seized him around the throat and the reptile dropped into a steep dive, Camus‟s
mane of black flames leaving a trail behind him as his eyes bulged in shock, Zerrex hissing in
agony as they tore through the atmosphere and were dragged towards the planet by its powerful
gravity, and then screaming as Camus seized one of his wings, feeling it burst into dark flames
before it ripped completely off, flying away as the reptile began to spin wildly out of control,
metallic hand still clutching tight around the Broken‟s throat as they both fell towards the
ground… and then Zerrex howled wordlessly and flung Camus hard downwards as his instincts
screamed at him, before he created a series of platforms of energy directly below him, smashing
through them one after another on his way towards the black sea of flames before he struck the
last one, and it cracked… but then stayed stable, licked every now and then by dark fire but far
enough away from the hungry rifts of Unworld essence that it remained solid.
The reptile stood slowly, breathing hard, looking tiredly back and forth… and then
Camus slowly rose out of the dark flames to perch upon a half-crumbled stone tower. Zerrex
cursed, glancing down, realizing there were shapes in the dark fire now, that the sand had already
been eaten away to the point where the things beneath it were being revealed, bit-by-bit… and
then the lion shook his head slowly, murmuring softly: “It‟s pointless, Zerrex. You‟re already
flagging, and you can‟t hurt me with any of your attacks or abilities. You can‟t win.”
Zerrex gritted his teeth as a tremble ran through him, looking down at his naked chest,
chunks of brittle steel falling from it, and then his hands: one was half-healed but ugly looking,
and his metal claw had melted mostly away. The Drakkaren shook this roughly a few times, and
several chunks of metal fell off it with loud clangs and clanks before it melted down into a more
stable gauntlet, and the lizard shivered as he reached back and slowly pulled the crystal dagger

free from its sheath, holding it at the ready in front of him, before the Drakkaren murmured:
“Camus… do you remember that once upon a time, when we were friends, you asked me a
question about suicide? Whether killing yourself… takes away meaning or gives meaning?”
Zerrex looked up coldly at Camus, and then he said softly: “Let me show you my answer.”
Then Camus‟s eyes widened, and he gave an inarticulate shout as Zerrex spun the dagger
around and took it in both hands, stabbing it backwards through his own breast and gargling
blood as it pierced his heart and immediately sent a terrible shock through his body. He felt no
pain, only a horrible chill, as the potent powers of the dagger worked through his veins, tore into
his weak body, and Camus lunged forwards desperately as Zerrex slowly began to fall
backwards… and then the Broken winced and flicked his wrist, the Unworld energies erupting in
all directions and vanishing into the air as the rifts snapped closed, and Zerrex fell through black
flames to smack loudly into the sand-covered streets below, as the lion landed beside the reptile
and stared down at him with horror, hands trembling over him, not knowing what to do as the
last of the lizard‟s life faded slowly from his body.
Zerrex‟s eyes closed… and then his body pulsed, before his eyes opened and he released
an unearthly scream, and Camus was knocked backwards by the wave of horrendous force that
washed over him before Zerrex slowly sat up, his eyes glowing an unearthly, ethereal green as
the metal and steel fell away from his body, only to be replaced by terrible, ghostly-white plates
of bone, his entire metallic limb dropping to the ground and rusting, leaving only bones behind
that Zerrex looked down almost curiously at before solid plates of bone locked into place over it,
stacking themselves into the same overlay as the metal had been and the hand transforming into
flexible bony talons.
The Drakkaren grinned savagely as a skull-mask seemed to rise up out of his scales and
lock into place around his features, turning his eyes into green, glowing lamplights, and two
enormous horns pushed out of either side of his head, long and reaching almost to either shoulder
before they bent only slightly into sharp points, thick and deadly looking… and manacles of
bone surrounded his shins and his flesh-and-blood forearm, small thorns jutting up from these, as
a belt of vertebrae snapped around his waist and thick bone plates fell from this as well. Then the
reptile threw his head back and laughed as he tested the enormous talons on his feet against the
ground, before he looked over at Camus and asked teasingly: “And here I thought you wanted to
kill me.”
“What have you done to yourself?” Camus whispered… and Zerrex snorted in disgust as
he ripped the dagger out of his chest, the crystal faded and useless now as the reptile tossed the
weapon away, and it cracked against a rock before the Broken snarled. “Zerrex, this isn‟t enough
to stop me, I can still-”
Zerrex simply flicked his wrist upwards, and Camus‟s words were cut off as he was lifted
into the air, eyes bulging, before the Drakkaren made a gesture as if to push him away, and the
Broken was thrown as if he‟d just been shot out of a cannon, crashing into the wall of a building
and ripping through it, the ruins collapsing in on him as the reptile looked down at his right claw
with strange, detached interest. Anathema had gone over this with him many times, and yet he
had never felt so alive, so powerful… but again and again, she had warned him it was a
dangerous gambit.
The dagger had been specially made for him by Anathema and the Reapers: it not only
permitted him to kill himself, but let him break his own vows as a god of creation and energy
while also creating an anchor point that Anathema could lock on to. In other words, it let him
die… and then for the Reapers and Anathema to bring him back as not a god of creation… but an

inversion, a god of destruction. Now Camus couldn‟t absorb his energies, and the reptile had
gained terrible powers… but he also felt the impulses that Anathema had warned him about
worming into his body, and he knew he only had so long to destroy Camus before they would
become too powerful to resist.
He licked his lips slowly as Camus tore his way out of the ruins and then picked up an
enormous chunk of cement, throwing it hard at the Drakkaren… but the reptile grinned and
reached up his bony hand, catching it with a grunt even as he slid several feet backwards, and
then the cement simply dissolved into ashes that floated away, the reptile laughing before he
charged forwards… and Camus snarled, then created an Unworld rift directly in front of the
reptile, the undead lizard hissing as he staggered away from it before creating a sphere of blue
energy and throwing it hard at the Broken, but Camus simply caught it and absorbed it before
lashing an arm out and replying with a blast of black flames.
Zerrex leapt out of the way with a grimace, and then he rose his arm with a wince as
another wave of black fire ripped towards him, striking into him and knocking him staggering…
but the pain was muted and pathetic, and Zerrex grinned viciously as he shook the dark fire off
his body before Camus snapped his fingers, and a massive explosion of Unworld energy ripped
through the air, knocking the reptile flying backwards to crash and roll a few times into a bank of
sand, before he snarled in fury at the agony it had sent through him and vanished from the spot.
The Broken spun around, but Zerrex seized his wrist, then slowly bent it backwards even
as dark flames ripped over the undead flesh of his arm, and Camus winced before his eyes
bulged when Zerrex slammed his right hand into his stomach, once, twice, thrice. The Broken
fell to his knees, gasping and the Drakkaren kicked him mercilessly in the face, sending the lion
crashing backwards before he speared his right claw through the lion‟s stomach, and Camus
howled in agony, then screamed as Zerrex laughed and his hand exploded into purple flames,
sending the terrible, deadly energy ripping down into the lion‟s body as he squirmed and
convulsed, then swung a hand up wildly, releasing a torrent of black flames that caught Zerrex in
the eyes and sent him staggering backwards.
He howled in pain, shaking his head back and forth as blood slowly leaked from one of
his sockets, and Camus gritted his teeth as he staggered backwards to his feet… before he stared
as the Drakkaren set an animal snarl of fury on him, one of his eyes now a glowing crimson as he
whispered: “Oh, you‟ll pay for that…”
Camus staggered backwards, and Zerrex lunged like an animal, roaring and sweeping his
hands out, but the Broken vanished and reappeared above the lizard, slamming both feet down
into his spine and making him stumble before the reptile spun around with a wide, insane grin.
His eyes locked on the Broken, and he shoved his left hand out, releasing a blast of blue energy
that knocked him backwards before he shot eagerly forwards as Camus stumbled, ripping across
his face with his claws and spinning the lion around, the Broken screaming before Zerrex
smashed him between the shoulderblades with his elbow, knocking him to his knees before he
seized the back of his head and channeled purple energy directly down into the lion‟s mind,
Camus howling and flailing in agony as Zerrex laughed.
Then he hissed in pain when the Broken punched the ground and several rifts ripped into
existence around the lizard, the Drakkaren covering his face as energy sparked over his body
before he vanished from the spot, reappearing some distance away as Camus looked up with a
snarl and glared at him, dark flames exploding through the air and buffeting Zerrex backwards
before the lion snapped his fingers, and another massive blast of Unworld essence knocked the
undead lizard skywards, his limbs flailing before Camus leapt up with the ease of a child

hopping a crack in the sidewalk, seizing the lizard by the head and throwing him hard straight
down.
Zerrex crashed into the street with enough force to rip through the concrete and plunge
into a deep, subterranean tunnel below, then he seized his head and groaned, shivering violently:
not in physical pain, but instead mental agony, as he felt voices, urges, horrible things ripping
through him, felt his sense of morals and right and wrong slipping, clinging desperately to his
conscience as it began to ebb and fade away as somewhere in his mind, a voice whispered: He
who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster, for when
you look too long into the abyss, the abyss looks into you.
“I… monster…” Zerrex gave cracked laughter, and it echoed around the passage he had
landed in as his eyes glowed green and crimson, before he vanished from the spot with a grin…
and as Camus looked back and forth on the streets above, the Drakkaren reappeared above his
head, diving down towards him and tackling the lion down into the deep passage beneath the
city, the male grunting in agony before Zerrex easily punched him across the room, the Broken
bouncing off the wall with a grunt before he choked when Zerrex slammed his claws forwards,
ripping them through his throat and pinning him against the wall as he whispered: “Now the
tables are turned, Camus…”
The lion glared at him… and then he swung his feet up and smashed Zerrex backwards
with them, falling free with a gargle before he threw several spheres of dark energy at the
Drakkaren, but he batted them easily away with his right hand before snapping his fingers with a
grin, and Camus snorted as he seemed to flicker for a moment … then his eyes widened as not
blue energy, but deadly black energy appeared, dark as night and pulsing as they formed into
blades that floated eerily around the Broken for a moment before shooting forwards and piercing
through him, and Zerrex threw his head back and laughed even as they exploded with enough
force to fill the tunnel with dark fire and send Camus flying skywards with chunks of the
concrete street… before he screamed in shock when Zerrex appeared beside him, dark flames alit
here and there on his bones as he grinned savagely and seized Camus by the leg, then snapped
him cruelly downwards, sending him crashing down into a half-collapsed tower, which
completely fell over after the Broken tore through it like a meteor to land face-first in a garden
square that was now filled only with decay and sand, as the undead lizard walked slowly through
the dust cloud thrown up by the fallen tower.
Camus crawled up to his feet with a grimace, and Zerrex shook his head with another
laugh before Camus charged and smashed his fist across the lizard‟s muzzle, knocking his head
to the side slightly before he pounded fists burning with Unworld essence into the reptile‟s chest,
knocking him back a step and cracking the bony plates covering his chest, and Zerrex‟s eyes
widened before he snarled and backhanded the lion to the ground as the bone plates healed,
hissing: “I‟m going to enjoy this.”
Camus snorted and slammed his hands down into the ground, and Zerrex cursed as he
was blasted into the air… and then he simply flipped over and hovered eerily above the ground,
beckoning the Broken with one hand as he looked down at him coldly. Camus snorted, but then
he leapt upwards, flinging blades of Unworld energy at the same time, and the Drakkaren cursed
as he was knocked backwards by these before the Broken swung both feet up and smashed them
hard into his chest, before he created a rift behind Zerrex, and the reptile screamed in agony as he
crashed into it like it was a solid wall, Unworld energy ripping through his body and cracking the
bony plates covering his form as half-solid hands clawed out of it, digging scratches into him and
holding him in place as Camus charged in with a desperate snarl…

And then Zerrex‟s eyes snapped open, both glowing crimson, and a massive explosion of
crackling energy went up around Camus‟s body, sending him flying into the air and crashing
limply downwards as the Drakkaren tore himself free from the rift. He floated for a few moments
with his head cocked, and then he slowly smiled as his crimson eyes burned out of his skullmask, murmuring softly: “About time those pesky emotions went away… and now, on with
business…”
Zerrex began to turn, and then he glanced irritably over his shoulder when a sphere of
dark energy crashed into his back, Camus shouting: “We‟re not done here, Zerrex!”
“Zerrex, right. That was my name.” the undead lizard murmured thoughtfully, and then
he simply watched as Camus charged forwards, swinging a fist up… and he caught it easily and
crushed it, Camus staring in horror as his fist turned into nothing but smoky Unworld essence for
a moment before Zerrex smashed him across the body with his right hand, as it glowed with
purple energy, leaving a smoking, horrendous wound as he flew backwards and gritted his teeth,
and the lizard said darkly: “So the first thing I destroy will be you, will it?”
Camus snarled as his hand reformed, and Zerrex flung a sphere of blue energy at him,
which the Broken easily dodged… then the undead Drakkaren grinned sharkishly when he
flicked his other hand, and blades of dark energy formed in mid-spin towards the lion, the male‟s
eyes widening before they smashed into him and exploded, wincing backwards before Zerrex
shot forwards and drove a knee up into his stomach, then slammed his elbow down into his
spine, Camus wheezing in pain before Zerrex grabbed him by the skull and unleashed a
concentrated beam of energy directly into him, the Broken wincing but his body flickering with
static as he absorbed most of it.
He seized Zerrex by the wrist, and the undead lizard grunted as he was spun around in a
circle before Camus threw him hard upwards, and then he took a deep breath, assumed a ready
position, and began to wave his hands back and forth as if conducting an orchestra: and with
every movement, massive rips formed in reality that exploded a moment later into terrible blasts
of Unworld energy, slamming the Drakkaren back and forth as he howled in pain and surprise,
the lion snarling and creating so many blasts over such a short period of time that a dark cloud of
terrible Unworld residue formed, bright spots appearing through it like lightning as the
thunderous booms tore through the air in a terrible melody.
Then he slumped, breathing hard as he came to a halt, looking upwards as the cloud
cleared before staring as he realized Zerrex was gone… and then something whirred behind him
before a long black chain smashed into Camus‟s spine, knocking him forwards with a grunt
before either end lashed around him and fused together, restraining him as Zerrex snarled and
shot towards him, pieces of his bony armor snapped away from the terrible blasts he had
suffered. He smashed Camus across the face with his right hand as it glowed with purple energy,
then slammed him under the chin and drove him upwards, laughing as Camus struggled uselessly
against the chains before he shot a spike of bone from his right wrist and plunged it into Camus‟s
chest, dark energy sparking over the Broken as he gagged before Zerrex tore it free and seized
the chains around his body, whirling the lion over his head wildly.
Camus howled, then screamed when Zerrex threw him straight down towards the ground,
crashing face-first into the concrete and bouncing off it limply before the chains around his body
exploded and jarred him back to full consciousness, and the Broken slowly sat up, groaning in
pain as he hugged himself around the middle and gagged weakly, then looked up with a wince as
Zerrex created a sphere of blue energy and threw it hard, before gritting his teeth… but nothing
happened, and his eyes widened before the sphere collided with his face and exploded with a

tremendous bang, knocking him sprawling backwards as the Drakkaren laughed again, then
shouted mockingly: “What‟s wrong, I thought you were so high and mighty? Is it because I
locked your energy signature, so you can‟t absorb my attacks anymore?”
Camus winced, then he looked up in horror as Zerrex created a sphere of energy in either
hand, throwing them one after the other at the Broken, and Camus cursed as he stumbled out of
the way of the first but was knocked into the air anyway by the power of the blast, only for the
second to hit him and crush him down in the street again. Zerrex laughed once more… then
screamed in agony when Camus snarled and waved his arm out, and a rift opened halfway
through the reptile‟s body, the undead lizard spasming violently as dark energy ripped over his
body and smoke boiled up from his form, gagging and howling before the rift closed and the
undead Drakkaren fell limply to the ground far below, crashing down into it as smoke poured up
from his form and Camus slowly staggered to his feet, whispering: “Arrogance doesn‟t befit you,
Zerrex… it… never did…”
Then energy crackled behind him, and Camus looked over his shoulder in horror as a rip
tore through reality before a terrible tunnel formed, and the Broken staggered forwards helplessly
as he was dragged towards the rip leading into the Nothingness as Zerrex slowly climbed to his
feet, grinning darkly as his eyes burned. And then he winced and covered his face when Camus
created an Unworld rift behind the undead Drakkaren, his back arching as the rifts pulled against
them both like magnets, and then Camus managed to rip himself away from the pull of the
Nothingness and slam his fist into Zerrex.
The Drakkaren staggered… then vanished and reappeared at Camus‟s side, slamming his
right claw upwards with a fierce roar and knocking him into the air before Camus twisted
around, letting himself fly higher even as he twisted back and forth as reality shattered around
him, becoming cuts and wounds leading into the white static outside of reality as he shouted:
“You‟ll destroy the universe if you keep this up, Zerrex?”
“So what?” the Drakkaren roared back angrily, as he leapt into the air and chased after
the Broken like a ghastly phantasm, and then he screamed when Camus created a rift directly in
front of him and the lizard smashed into it, part of his arm going through before he tore it free
and lunged backwards, only to create a platform of energy beneath himself and launch off ,
skeletal wings ripping out of his back and flapping powerfully as blue fire filled up the space
between the bony spines. “Why should I care about the universe? I‟ll destroy you, it, and
everyone in it!”
He spun to the side as Camus created another rift, replying with a sphere of energy that
Camus narrowly dodged before Zerrex put on a burst of speed and caught him by the throat,
choking him savagely with both hands as the Broken gargled, then Zerrex grinned and reached
up, ripping his claws through the burning flames of the mane of the Broken, and Camus‟s eyes
bulged in agony before he screamed when Zerrex peeled part of his face off like it was a cheap
cardboard mask, Unworld essence bursting up out of this even as Camus threw himself away,
and Zerrex laughed for a moment as the tossed the large piece of the Broken‟s skull aside with a
grin, before an immense rift opened behind him, and his grin faltered as he looked over his
shoulder before a massive hand ripped out of the rift and seized him, crushing down on him with
terrible power as Camus hissed and lowered his hands from the part of his face that now moved
like black liquid.
The hand burst into purple flames, and then Zerrex tore himself free, the arm
withdrawing with a mournful howl, and the rift closed as the Drakkaren shook his head slowly,
facemask cracked and his body boiling with purple essence before he shot towards Camus, and

Camus lunged towards him, the two colliding in midair and spinning violently before they fell
like a meteor and crashed through the roof of a dome shaped building connected to an enormous
tower, ripping through it and smashing down into the room that contained the statues of the First
Gods and the pool, into the nexus point of the Center of the Universe… and Zerrex snarled as
Camus shoved him backwards, the two staggering before the Drakkaren looked at the statue of
the Naganatine and grabbed it, back arching as energy immediately surged down into him even
as he lifted it up over his head.
His height increased, his muscles bulged and the cracks in his bone armor healed as he
laughed insanely, lifting it high over his head as his entire body pulsed with terrible power, and
Camus shouted desperately: “Stop, stop, you don‟t know what you‟re doing, what this will do!”
“I‟ve had enough of your bullshit!” Zerrex shouted furiously, and then he stepped
forwards and threw the statue hard, and Camus winced and ducked before it smashed into
another statue, melding into it as the two began to spark violently, and terrible blasts of energy
zapped back and forth around the room before the reptile lunged forwards and seized Camus,
throwing him hard across the room before he followed him like a savage animal, leaping the pool
as Camus managed to fall between two of the far statues and catch himself in a crouch, and the
Broken yelled inarticulately as he snapped his hand upwards.
The Unworld pool vibrated violently, then vomited a surge of Unworld essence straight
up like a fountain, smashing into Zerrex and knocking him into the top of the dome high above
before wrapping around him, chunks of his bony armor and flesh searing off as he screamed and
convulsed in the flood as Unworld essence splashed down over the other statues, melting slowly
into them and releasing more energy in the atmosphere, before the pool surged violently upwards
again of its own accord and the shield surrounding it shattered in a shockwave of force so great it
slammed Camus and Zerrex into opposite walls, and the two winced, then stared in horror as the
statues cracked and vibrated violently, a horrible harmonious cacophony rising through the air,
and the two looked at each other, then snarled and lunged desperately towards one another, not
knowing why, colliding over the poolA massive explosion of energy ripped through the Center of the Universe, starting at one
end of the planet and firing out into space like an immense solar flare without a sun, and then the
focused explosion ripped out of the other side of the planet and vomited energy into space.
Cracks spread all throughout the planet that was surrounded by countless ancient stars that
rotated around it just far enough away to keep it always bathed in red twilight, and then the
terrible wounds in the planet glowed just as the energy flares began to die down, and the planet
exploded in a tremendous burst of light, sound, and energy that made the very space around it
seem to vibrate, spilling dust, chunks of rock, and all its secrets into space as blue energy sparked
and arced violently around Unworld essence that went up in blasts shaped like bushels of
immense black roses being tossed through the air.
The blasts mixed with twists of other energies, all tangling and twisting with one-another,
until finally they began to slowly die out… and they left only a small, floating dome on a wide
island of stone behind, inside of which swirled a pool leading down to the Unworld… and eight
gleaming statues. Six depicting the First Gods… and a Drakkaren and a lion, who both stood in
darker stone, leaning forwards against the edge of the pool and gazing forever down into the
swirling black abyss.
Zerrex didn‟t know where he was, or how he got there. He was surrounded by whiteness,
and he was sitting with his legs curled up to his chest, his back pressed against Camus‟s. He

knew Camus was sitting in the same position, but he didn‟t know how… and the two sighed
quietly, both leaning forwards a little, but both hesitant to move, until Camus finally murmured:
“So I was wrong.”
Zerrex half-looked over his shoulder, and the lion shook his head slowly, saying quietly:
“I was wrong, Zerrex. Here we are, disassociated energy, likely to dissolve completely shortly…
and only now I realize what… what an asshole I was, and I‟m sorry. You showed me what…
what I would have transformed into. What a monster I would have become… and I‟m sorry you
had to die to save the universe from my greedy clutches. That we both had to die. That… we
couldn‟t be friends.”
“Yeah, well, I still hate you… but you‟re still a friend, Camus.” Zerrex glanced down,
rubbing at his leg slowly, and Camus looked up in surprise, the reptile smiling a little bit as he
sensed this somehow. “And I… I should apologize too. I‟m glad you stopped me. It was a stupid,
stupid plan. So many of my ideas seem smart at the time, but they end up being really childish or
really… stupid… and I… I lost control of myself. The bloodlust was so…” Zerrex quieted,
looking down as he murmured: “I felt like Narrius, and I never, ever want to feel that way
again.”
Camus nodded slowly, and then he sighed a little and looked skywards, murmuring: “If
you‟ll have me for these last few minutes, then, I want to be friends with you, Zerrex.”
Zerrex nodded, replying quietly: “I‟d rather have nothing else, Camus. To die with a
friend is the second best thing in the world… you don‟t have to die alone, you don‟t have to be
afraid, you can finally be free…”
“I understand now… you must have been seeing someone you loved.” Camus said softly,
and Zerrex glanced away, before he looked over his shoulder as the lion stood and offered him
his hand with a smile. “Now Zerrex, don‟t you know anything? You don‟t have to chase your
beloved departed… because you‟ll always carry part of them with you. And in your case, that
goes double true… their energies will always be mixed into yours.”
Zerrex swallowed hard, and then he nodded numbly before he quietly took Camus‟s
hand… then frowned a bit as the lion – smiling and normal, his features younger, his eyes
warmer with the fewer cares they had – didn‟t let go, squeezing gently and shaking his hand
slowly as the reptile felt energy tickle through his body, and Camus said softly: “I have to argue
with you again, Zerrex, much as you know it pains me, but the best thing in the world is saving a
friend‟s life, and having a chance to make up for what you‟ve done.” He paused, then smiled
warmly as he let go of the reptile‟s hand and stepped backwards, beginning to slowly dissolve as
Zerrex felt himself dragged backwards by some inexorable force at the same time. “Your spirit
will find its way home, Lord Zerrex, and I‟m sure your family will do the rest… take care, my
friend! I have cherished our time together!”
The Drakkaren clawed wildly at the whiteness as it enveloped his senses and Camus
vanished entirely, and then he arched his back and howled as he was swallowed up by the fog,
his eyes widening as he felt himself being torn through blankness until his own mind was as
empty as the universe around him.
Anathema sat silently in Zerrex‟s shrine, where Blackheart had been set back into the
altar beside the fragment of the lizard, which glowed quietly now and then. Maria was sitting on
the other bench: the only person who wouldn‟t shun her for her disastrous plan.
She was clutching a simple knife, and her body was covered in lacerations and wounds,
as she lethargically rose the weapon and stabbed herself through the ribs in the heart once, twice,

thrice… but the pain was numb, and she covered her face to hide her tears even as Maria wept
openly onto hands laced in constant murmured prayer.
They all blamed her for it, she knew: she was the outcast again, and even her sister had
blamed her… well, more properly, beaten the hell out of her and then thrown her out of the
Tower. The Ravenlight Estate was also too crowded… and even now, more than a week after the
destruction of the Center of the Universe, after they had watched Zerrex lose his mind and
become a monster, people were still leaving offerings in his room, in the hopes that he would
return to them.
Only Maria understood that she had been trying to do what would have worked best…
but she had underestimated the grip that the Inversion would take. Others, though, just thought
she wanted to make Zerrex just like her, an unfeeling, manipulative undead beast… and
Anathema‟s eyes clenched shut as she stabbed herself again, then dropped the bloody knife and
put her face in her hands, trembling quietly. How she‟d do anything to get him back… if only
they had worked harder, found another way…
But she knew there had been no other way. Camus had been as close to impervious and
as close to omnipotent as she had ever seen. And all of it had only been a sick, twisted trick to
get at the energies inside Zerrex… she shook her head slowly, then finally stood up and
wandered listlessly out of the shrine, finding solace in the fact no one wanted to come here. The
graves, the cemetery, the shrine, they all thought they would be terrible omens, omens of
Zerrex‟s death, that to pray to him here would be like giving in to the pressure and saying he was
dead when there was still a chance he was out there somewhere. Scrying glasses of all shape and
size around Hell and Heaven and the rest of the universe had shattered with the explosion of
energy, shockwaves from which some worlds were just beginning to feel… and no one who
knew of the kept-secret war against Camus had been able to see the final fate of the two
combatants, who had come out victorious… if there was even a victory to be had in the fight.
But Anathema knew death wasn‟t the worst thing that could happen… a corpse she could
raise, and she would gladly sacrifice her own life to bring Zerrex back… and the undead
Naganatine closed her eyes, shaking her head slowly as she whispered: “I‟d do anything to have
him back. Anything…”
She sighed as she walked along the graves quietly. No traces of his energy anywhere,
nothing in the dissociation, nothing in the Unworld… it was possible they both had dissolved
entirely in the destructive blast, but Anathema refused to believe that. Zerrex was made of
energy, and his will was too strong… and then she sat down on a bench, rubbing slowly over her
ribcage as she looked down at the ground, then finally touching her collar silently.
How they were suffering! Every Disciple, from smallest to strongest, ached with pains:
Mahihko crying and begging for Daddy to come home as Lone just sat in a corner like a stuffed
animal, Marina stoic and silent and painting picture after picture in her room, then ripping them
into shreds, Cindy drowning herself in science and Cherry storming angrily around, throwing
punches at whatever got close. Zerrex‟s core family hurt possibly the most out of all of them, but
their pain couldn‟t be downplayed… they were hurting in ways that couldn‟t be described, every
single one of them.
Anathema leaned back in the bench, trying to block out the hysterics, the voices, the
anger of everyone. How they were lashing out at each other… how she felt so… lost and distant,
able to see the mistakes they were making, the ways they had hurt each other, the ways Zerrex
would be disappointed in them. He certainly was far from perfect himself, but she also knew that
he had every right to be pissed off with the way they were acting, especially lately… and she

sighed and shook her head slowly, looking down quietly, then glancing up as she saw her son,
Naganen, walking quietly amongst the tombstones. She frowned a bit, then stood up and called
to him, and he looked over at her with embarrassment as he adjusted his simple clothes, before
she knelt and grasped his shoulders, asking quietly: “Are you okay?”
Naganen nodded with a small smile: Lily had been having a rough time taking care of
Naganen and Darren… but mostly Naganen, because he reminded her both of Zerrex and of
Anathema. Although she wasn‟t one to take her moods out on the children, Lily still had this
strange look in her eyes when she looked at the boy, and for now, Anathema figured it was safer
for the child to follow her at a bit of a distance, never far enough away to be out of her reach,
never close enough to see her when her bad moods struck.
She thought of how Zerrex treated these kids: he never beat them, he never even hit them,
he never used his size or strength to intimidate them. Even when they were bad, seemed
uncontrollable, he kept his calm one way or another and talked to them… and his words were so
much more effective than fists could ever be. He had taught her the fist was the quick and easy
route, but cowards hid behind their authority and used it to simply punish those weaker than
them whenever they felt they had a right to: it often just led to the child using the same methods
himself to punish those around him, which led to more and more pain. It was harder to talk, to
keep calm, to use reason, especially with how cruel a child could be at times… but teaching them
was far more effective than just hitting them, especially when people, no matter how large or
small, were people. Some were good, some were bad, some responded better to this or to that…
but in the end, you had to teach them one way or another, and only those who had proven they
were what could be called „evil‟ deserved real punishment.
“Naganen, what are you doing here?” Anathema asked quietly, and he gazed up at her
quietly, making her close her eyes before she gently lifted him in her arms, saying softly: “I‟m
not mad, I‟m just… worried. Everyone‟s… very upset about your father right now.”
Naganen nodded quietly, looking up at her for a few moments and then down… and then
he finally said: “But then… you don‟t feel it?”
Anathema frowned, tilting her head… and Naganen smiled a little, nodding a bit to her,
encouraging her. The undead Naganatine hesitated for a few moments, but then she closed her
eyes and breathed softly as she let her head fall back a bit… and she could swear she felt
something. A tickle. A whisper. A compulsion… and she turned slowly around, not even
glancing up as in the distance, the shrine doors burst open and Cherry came charging out,
looking desperately back and forth.
“Anathema! Anathema!” she shouted, but the undead Naganatine ignored her, even as
Cherry ran up to her and seized her shoulder, shaking her, and she snarled and said sharply:
“This isn‟t any fu…” A wince as she looked down at Naganen and muttered: “Just… just come
on, come on… I need to, we need to talk to you, it‟s-”
“I know.” Anathema murmured, not moving, and Cherry stopped, stunned, as she
continued quietly: “Naganen told me. Now get the hell away from me, Cherry. I‟m not just a tool
to be used.”
Cherry winced and blushed, looking down as Anathema quietly put Naganen down,
patted him on the head, and smiled at him as he nodded and ran off to wander among the
tombstones some more, and then she turned cold eyes on the female as the muscular Drakkaren
finally muttered: “Look, babe, okay, we were hard on you. All of us. And we treated you like
shit, but fuck. Zerrex is back, somewhere in Hell, in Elysium… don‟t you care about that? Can‟t
we put our differences aside and… go and get him?”

“No.” Anathema said curtly, and Cherry stared at her blankly before Anathema gazed
into the distance, shaking her head slowly and saying nothing more.
Cherry snarled, then stepped forwards and punched Anathema hard, knocking her
stumbling back a step before the Drakkaren seized her shoulders, shaking her and shouting
angrily in her face: “This ain‟t no time for a fucking dick-measuring contest, no time for fucking
pride and „ooh, you hurt my feelings‟ to get in the fucking way of finding him!”
Anathema shoved Cherry backwards, and then she replied in a cold voice: “Then Maria
and I will go and find him. You others aren‟t the same people who Zerrex left behind.”
Cherry stared at this, and then she looked down with a deep flush as Anathema continued
darkly: “Zerrex would be goddamned ashamed of you. We all did what we had to do… you all
knew the plan, agreed to it, and I‟ve taken shit from you all for long enough! Yeah, I‟m not alive
like you, keep rubbing it in my goddamn face like you keep tormenting Maria about how she‟s a
fucking Broken!” Anathema accented this by swinging her hand up and clawing Cherry across
the face, leaving scorch-marks as the Drakkaren stumbled backwards, tears welling up in her
eyes, and Anathema slowly advanced on her. “Keep pushing all the shit, all the blame on me…
we knew the risks, and yet we were all played, and I take my share of the blame but Naganis
damn you, Cherry, and everyone else, Naganis damn you all down into the Unworld because
Zerrex is gone one week and you‟re all infighting and squabbling!”
She slashed Cherry across the face again, then slapped her hard and knocked her to the
ground, and the female started to sob heavily as Anathema put a foot on her and leaned over her,
snarling: “You think it doesn‟t hurt me? You think I don‟t feel things, just wanted him all to
myself? By Heavens and Hell, you‟re all the ones fighting over taking turns sleeping in his
goddamn bed! And now that he‟s back, you think you can just drag me off there to help resurrect
him? Cherry, he won‟t want to see you. He won‟t want to see any of you, acting like slime,
already breaking your promises to him you all made!”
Anathema kicked the female hard in the stomach, and Cherry curled up, sobbing heavily
as the undead Naganatine snarled down at the female, raising her foot… and then Naganen ran in
and covered Cherry‟s body with his own little form, and the female flushed deeply as the child,
trembling, cried: “Mommy, stop! Daddy wouldn‟t want to see this, either… they‟ve been mean
to you, but they can still make it up and then you can go and get Dad… don‟t make Dad suffer
for their sins, but Cherry, you can‟t pick on Mommy anymore because she‟s different. It was
never her fault at all, not at all.”
Cherry trembled hard, and then she sat up and rubbed at her face before Naganen hugged
her, and she silently hugged the little boy back, then she looked up at Anathema, tears leaking
down her face still as she whispered: “Raised the little bastard right, you have… he‟s… he‟s just
like Zerrex. He‟s just like the Boss. Anathema… Anathema I‟m so goddamn sorry…”
Anathema nodded silently, and then she finally grudgingly extended a hand to Cherry,
helping her slowly up as they both wiped at their faces, and Naganen turned around and hugged
his mother‟s leg tightly, curling against her as she murmured: “He is. He‟s smart, and strong, and
loyal, and I‟m so very, very proud of him…” She looked down at him quietly, then picked him
up and asked quietly: “Do you know where Daddy is?”
Naganen nodded, then pressed his head against her neck as she rubbed slowly over his
wet cheeks, murmuring: “The scary place. The shadowy place.”
Anathema gritted her teeth, then she looked at Cherry and said quietly: “We need every
Disciple armed to the teeth. Everyone. And they all better be on their best goddamn behavior and
ready to give me at least a thank-you, Cherry, or we‟re leaving them behind. I can‟t emphasize

enough how much we‟re going to need teamwork now. To be Zerrex‟s Disciples, and not just a
bunch of idiots all out for our own greedy ends.”
Cherry nodded, swallowing thickly, and she murmured: “Got it, yeah, I‟ll… I‟ll get
everyone ready. But… but where are we going?”
“The Forest of the Departed.” Anathema said quietly, looking towards the horizon, and
Cherry gritted her teeth before the undead Naganatine looked at her, murmuring: “But I swear to
you, Cynthia Blossom Narrius, we‟ll get him back.”
Anathema stood in the main hall of the Ravenlight Estate as Cherry and Serenity checked
everyone‟s equipment. Cherry herself was dressed in form-fitting battle armor, with her whip on
one hip and the Great Diviner sheathed at the other, manacle locked tightly in place, and Serenity
was in her own armor, with a matching golden helm on as well. She kept shooting embarrassed
glances at Anathema, but the undead Naganatine ignored the Pride demon for now, determined
instead to make sure they were ready for what was coming.
Selena was in a corset and thick greaves that fed into shin-guards made of molten metal,
vambraces of the same stuff over her forearms. After becoming Zerrex‟s Disciple, she had gone
from being a Dius to a Passion, the most powerful form of Lust demon apart from an Incarnate.
Her control over fire was now unrivalled, and had even extended into the ability to control
magma and harden it at will into the armor that now covered her body, or even weapons.
Her whip rested at her side, and Selena bowed her head respectfully towards Anathema,
who nodded back after a moment with a grunt to her. Then her eyes flicked to Lily, who was
standing in full, shimmering white battle armor, blushing deeply as she kept her eyes on the
ground and rested her enormous Smiting Rod against her shoulder. She had insisted on being
involved as well… just like Priest, Firenze, and Markus, who were resting in the back row, Priest
smiling encouragingly to her. She hadn‟t seen much of him, but apparently had garnered his
respect by kicking his ass, and so she also hadn‟t argued when he said he wanted to be included.
Priest and Markus were dressed similarly: light pants, heavy armor vests, arms and heads
bare. Markus, however, had an immense axe across his back, and Priest had not only his two
trusty knives holstered by his tail, but also one of Zerrex‟s old heavy swords, which glowed
faintly. It reacted to Priest‟s touch as gladly as it did to his father‟s, and it was a good sign: the
place they were going into would require a lot of heavy cutting and chopping.
Firenze had full battle armor on, that would expand when he increased in size, gothic
plate mail laced with spikes and a crown on his head made of black steel and inset with beautiful
gemstones. He looked uncomfortable, but willing to listen… and Anathema would certainly
treasure his abilities if they ended up fighting one of the nastier residents of the Forest.
Others: Mahihko and Lone in vests and military clothing, guns holstered at their sides,
Cindy flexing her hands eagerly and looking humiliated over the way she‟d been acting, the
same kind of energy-absorbing clothes Zerrex had left for his final battle in over her own body
and the plates on the vest and pants gleaming brightly, Mist and Shine polishing their cleavers
and Marina standing with Maria, their foreheads pressed together, both wrapped in chains as they
held each others‟ hands and whispered quiet hopes to the air for the safety of Zerrex.
Then Carmen approached Anathema and bowed to her, her limbs metallic and her body
safely covered by a thick silver breastplate inset with an image of a bouquet of black roses, and
she grinned awkwardly as she held a red pillow out towards Anathema. Resting on this was
Emeth, the weapon that Thanatos had given her… and she hesitated, but then silently reached out
and took the bone wand, and held it slowly up towards the ceiling.

It transformed into a gleaming white sword, and then Anathema flicked it and dropped it
to hold in both hands as she nodded to Carmen, who smiled and grimly stood beside her, and the
weapon became a deadly, ivory scythe… and then Anathema looked up in surprise as Sin quietly
approached, her dress flowing around her and her wings fluttering once before they furled
around her back, the blue flame in her eye glowing quietly as she knelt in front of her sister and
touched her foot, whispering quietly: “I‟m sorry, sister. Let‟s fight for Lord Zerrex… together.”
Anathema swallowed thickly and nodded firmly, and then she looked up over the masses
in the hall before shouting: “Amiglion, get your ass over here!”
The Naganatine winced as he looked up from the side of the room, and then he sighed
and slumped his shoulders as he hurried over to her, looking miserable as Grim floated hesitantly
up behind him. He was in simple, plain mortal clothing, but his only job was to guide them…
and then Anathema‟s eyes flicked to the side as Raze approached as well, his enormous sword
resting on his shoulder and his silver breastplate glowing on his chest, but Anathema returned her
eyes to Amiglion first, saying mildly: “You‟ll take point in our travel through the Forest of the
Departed. We should easily be able to home in on Zerrex‟s energy once there, brother. Do your
best to alert us to anything out of the ordinary while the Reapers keep the forest asleep and quiet
around us.”
Amiglion winced, muttering: “Anathema, that whole forest is out of the ordinary. This…
this is going to be tough.” He sighed, then nodded and looked at Grim, who seemed to shrug in a
simple bobbing motion. “Yeah, well, you‟re a living weapon and I‟m a coward.”
“Are we ready?” Raze asked impatiently, and he was joined a moment later by Mary and
Mercy. Mary was blushing, and Raze looked at her for a moment before he gently squeezed her
shoulder: he had promised to keep her safe on the journey through the forest, after she had
insisted on coming. “Won‟t we be confused by the Forest‟s tricks?”
“One thing at a time, Raze.” Anathema said irritably, as Sin blushed a little. The two
glared at each other, but then Anathema grinned slightly, saying dryly: “Callous son of a bitch,
aren‟t you? I can see why Zerrex loves you so much.”
“I could say the same thing.” Raze retorted, but he had a bit of a lingering smile on his
face, before they both looked down as Mercy stepped forwards and quietly undid her collar.
“When you‟re ready, I‟ll portal us, Anathema, but I second Raze‟s worry about the
forest.” she said quietly, and then she snapped her collar back on. She was dressed in a simple
armored vest and pants like many of the others, but she also had a pair of bracelets on, both made
of demonic crystal, which would further enhance her magical ability.
Anathema nodded, then she took one last look over the crowd, spotting Daria and Desire
near the back: Daria was looking grim, an enormous halberd at the ready against her shoulder
and simple battle gear on, while Desire was dressed in Royal Guard armor and had two of
Zerrex‟s old straight katanas holstered at the ready on her hips. Everyone was anxious, even the
faces hidden in the group… and finally, Anathema said quietly: “We‟re ready. And the Reapers
will keep us safe, don‟t worry about that…”
She paused, then rose her scythe in the air and shouted: “Everyone! We‟re going to move
out! I know some of you fear the Forest, and you have every right to… but this is for Lord
Zerrex, our master, our lover, our father, and gods know he would do the same for us. Only
remember, at all times, stay inside the barrier created by the Reapers… wander outside it, and the
Forest may swallow you whole, and we don‟t have time to play fishing for stragglers. Also
remember that magic is muted or drained inside the Forest, meaning most of us must rely on
natural powers. We‟ll find Lord Zerrex, don‟t worry… now, to the Forest!”

Mercy nodded, heading quickly out of the main doors of the Ravenlight Estate and taking
a deep breath, and then she rose both hands and concentrated, and a portal large enough to easily
accommodate the group opened. Anathema turned and led them through it as Cherry and Sin
stepped up by her side, Carmen and Raze to her back… and so many others followed, with a
faith she felt kindling a deep pride inside her in place of the resentment she had felt as they had
all blamed her… and now they had made her leader.
Yet part of her, the bitter, scared part, worried it was just another ruse, so if something
went wrong they had someone to blame… but as they entered into the plains outside the looming
forest of dead trees and whispering spirits, Cherry reached up and squeezed her shoulder,
murmuring: “Listen, babe. Whatever happens… you‟re gonna be like my sister now, you got
that? I‟m sorry for losing my head for a fucking week on you, and now I‟m going to take care of
you, okay?”
Anathema only grunted, but Cherry simply smiled at her before looking out towards the
Forest, and then the undead Naganatine slammed the butt of Emeth twice against the ground, and
Reapers seemed to form slowly out of smoke that filled the air around them, countless masked
specters floating slowly over the ground in a slow circle, all with a scythe gripped in their claws
or floating nearby, and the female looked grimly back and forth as the portal finally closed as
Mercy came through last, breathing hard as Daria and Desire supported her gently. “Reapers!
Lull the Forest to sleep, and fog the minds of the trees as we pass by them. Create a field of
apathy that will protect my friends and comrades.”
One of the larger Reapers floated forwards, silver mask glinting under his hood as he
whispered: “A difficult task. Why not have us simply steal the soul you seek from the Forest?”
“Because this is something that we must do ourselves.” Anathema said calmly, not
wanting to explain the feelings lurking in her guts, and then she pointed at the Forest, ordering:
“Do it.”
The Reaper nodded slowly, and then it floated quietly backwards into the Forest as other
Reapers hovered through the trees, and there was a guttural sigh and quiet moans as several of
the enormous dead trees visibly slumped, branches hanging lower and faces that seemed to gape
in the bark seeming to tire. Nor were those faces mere tricks of the mind, Anathema knew: the
Forest of the Departed was a terrible place of punishment in Hell for lost souls, and also known
as the Forest of the Suicides. Like many trees in Hell, the trees here were alive, far more alive
than they were on the mortal plane… but in this forest, the trees were often possessed with
terrified, sorrowful, or malignant spirits, who wanted nothing more than vengeance and to inflict
their suffering upon others.
The Forest was known for being sentient and particularly-cunning, and although a tree
seemed like a pathetic opponent, these trees were capable of moving, had bark like iron, and
were often home to vicious wraiths or willowisps that would defend their territory if encroached
upon. And when the Forest became excited, even more vicious things were known to come out to
play… but with the Reapers around to calm the forest and disguise their presence as they made
their way through, Anathema thought even a group like this, which would normally drive the
Forest into a frenzy, would be able to safely find Zerrex.
Naganen had been right: it was only a few hours after the incident in the cemetery, after
she had first felt it herself, but Zerrex was somewhere inside here. Yet still, she trembled as she
made her way forwards, wincing as she crossed into the forest and the others carefully formed
into groups among the large gathering, and inside a visible barrier the Reapers had built around
them as everyone pulled their weapons to the ready.

Anathema flicked Emeth, and it became an enormous axe as she approached a tree, then
slammed the blade into it… and the tree groaned quietly, but didn‟t awaken from its slumber
even as it bled sap. The others stopped, watching as Anathema wiped up some of this on her
fingertips, then she smeared it against her palm and closed her eyes, muttering: “Fresh energy.
The Forest has been growing, feeding, but much of its power is coming from something deeper
in, although thankfully not far.”
She flicked the coppery sap off her hands, tugging Emeth out of the tree and taking it
easily into her hands again as Amiglion took the lead, able to travel beyond the field created by
the Reapers and carefully feel his way through the Forest, investigating for any particularly
wicked entities, such as the god Charon, who rowed his desolate craft through the Forest and
across Hell in search of souls that had not yet been punished for their sins.
Their travel was careful as they made their way forwards, but the deeper they went into
the Forest, the darker things became, and the more powerful the energies they felt around them.
Amiglion made a face, and Anathema knew that it was because she had never felt such a
malevolent power in the forest before herself: and she had sometimes wandered through here out
of curiosity, visiting the old mausoleum where she had been entombed and other landmarks. But
never before had the forest been so powerful, so dark, so damned… and the Reapers, too, felt
fear: they hid it well, but they were sentient, in a way they were alive… and nothing that felt
could travel through this forest, this terrible haze of evil, without feeling fear.
They emerged into a clearing, and Anathema realized it was like the Forest had been
waiting for them, as they strode over dirt and past immense roots sticking out of the ground like
power cables, cracked here and there with ugly veins that pulsed with life and blue energy. The
sense of both evil and Zerrex surrounded them as they looked up at the single tree in the clearing:
perhaps it had once been several trees, but over time they had bonded together into the goliath
that was perhaps some hundred feet high, immense branches like reaching limbs jutting crudely
from its gray, black-speckled trunk, the roots dug deep into the ground and the tree‟s base thicker
than a house… and a good sized house at that.
Nor was it round, but bulged here and there, like warts… and arms and legs stuck out
from its length, along with faces that had been petrified and transformed into wood, gooey sap
leaking from the mouths and eye sockets of some, others clenched shut and grit in expression of
extreme agony. All along the bulbous, gross tree, were bodies and faces, and snake-like ivy
covered in thick thorns crawled along its trunk and hung from its bare branches in place of
leaves… but at the very top, Anathema realized, where the thick truck split apart like it had been
struck by lightning, blackened and ugly, but on closer inspection made of dozens of reaching
arms all molded together… at the very top, beneath these reaching arms, being slowly absorbed
into the tree-trunk as ivy laced and wrapped around him, was Zerrex.
His expression was frozen in a look of horror, and his body had petrified, transformed
into stony wood. He looked as if he was leaping, one arm reaching out, the other beside his body
and fused into the trunk: only his upper body stood out from the tree, and he was leaning with his
back awkwardly arched, as if something had seized him by the neck and yanked him back at the
last moment. Ivy was curling up and down his body, blossomed into black roses here, but the
thorns so large and immense they were ripping through the stony wood as they curled back and
forth over Zerrex, and blood was dripping slowly down from these wounds as he was pulled bitby-bit back into the immense tree.

“Holy fuck, how… how… how do we… oh God, Anathema, can we save him?” Cherry
asked desperately, looking at her needingly… and Anathema lowered her head, closing her eyes
and Cherry trembled, then whispered: “We gotta save him…”
“We… we will.” Anathema said roughly, and then she slammed the butt of Emeth against
the ground again, a Reaper floating away from the group creating the protective haze around
them. “Reapers! Create a barrier around the field, sky-high and ground-deep, let nothing in while
we destroy this abomination!”
“Our pleasure, Mistress.” the Reaper murmured softly, bowing his head, and then he
floated over the group as the trees around them stirred and branches flicked back and forth,
before the Reapers floated high into the air and released their scythes, the weapons floating in
front of them and spinning violently as they started to chant.
Dark energy sparked through the air, and then a solid black barrier formed, stretching
high into the air and ripping deep into the ground, purple lightning sparking back and forth over
this. Several trees exploded into dark flame when they hammered their branches against this, and
they screamed and backed off, the other entities outside the semi-translucent barrier quickly
following suit… but inside, enormous roots twisted eagerly back and forth as branches bent and
faces in the humongous tree screamed, before it slowly bent forwards with a terrible cracking
sound, twisting like an immense worm so that the greedy arms at the top of the tree faced them,
and a moment later, bark and wood exploded upwards from the roof of the trunk to reveal an
immense, bloodshot eye, which blinked several times as the dark iris glowed and the black pupil
focused in on Anathema when she stepped forwards fearlessly, shouting: “You have stolen a soul
that rightly should have returned home to us! Release it now, monster, or we‟ll take it from you!”
The tree leaned closer to her… and then Anathema snarled as immense roots ripped up
out of the ground and snapped towards her, but in a moment, Cherry and Sin were both in front
of her, Sin‟s hands burning with energy as she tore through one of the lamppost thick roots and
Cherry sliced another in half with the Great Diviner, the other roots uselessly hammering into the
ground behind them as the tree reared back in surprise.
As chunks of mossy wood fell to the ground, blood spurting from the retreating, wounded
roots, Anathema stepped forwards past Sin and Cherry as she flicked Emeth in her hand, and it
transformed into a boomerang before she threw it hard forwards. It flew through the air with
ease, hammering into the massive center eye, and the tree reared back in agony, making a deep,
echoing half-howl, half-moan as it looked towards the sky, blood exploding in a fountain from
Emeth, imbedded deep into it… and then Anathema shouted: “Charge!” even as she slammed
her hands together on instinct.
In the enormous eye of the creature, Emeth transformed from a boomerang into a massive
spiked ball that tore deeper through the sensitive organ, and the tree howled mournfully again as
it snapped back and forth, huge roots ripping out of the ground and swinging back and forth as
more than twenty demons and angels and godlings charged at it, Anathema roaring: “Sever the
top of the tree from the bottom, don‟t harm Zerrex! Then we rip it up by the roots and burn it!”
The tree hissed long and loud, lashing a branch down at the Twins as they hacked into the
roots and sent up fine sprays of blood, but they both swung their Cleavers up at the same time to
block the blow as Carmen ran forwards and caught the end of the enormous branch to further aid
them. Then the possessed, terrible thing snapped its trunk downwards to dislodge Emeth,
flinging it at Mercy as she concentrated, but even as Daria and Desire moved to protect her,
Vampire leapt up and caught the spiked ball against his body, wincing as his armor dented and

several of the large spikes pierced into him before he turned with a grunt and flung it hard to
Anathema, who flicked her wrist as it sailed towards her.
It transformed into a massive axe in midair, and Anathema easily caught this by the pole,
her body half-spinning around with the momentum behind it before she grinned savagely as
Mercy shoved her hand into the air, the bracelets of crystal on her wrists glowing before a
massive thunderbolt shot down from the skies and tore straight down into the tree, making it
shriek in agony and straighten as roots and ivy tore up from the ground around it and snapped
back and forth.
Then the tree‟s agony only increased tenfold as Selena shoved a hand towards it with a
snarl, and flames erupted around the base of the tree as Cherry and Cindy looked at each other,
then nodded firmly. They charged past the others as they hacked at the roots and the trunk, then
leapt upwards before both looked to either side in shock as the Four Sisters leapt up with them,
spreading their beautiful white wings and catching either female by the arms as they hauled them
into the air, then flung them hard towards the tree, Cindy‟s own wings spreading in a flash of
white energy as she hammered into the trunk and clawed up it like an animal for a moment
before propelling herself hard with her wings while Cherry threw the Great Diviner hard
upwards, seizing around a higher limb and swinging herself high into the air, tugging the sword
free and twisting easily over a branch that lashed out at her before throwing the sword hard
forwards to bury into the trunk perhaps seventy feet up, swinging up and half around the tree
before she caught herself a bit higher up, then winced and kicked off, yanking the Great Diviner
with her when spikes tore out of the tree, then she cursed and half-spun her body when they shot
at her.
Cindy, meanwhile, crashed into the tree beside Zerrex, before she screamed as the ivy
crawling over the trunk of the tree lashed out and smashed into her with tremendous force,
cracks spreading over her scales as they disrupted her energies… but as she fell backwards, she
concentrated and then spun around with a snarl, lashing a hand out and sending a blade of energy
into the side of the trunk, and it ripped a savage gouge out of the tree some ninety feet up, just
beneath where Zerrex was, where the trunk finally started to thin out.
She let herself freefall to the ground, landing with a grunt before she watched with
amazement as the Four Sisters created a massive spear of crystal and launched this into the
wound she had just torn, ripping it wider and sending down a waterfall of blood as the tree
moaned, then screamed inside their minds, a psychic shockwave ripping through the area as roots
and ivy tore up from the ground, lashing many of them to the earth… and then Marina roared
back, and the tree bent backwards, cracks spreading through the bark before Maria launched
herself forwards and smashed against the tree with her chains, ripping holes that burned with
dark flames easily through the organic matter as she clawed and slammed her way up the tree,
snarling in fury.
Raze shot past her on his way up towards the wound, spinning as ivy lashed out at him
before he slammed his sword hard into the cut in the tree, and the tree screamed in pain before
smashing him downwards with the roots, before a branch whipped out towards him, but the
godling roared, a blast of telekinetic rage ripping the end of the branch into pieces before he shot
back upwards, ripping a deep scar through the side of the trunk before slamming his blade home
into it.
The tree hissed in fury at the angel‟s presence as much as his attacks, and as Raze shot in
close again, part of the tree exploded outwards, the godling cursing as he slammed his sword
hard into a deadly spike sticking out of the tree and deflecting it to the side before ivy lashed out

and caught him across the face, knocking him downwards with a howl of agony, clutching at the
wound as he spiraled down to crash hard into the ground. Then he looked up in horror as
branches tore out of the earth around him, raising high… and then they were suddenly wrapped
in steel cable, and a moment later, Tinman, floating near the back of the group, snapped his
hands to the side and flayed the tree roots into pieces, smiling grimly.
As Raze recovered, Lily ran forwards with her Smiting Rod, Tinman giving her cover as
he manipulated almost invisible strings of steel wire around her and seized around roots that
lashed at her from above and tore up from the ground, before the female leapt into the air and
roared as she slammed the immense weapon into the trunk of the tree, and the entire monstrous
thing seemed to twist on itself with a groan of pain before Raze leapt upwards and stabbed his
sword deep into the wound Lily had inflicted, the tree screaming as the area around the deep
wound burst into black flames, and then branches lashed out and knocked them both backwards,
but Tinman quickly flicked his wrists, and the metal wires wrapped around several roots bent
them to form a safety net with the tree‟s own weapons, Raze and Lily catching themselves on
this before they charged back in towards the fray.
Cherry‟s Great Diviner slammed home into the wide wound on the tree and she spun
herself around the trunk with a grunt, circling it fully and yanking hard on the chain as it glowed
red and she roared, tightening and slowly ripping bit-by-bit through the immense tree… and then
she winced as it swatted at her, but Maria‟s chains lashed up and caught it before Markus and
Priest both leapt up, Markus slamming his axe down into the middle of the bent, constricted
branch before Priest slashed viciously through the same wound as his sword glowed with energy,
the branch flying high into the air and then crashing down to the ground below, twitching weakly
as it bled heavily.
The tree moaned again, and then Cherry hissed in pain, eyes bulging, as spikes tore out of
the wood and slammed into her before the ivy shot down and wrapped around her throat, and
she gargled and screamed, releasing the Great Diviner… but as Maria reached up to help her,
part of the tree exploded open beneath her, knocking her backwards before skeletal hands
reached out and snagged her, and she screamed in terror before she was dragged into the tree and
swallowed up by it as dark flame and blood oozed out of the hole, and ugly, horrendous teeth
slammed shut in the gap. Anathema snarled, but then Selena threw a fireball into Cherry, and she
cursed as it exploded, but the ivy was disintegrated even as she fell, twisting around and clawing
into the tree to clamber back up it.
Sin motioned to the Sisters, and they dropped around her, kneeling as a field of energy
crackled between them, and the Naganatine concentrated before Mercy shoved a hand out, and
the earth ripped up in an immense spike that pierced through the base of the tree, making it
writhe and gurgle, before Sin shoved both hands out and the tree vibrated violently before cracks
spread all up its body, and then it screamed as she snapped her fingers and the pillar of crystal
she had created literally inside the tree‟s base exploded, chunks of bark and wood flying in all
directions. And before the terrible thing could recover, black flame exploded out of the wound in
the throat of the tree, beneath Zerrex, and Maria ripped free in a black fireball, chains dangling
around her before she fell… but Marina caught her in a gentle psychic grip, slowly setting her to
the ground as Desire and Serenity grabbed her and pulled her to Mary, who bent down and
immediately began to heal her.
Cherry, meanwhile, leapt up and snagged the Great Diviner‟s handle, yanking hard back
on it… and then her eyes bulged and she kicked off the tree, snapping the chain to the side and
the sword ripping free of the trunk and spinning around it to return to her hand as she ran down

the tree, yelling a warning before a blast of force smashed into her back. A thirty-foot tall
Firenze, however, quickly leapt in and caught her… but then he looked up in shock as the
petrified Zerrex convulsed, then slowly pointed downwards.
The ground around the tree erupted into massive spikes of stone and rock, and Sin,
Mercy, and Marina shoved their hands out with snarls, disrupting the attack as best they could
even as Serenity, Vampire, and Markus were buffeted backwards by the attacks. Then Zerrex
gargled at the apex of the monstrous entity, the ivy ripping over his body before blue energy
pulsed through the wood, and the tree roared furiously at them as its wounds began to heal,
Anathema cursing before Zerrex seemed to stare right at her, and a moment later she was blown
almost in half by a massive, destructive explosion.
She collapsed to the ground, her arm and half her ribcage missing, Emeth by her side, and
Firenze snarled before he looked at Carmen, who nodded before they both charged, Carmen‟s
size increasing to match the High King‟s as Mary ran from a dazed Maria to Anathema, as Sin
moaned in horror and trembled, before she snarled in fury at the tree and rose a hand, shouting an
incantation in rage. There was a crackle through the air, and then a massive, golden meteor shot
down from the sky and smashed into the back of the tree, reopening the wound that had begun to
heal in the throat and knocking it wide as Carmen and Firenze crawled up the tree, both ignoring
spikes that bit at them before Firenze snarled as ivy lashed across him and ripped through his
arm and scales, then he roared and simply ripped it away with one hand before seizing into the
wound, shoving upwards as Carmen slammed punches into the top of the tree from the other side
again and again, Zerrex convulsing violently at the apogee of the trunk.
Then Cindy ran forwards, her body becoming metallic as she roared and increased in size
herself, cracks still visible through her body as she leapt into the air and smashed her fist into the
wood beside her father, and Zerrex‟s body twisted awkwardly before the top of the tree was torn
loose in a massive fountain of blood by the three goliaths, the tree screaming in agony as its
branches and ivy lashed wildly back and forth, knocking them backwards as Carmen hugged the
top of the tree with a curse, protecting it with her body as she fell heavily to the ground and
crashed on her back, before vomiting blood when several roots ripped upwards through her body,
and she shivered violently as she dropped the tree to the side and shrank slowly down.
The top of the tree was withering already, and Anathema shakily stood up and shoved
Mary away as she rasped to Sin: “Quick, get… get Zerrex to me, have… to be quick… destroy
tree, save Zerrex…”
Sin nodded, then she looked at Mist and Shine, who reacted as if they had been the ones
to hear the message, both charging towards the severed treetop and slashing their cleavers
downwards, then leaping up and stabbing their heavy weapons through the top of the trunk as the
hands opened and closed convulsively around them, cutting off the portion of tree where the
Drakkaren was frozen as blood exploded from the terrible wound, before they both dropped
down and hauled it onto their backs, charging across the battlefield as the tree screamed at being
robbed of its prey.
Then Mercy nodded to Mahihko and Lone, whom she had gathered around her, and they
shoved their hands upwards at the same time as Firenze and Cindy launched themselves away
from the tree, before an immense bolt of lightning ripped down from the skies above, smashing
through the trunk and nearly cutting the tree in half as it burst into dark flames, as Cherry and
Selena both roared in fury and jets of magma and flame erupted from around the roots and base
of the trunk, burning it away, and Maria screamed and shoved both hands forwards to unleash a
torrent of horrendous black flame directly into the tree. The others backed quickly off, watching

as the immense tree howled and writhed wildly back and forth, roots snapping and crackling…
and then it simply slouched, a strange and apathetic sight, before collapsing into chunks of bone
and rotted wood, the roots around them trembling and then withering as spirits rose up slowly
from the hole that was left, floating silently into the skies above as the entire forest seemed to
moan and whisper.
All that was left was a smoking, deep pit in the earth… and Zerrex, frozen in the trunk of
tree, bleeding slowly and laying on a piece of wood shaped almost like a casket. Anathema
winced as she forced herself to stand, the others gathering around her as she touched him… and
then she looked up sharply as she felt a pulse, a life, a spark of something inside the wood still:
she felt more than his energies, she felt torment and pain and emotion, but that meant she felt a
mind, a mind that he still had.
“We can save him, but he‟s weak… and… I‟m weak.” Anathema whispered, nodding
slowly, and then she gritted her teeth and tried to focus her powers, but she only coughed hard,
before glancing to the side in surprise as Sin touched her arm.
“Focus your powers through me, Sister. Use me.” Sin urged quietly, and for a few
moments, Anathema only looked at her… and then she became skeletal, her body locking into
place over Sin‟s, plates spreading down her arms and legs and her skull snapping over her face.
For the first time in a long time, Anathema felt more than physically connected, she felt mentally
connected… and then, when Sin closed her eyes… it was Anathema who opened them.
“All of you, listen to me. Zerrex is not dead in this state. I know it‟s terrifying, but he is
not dead.” Anathema said forcefully, and then she reached out and quietly touched the reptile‟s
chest, murmuring: “He‟s been partially-absorbed. His energies are weak, and he‟s suffered
petrification and transmogrification, but I can bring him back. I swear, I will… I will!”
Anathema snarled, pushing down with Sin‟s hands… but there was barely a spark, barely
a glow, and she cursed, shaking her head weakly as she felt Zerrex‟s energies already beginning
to fade, whispering: “No, no, no, you son of a bitch, hold on… I… come back to me, I need to
have the power, I‟m going to bring you back!”
“Anathema.” Firenze said quietly, and the Naganatine looked over at him, trembling a bit
as the male approached, shrinking slowly down as he grit his teeth… and then he asked quietly:
“Can you use another person‟s energies?”
Anathema looked around at them all, battered and bruised… but all of them also had a
ready look in their eyes, a look that said they were willing to die if that was what it took… and
the female hesitated, but then nodded, knowing the pain would be far greater if she denied them
this one hope. “Yes. I… Amiglion, Grim, you know what to do.”
The two nodded, and Amiglion leaned down, tracing a slow circle with his hand in the
loose soil as Grim began to sketch runes around the inside of it, the other stepping back and
away from the frozen, petrified lizard, and Anathema breathed hard inside Sin‟s body as their
anxieties, emotions, minds seemed to mix into one semi-coherent thing, before she closed her
eyes and touched her forehead… and Raze came forwards, grumbling and wiping root dust off
his body as he said quietly: “I‟ll contribute too. Fuck knows I did shit to the tree.”
“We shall as well. Lord Zerrex is our God, our lord and master, our friend… our beloved
student.” Earth said quietly, and then she glanced at her siblings, who all nodded firmly. “We
live to serve Lord Zerrex. It is only right that we do what we can in this ceremony as well.”
“And me!” Priest shouted, and Cherry slapped him on the arm, grunting in agreement.
“Fucking hell, Dad‟s been there for me long enough, I ain‟t about to let him slip away now. I still
need him. I still feel like a goddamn kid sometimes. And Driz will kill me if I let Dad die before

he had a chance to talk to him again, he was pissed enough as it is that he had to stay back and
watch over the Council.”
“Same here.” Cherry grinned despite herself, and then she looked over at Selena,
winking. “What about you, babe? Or were you just in it for the sexy-looking collar?”
Selena glanced up from where she was helping Carmen sit, and then she snorted in
amusement as Mary finished healing the severe wounds in the female‟s body, Serenity also
laying unconscious nearby and Markus bleeding from a large but thankfully not mortal gash in
his body. “Fuck, Cherry. I don‟t think I‟ll ever get used to your goddamn sick sense of humor.
Yeah, I‟m in.”
“Just like me.” Lily said quietly, nodding firmly as she rubbed slowly at her arm, and
Tinman nodded quickly as well, smiling awkwardly as he walked forwards, a bit dirty but one of
the few who hadn‟t been injured in the battle.
Marina and Maria walked forwards, followed by Mahihko and Lone and Mercy, and
every other Disciple, friend, and family member still standing, as the circle was closed and
finished… and then Anathema leaned forwards in Sin‟s body, pushing her hands against Zerrex‟s
chest, almost massaging over it as she breathed slowly… and then she cursed, wincing as a shock
ran through her body, before she gritted her teeth. “Zerrex… come on…”
She made a face as she pushed down against him, but the sensations were dulled, and she
shook her head desperately as she felt that consciousness inside his energy beginning to fade, as
if he was forgetting who he was… and then she cursed and struck hard against his chest,
shouting down at him: “Zerrex! Goddammit, don‟t start losing yourself now, not when we‟re so
close… fuck, if only I had… some piece of his energy, something that would help wake him
up…”
“The shard!” Maria said suddenly, looking up almost excitedly, and Anathema looked at
her sharply before the Broken created a rift, vanishing through it for a moment, then reappearing
only second later, holding the large, crystallized shard of Zerrex‟s energy, and she hurried over
to the Naganatine, who grimaced but took it as the Broken offered it to her, whispering: “Please.
Please bring grandfather back.”
Anathema nodded, looking at Zerrex… and then she took a slow breath as she pushed the
shard carefully against his chest, and sapphire light spread over the Drakkaren‟s body as his
petrified form twitched and moaned weakly for a few moments, before beginning to shiver
violently, and the Naganatine gritted her teeth at the sight of it. Both good and bad, as the shard
of energy cracked, then Zerrex caught on blue fire for a moment, rasping out something
inarticulate as blood flowed from his gaping mouth and staring, sightless eyes, and she knew
they would have to be fast even as the blue energies settled and pulsed beneath the cracked wood
that made up the lizard‟s form. Now he was awake: now he was truly suffering, but it had been
enough to bring him back from the brink. Now they only had the hard part left: restoring his
physical body from the deformed wood he had been absorbed into.
The Naganatine reached out and pushed her hands against his chest, but energy sparked
at her, and she was knocked backwards with a hiss of pain, her hands burnt as she looked down
at them, and then she shook her head slowly as she felt worried eyes on her, murmuring: “His
energy is lashing out now, in fear and agony. I need a conduit of some kind, something-”
“I understand.” Firenze said quietly, and then he stepped carefully in front of Anathema,
pushing his hands down against Zerrex‟s chest and cursing as he arched his back, then he
shivered, saying calmly: “I was given these powers for a reason, Anathema. And it was not to

rule, or to destroy. I can mimic Zerrex‟s energy signature, act as your conduit into him, be the
filter.”
“Firenze, this is dangerous.” Anathema said quietly, and when he glanced over his
shoulder at her, Sin‟s eyes told him: It will kill you.
But Firenze only smiled and winked, then he leaned forwards and bowed his head, saying
softly: “The son who fails to save his father is no High King of Hell. Now do it, Anathema, Sin.
That is an order. My final and only order to you. Do it.” A pause, and then he murmured: “I love
you, Mom. And… I love you, Dad.”
He leaned down, kissing Zerrex‟s skull silently… and Sin shivered before her hands
reached up, trembling… and Anathema didn‟t know which one of them was forcing her to grasp
Firenze‟s shoulders, and which one was trying to stop, as Sin murmured: “I love you too,
Firenze. And your father will always love you.”
Before anyone could protest or even realize the consequences, before anyone could fight,
Anathema leaned forwards, gritted her teeth, and pushed the energies forwards, beginning the
power surge as Firenze arched his back and howled in agony, his body convulsing and armor
sparking with energy as his eyes glowed with power, and his hands shoved down against
Zerrex‟s body as the petrified Drakkaren‟s mouth tore open, blood exploding from it as he
moaned mournfully to the skies, the bark covering his body vibrating violently as the Disciples
in the circle held hands and pressed against each other, one of Cherry‟s hands squeezing into
Sin‟s shoulder as Earth grasped the other, her eyes clenched shut, and the entire field glowed
with light for a few moments, blue lightning pulsing along the ground and throughout the circle
as the runes beneath them cracked and shattered, and a moment later, a recoil of energy blew
them apart, sending people crashing down in all directions as the barrier set up by the Reapers
exploded into shards of darkness and purple lightning, setting the woods around them aflame as
trees screamed, howled, and groaned to the skies above.
Time passed… and Anathema slowly sat up, rubbing at her skull slowly, before she
frowned and looked down at her hands. Her thoughts were wild and jumbled, and she felt
strange, as she climbed carefully to her feet and rubbed over her stomach, before grunting as she
realized she was connected to Sin… but that seemed unimportant, seemed… strange and normal,
as she looked slowly back and forth, breathing hard. The field was smoking lightly in places
now, and then she shook her head slowly, covering her muzzle with a quiet gasp as she saw
Firenze laying in a charred wreck of smoking armor, his scales almost burned completely off and
half curled up, his fingers gently grasping at the base of an ugly, burnt block of wood. She felt
like she had just lost her own child, not her nephew… and she staggered forwards and leaned
down, but smiled even as tears spilled from her eyes. Firenze was dead, Firenze was gone… but
even mangled and burnt and tortured as he was, his last expression was a smile.
She slowly stood up… and then touched her lips silently as she saw that of the Four
Sisters, only Earth remained… and even though she was unconscious, she had somehow been
clothed in all their items. Fire, Air, and Water lay close by her, though, sprawled and their
corpses already rotting and sinking into the soil, flowers blooming slowly but magnificently
around them, and she thought their final act had been to give their lives for their master… and to
give their sacred items to their most beloved, most deserving sister.
Sin shook her head slowly… and then she frowned and touched her temple silently. Was
she Sin? Then why were these bone plates on her? She didn‟t know… and it didn‟t matter as she
walked over to Mercy and silently checked her pulse, the female laying unconscious and
bleeding from between her stitches… but she was fine. Many of them were wounded, but they

were all thankfully alive… and finally, with fear in her eyes, she turned back to the altar of
burned wood from which they had tried to resurrect their master, slowly approaching… and then
reaching down to stroke quietly over a scarred cheek, smiling softly as her tears spilled down her
eyes. Firenze‟s death hurt, ached… but his sacrifice had been for a cause he had believed in, and
she would not let ill feelings cloud this moment. She would revere those who had died so
nobly… but she would first allow herself to feel gladness, to feel love, for the triumph they had
reached, the goal they had achieved.
Emerald eyes opened and blinked slowly, tiredly. They looked up, registered a blurry
shape above him, and then closed… then opened once more, hesitantly, fearfully. He stared for a
long time at the Naganatine with the skull laying over her beautiful features, a purple iris and a
socket alight with amber flames looking down at him, before he whispered: “Who am I?”
“You‟re Zerrex.” Anathema, Sin, the Naganatine replied, and she quietly took his face in
her hands, gazing down at him silently as she repeated softly: “You are Zerrex Narrius.”
“But am I?” Zerrex looked desperate, trembling a bit as he laid on the wood, naked and
vulnerable, too weak to do anything but raise his hand and silently touch her face, dragging his
fingers slowly along her features as he shivered. “I could be nothing but a copy… a bad replica,
a… a shape that stole memories, nothing but a clone, too much like the Empty Ones created by
Narrius… too much like-”
“Enough of that, now.” the Naganatine said quietly, pressing her finger to Zerrex‟s lips,
and then she leaned down and hugged him tightly, murmuring: “You are who you are, and that‟s
all that matters, and that‟s all that will ever matter.”
Zerrex closed his eyes and nodded, and then she silently kissed his forehead, then his lips,
before gazing down at him softly… and as the others slowly began to recover, to see both the
joys they had gained and the losses they had suffered, as the Forest of the Departed crackled
around them with terrible black flames, the reptile felt his spirit finally find its place in the world,
felt himself finally reach a state of peace.

Epilogue: 108 Prayers Repeated 108 Times
Children played in the streets of the suburbs, laughing as they kicked a ball back and
forth with warm smiles: the skies above them were blue, and the sun glowed brightly in one part
of the sky, while the white planet of Heaven gleamed like a torch in another. It was a beautiful,
perfect day, and years and years had passed since the space colonies had landed, and society and
civilization had once more taken root.
A mortal wolf laughed as he kicked the ball past a minotaur, who stumbled after it, then
giggled as he tripped over the curb but landed in a grassy lawn. He quickly climbed to his feet,
and the angel who owned the beautiful blue home glanced up from where he was sunning
himself with an idle smile, his sunglasses gleaming before he sighed and leaned back in his lawn
chair, crossing his legs, dressed only in a pair of baggy shorts as he put his hands behind his head
with a peaceful sigh.
The houses here had all been repaired and revitalized, most of them using the enhanced
solar technology developed originally to power the space stations, and the paint on each house
was fresh, whitewashed picket fences surrounding pretty little walkways and refurbished cars in
every driveway that ran off the newest line of power cells. In another yard, a family was
cheerfully barbequing, two friends laughing and clinking beer bottles together over the short
hedge that ran between their yards before the demon and the mortal both took a deep drink, and
then the incubus grinned and leaned over the hedge, starting to tell a story of some kind or
another as the mortal in the fireworks-patterned, open shirt leaned forwards curiously.
The children continued to cheerfully play their game in this renewed, beautiful world,
laughing and enjoying each other‟s company, before a mortal kicked the ball towards the net, but
instead it missed and rolled down the street. They all groaned, but then the little minotaur smiled
and volunteered to go get it, running past the net and down the street, but this was a beautiful,
happy neighborhood. Then again, crime rates were incredibly low, and after the initial power
struggles, mortals had settled quickly and peaceably down to reestablish their societies in new
ways. Five space colonies still loomed above, forever expanding their enormous ships, forever
orbiting the planet, but they had their own way of life there, just as every society around the
world had theirs.
The child smiled as he ran down the street, then he caught the ball with a giggle… and
then a rip in reality formed, transforming into a massive vortex as the child backed up a few feet,
looking up as the angel stood up from his lawn chair, taking off his sunglasses and then dropping
them with a tremble of horror, and the family and children stared in shock as a massive,
monstrous beast ripped its way through the vortex, two snake-like heads hissing as two thick,
muscular arms flexed, six-fingered talons greedily twitching as it glared down at the child, one
head hissing and revealing four enormous fangs, the eyes long fused shut… while the other face
had three eyes, and when it opened its horrible mouth, it exhaled sickening gases that clouded the
air around it, the red eyes blinking slowly as the jaws stretched wider, wider, and the twenty foot
behemoth lumbered forwards on its short legs as the enormous tail behind it slithered back and
forth.
The minotaur whimpered as he backed slowly away, trembling, as the vortex closed and
the monster looked hungrily down at it, before it roared and slashed a claw down… and it struck
solid metal before a fist smashed into its stomach, the creature screaming in pain as it was
slammed onto its back as a Drakkaren with an enormous sword on his back looked over his
shoulder at the child, who stared up at him as if mesmerized. White hair fell around his scarred

features, and his emerald eyes almost glowed before he grinned slightly and winked at the
minotaur, punching his metal fist into his other hand as muscles flexed and made a tattoo of a
band of ivy swirling beneath a swastika in a circle writhe slowly.
“Well, look what we have here.” Zerrex said mildly, and a moment later, portals opened
to either side of him, the fused Anathema and Sin stepping through one in a corset of bones, her
skull mask almost glowing as she rolled her shoulders, dress swirling around her ankles, and
Maria came through the other, the Broken‟s eyes burning with resolve as black chains swirled
around her. A skeletal pseudodragon appeared a moment later on the reptile‟s shoulder, and
Zerrex winked at him as the monster slowly crawled to its feet, before its eyes widened in terror
as more figures appeared on the rooftops: Lone and Mahihko, the former spinning his guns and
striking a pose as the latter threw his arms out and neon smoke burst up behind them, and
Cherry, Cindy, and Marina on another. Daria and Serenity emerged from yet another, the newt
smiling as she rested a spear across her shoulders, wearing an eyepatch with a white butterfly on
it, breasts covered only by her butterfly stickers and crotch by her loincloth, but golden bands of
steel around her forearms and shins as her collar all but glowed, and the Drakkaren Iuratus in her
battle armor, a silver sword in either hand. “Did you ever choose the wrong world to bust into.”
The monster squealed and attempted to turn around to flee, and it almost ran right into
Earth, who smashed it into the air with a grunt and a quick lash of her cleaver, knocking the
beast skywards, her cape fluttering around her, amulet jingling over her bosom, her tiara of roses
glinting in the light… and Mist and Shine leapt up with matching vicious grins, smashing their
cleavers straight down from either side of the creature and crushing it into the street, the monster
looking stupefied before Vampire and Desire both charged in, Vampire in only his golden loinplate and Desire in Royal Guard armor as they both stabbed spears down through it to pin it, and
Zerrex shook his head slowly in faint entertainment at how much delight they took in bringing
down the Strange Beasts, before Anathema Sin tapped him on the shoulder, and he bowed to her,
the female grinning darkly as she flicked her wrist and Emeth appeared in her hand, transforming
in a moment into a massive, serrated sword.
Sure, they had suffered losses: Firenze hurt to this day, and would hurt for a long time
afterwards. And Anathema and Sin had been fused into one being from the force of the energy
travelling through her body, but they had gotten off lucky in not being destroyed. And losing
Camus hurt too, because Zerrex remembered the final moments of the lion, his redemption, and
how his goal had truly been noble, even if his execution had been flawed.
And the destruction of the Center of the Universe had released the Strange Beasts, weird
and wild abominations that could take devastating amounts of punishment before they died…
and Old Gods were still charging around the universe, trying to take control of this or that, and
twisted, strange abominations, malformed gods, freakish things had started to rip their way
through the fabric of reality here and there. But all of that didn‟t matter; Zerrex found himself
smiling as he put his hands in his pockets, thinking of the children he had, of the worlds he
helped protect, of this as only a further opportunity to make up for the terrible things he had done
in his life… and then he shook his head slowly as the Strange Beast started to get up, pulling
Blackheart off his back, glad for all of those who loved him as the creature flailed, then squeaked
when Zerrex charged forwards and slammed it into the air with ease.
He might be weaker now than he had been, he might not be definable as god or demon,
mortal or supernatural, this or that… but he was Zerrex. He was sure of that now… and that and
his family were all that mattered to him, as Marina appeared above the Strange Beast and
slammed it down towards him, and the reptile sheared it into two pieces with a hard rend of his

sword, the creature exploding into fireworks of energy that sizzled in all directions as people
cheered and clapped. A strangely-festive way to die, and then Zerrex caught Marina as she fell,
and she hugged him tightly around the neck, whispering: “We love you Daddy, and that‟s all that
matters.”
And as Zerrex looked up, he thought he saw a flicker, a ghost of energy… and as he
gently put Marina down and she laughed when Vampire hugged her firmly, he looked up and
took a slow breath, closing his eyes… and in his mind, he felt Allie‟s touch, Allie‟s embrace,
Allie‟s body against his, heard her whisper the words he always longed to hear from her… and
he touched his breast as he knew that this love would always be with him. Through thick and
thin, darkness and light: he was who he was, and no matter what happened, the love of those who
mattered most to him would always linger on.
To love can hurt; to be loved can hurt others,
To do right can kill; to do wrong can save,
But always love, and always do right:
And in this, find your pains vanishing in freedom.
Zerrex Narrius
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