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Author's note


Jagged Shard  takes place chronologically after the events in The Delve and features two characters (Laanda and Skiti, dwarflike creatures called Timon) from that book but is meant to be read as a standalone. It makes some references to events in The Delve, with an effort made to minimize spoilers. For those interested in a little more background, I am including a brief summary of the relevant parts below, again with minimal spoilers. Feel free to skip it if you want to get straight to the action. 
A brief summary of The Delve
In The Delve, a group of Maer (intelligent hairy humanoids) were sent to investigate why the Deepfold mine, source of the brightstone that powers their magical tech, had gone silent. They discovered that a group of humans, their longtime enemies, had infiltrated the mine and were wreaking havoc on the mine and its Timon owners as part of their war with the Maer. To make matters worse, the humans inadvertently let a dragon called a waadrech loose in the mine, causing further chaos. The Maer and Timon banded together to face the humans and defeated them after heavy losses. Laanda, queen of the Timon, decided to leave the mine behind and seek a new home, as it was too risky to remain, being in the line of fire between the two warring sides. Jagged Shard is the story of them finding a new home.
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Content warnings


This book is intended for  adult audiences and contains violence and explicit, consensual sex scenes, including light bondage and sex toys.
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Skiti watched Laanda belly-crawl just below the lip of the path leading to the cave mouth. She probably thought she was being stealthy, but Skiti could hear the chink of her wrist axes echoing along the ridge. Grosti had ears like foxes; there was no way they wouldn’t hear Laanda coming, even with the wind. Skiti’s stomach clenched at the thought of their huge clubs and the head-sized rocks they hurled with hideous accuracy.  
Fuck her promise. 
Laanda needed her help. 
Skiti belted her omni and lowered herself down from the ledge feet-first. The moment her boots touched gravel, the ledge exploded, sending her tumbling onto her back. She scrambled under the lip of the path as another chunk of rock burst against the ridge wall where she’d been standing a moment ago. She glanced toward Laanda’s position, but a boulder blocked her view. She had no line of sight to the cave opening, which was good because it meant the grosti couldn’t see her either. 
The Guard held their crossbows at the ready, huddled behind the outcropping. Skiti motioned them to stay, even as another rock smashed against the cliff wall, splintering into a hail of rock and dust. She crawled slowly along the ridge, keeping her head below the path and trying not to send little rockslides with her feet like Laanda was doing. 
Shit. Laanda hadn’t stopped, and from the debris she sent careening down the mountainside, she wasn’t far from the cave mouth. Stealth was no longer an option. Laanda was just bullheaded enough to go charging in all by herself, even without the crossbow support. Skiti whipped out her omni and flung a claw-web at the boulder between her and Laanda. It stuck with a firm chunk, and she pulled it taut, feeling the connection through the omni’s threads. It would hold. It had to hold. She took a deep breath, focused on the threads, and pushed off with her feet into the void. 
The omni tightened on command, glinting in the morning sun, and she bounced twice, keeping her feet both times but smacking her cheek into the boulder as the omni reeled her in a little faster than expected. She shook her head to clear the stars, rubbing her jaw. It was bruised, but not broken. Laanda lifted her visor and grinned at Skiti from just up the ridge, clinging to a rock below the path less than fifty feet from the cave entrance. Her eyes were bright with battle lust, and it sickened Skiti to see it. Doubly so because it meant she’d have to save Laanda’s ass again. 
Skiti scanned the landscape between her and Laanda. The footing looked pretty good, and the rock Laanda was holding onto would make a stable platform for a launch. If Laanda wanted to go solo into the cave mouth, Skiti could at least give her an advantage. She motioned to the Guard to make ready, then shot the omni into another claw-web as she ran. It hooked tight into the top of the rock Laanda was holding onto, and Skiti sprinted along the ridge, controlling the retrieval speed better this time, and in moments she was huddled next to Laanda. 
“I told you to stay put until the coast was clear.” Laanda’s whisper was half-angry, half-indulgent. 
“The coast was never going to be clear because you’re about as stealthy as a waadrech in heat. And those grosti have the Guard pinned down with their fucking murder-rocks.”
“I’ll cut ‘em down to size once I get in there.”
“And how exactly do you plan on—” Skiti’s words were cut off by the boom of a rock shattering against the top of the boulder they were hiding behind. “Skundir’s balls, that was close!”
“The good news is at least one of them has left the cave.” Laanda pulled a throwing axe from her belt, eyeing the path ahead, where huge footsteps crunched on gravel. “Hold me steady,” she whispered. 
Skiti pressed the tip of the omni into a crack in the rock, where it burrowed in on command, and sent a loop of thick threads through Laanda’s belt. Laanda leaned back, hefting her axe, then whipped it end over end as the crown of a grosti’s head came into view on the path above, thick brown hair atop an egg-shaped head.
A pained yelp echoed off the stone, and a heavy thud sounded from above. A chorus of bone-rattling roars boomed across the mountainside, and several more rocks smashed into the boulder. A groan rose above them; the grosti Laanda had hit wasn’t dead. 
“Get ready to fling me.” Laanda’s eyes blazed into Skiti’s through her faceplate, stirring something deep within her core. As much as she hated Laanda’s newfound deathwish, Skiti hadn’t seen her this excited about anything in a very long time. If anyone could charge into a cave full of ten-foot-tall grosti and come out alive, it was her. Skiti thumbed the omni’s divots in the pattern she knew from long practice, and it coiled into a stout spring with a thin platform atop it. Laanda locked her wrist axes into place, holding onto the rock with her fingertips as she climbed atop the omni. 
“You need cover,” Skiti whispered. Laanda hesitated, then nodded, breathing heavily inside her helmet. Skiti counted with her fingers: one, two, and on three she let out a whistle as she released the spring. 
Chaos exploded on the mountainside as Laanda hurtled into the air. The thwang of crossbow bolts was swallowed by guttural cries, shattering rock, and screams of agony as two Guard fell from the ledge under the hail of the grosti’s stony assault. The sick thwump of Laanda’s axe was followed by more cries, and two more head-sized rocks careened off the path above, clattering down the ridge. Skiti re-set the omni into spring form with trembling fingers, looped the handle around her wrist, and let it fling her up onto the path. She landed inches away from the axe-split face of the fallen grosti and barely had time to roll out of the way as a rock hurtled by, inches from her head. She twirled the omni into a whip as she ran in a low crouch behind Laanda, who staggered from a rock hit to the leg but drew her great axe and kept barreling toward the cave entrance, where two grosti stood with rocks in hand. They were more than twice Laanda’s size, but she charged them without fear. 
Skiti unleashed the whip, which raced past Laanda and caught the arm of a grosti as it was about to throw, unbalancing it just as Laanda sliced at both its knees with a wide sweep of her axe. It crumpled to the ground with a bloody shriek, and Laanda vaulted off its shoulder toward the other grosti. It batted her out of the air, slamming her into the cave wall, where she slumped, motionless, axe clattering to the ground. Two crossbow bolts thudded into the grosti’s chest, and it roared as it hurled another rock toward the ledge. Another cry sounded, followed by a body tumbling onto the gravel. Skiti’s eyes stayed fixed on the grosti as she focused the tip of the whip into a point and shoved it deep into the creature’s eye, dropping it like a heap of wet laundry. 
Skiti rushed toward Laanda’s inert figure, skidding on the gravel as the kneecapped grosti swung a massive club toward her, thudding into the ground inches from where she stood. Skiti pulled the spike out of the dead grosti’s eye and let it hover over the pathetic, moaning heap of flesh before her. It dropped the club and held its hands over its huge, terrified eyes, mumbling plaintively in its language. Laanda stirred with a faint groan. Skiti took a deep breath, formed the tip of the omni into a blade, and sent it slashing through the creature’s throat. 
Silence reigned on the mountaintop. Three grosti lay dead, and two of the Guard on the ground below the ledge were bloody and still. Skiti scanned the cave and the surroundings, but nothing moved. She exchanged hand signals with the remaining Guard to regroup and join her in the cave. She knelt by Laanda, who had struggled to sit against the cave mouth and was wrestling her helmet off. Her hair was wet, and her beard matted with dust, but her smile outshone the sunrise that painted the cave mouth golden. She shucked her bloody wrist axes, took the hand Skiti offered, and groaned her way to standing, her smile twisting into a pained grimace. She favored her left leg, and her right shoulder hung low.
“Leg’s not broken,” she said through clenched teeth. “I don’t think.”
“And your shoulder?”
Laanda wrinkled her nose, rotating the shoulder halfway, then let it fall with a sigh.
“S’fine. Leg’s worse.” She leaned on Skiti, her teeth gritted in a smile.
“Let’s get those leggings off and have a look.”
Skiti helped Laanda sit on some musky furs in a corner of the cave. There were three piles, one for each grosti, and the remains of a fire near the entrance. Laanda hissed as Skiti helped her untie and slide off her heavy leggings, whose scales were deformed in a circle where the rock had hit her thigh. Beneath the padding, a massive bruise was already forming. Laanda’s muscular thigh had swollen to almost twice its usual size. Skiti poked the outer parts of the wound, working her way inward as Laanda’s breath grew more and more halted. When Laanda’s mouth curled open, showing all her teeth, Skiti stopped. 
“That’s the worst bruise I’ve ever seen.”
“Better than a break. Healers can do something about this.”
“It’s still going to hurt like a bitch.”
Laanda waved her off, stretching her mouth into a pained smile.
“Small price to pay for a new home.”
Skiti glanced around the cave, which was big enough to hold maybe a dozen Timon. 
“It’s not exactly the Deepfold.”
Laanda shot her a cold glance, which softened as Skiti took her hand. 
“Too soon?” Skiti asked quietly.
Laanda shook her head. “We must always remember it.” She motioned for Skiti’s hand, then rose to standing, with considerable help. The remainder of the Timon crowded around the cave mouth and along the path beyond. Laanda’s voice rose as she continued, taking on that deep, regal tone that turned Skiti’s knees to jelly. 
“We must never forget it. The Deepfold is part of who we are. The Deepfold made us. But we cannot live in the past. Our present is here on Jagged Shard. Our future begins now.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]It took only minutes to find the secret door in the floor of the cave, but the sun rose and fell before they finally figured out how to open it. It was so simple, Skiti couldn’t believe it took them so long. Once they activated the pressure plates in the four corners in the correct order, the door winced open, retracting into the floor to reveal springs still wet with grease despite not having been touched in a hundred years. A winding staircase led down into darkness. 
The healers had gotten Laanda’s leg down near its normal size and had pulled one of the fallen Guard from the brink of death. The other two did not survive. Laanda said a few words over the corpses, then left the healers to prepare them for burial while she assembled her team. 
“Skiti, you’re going in first. It’s almost sure to be trapped, so keep your wits about you.”
Skiti nodded, studying the stonework, which was crisp and clean, without any of the rough surfaces sometimes left in long passages and stairwells. Whoever made these stairs had taken their time, and she honored that by moving slowly down, scanning each step by the blue light from the tip of her omni. On the twentieth stair, she noticed a divot where it met the wall, and she whispered back for Laanda to stop. She shone her light on the stairs below. On the twenty-fifth, she saw another divot, and a third at the thirtieth. She whispered up for Laanda to get Heuli, who made his way down on cautious feet. 
“Oh yes,” he whispered as she pointed her light on the divots. He glanced up, then down, counting in his head. “That’s a twenty-foot drop, and how much do you want to bet there’s another one beneath it?”
“I wouldn’t put a tin nugget against that.” She polarized her omni and extended it into a pole with a curved point the size of the divot. “Unless you disagree, I’m going to assume it’s magnetized, and I’ll deactivate it here.”
Heuli nodded slowly, stroking his beard. “That’s how I’d do it, though I wouldn’t want to be the one to take the first step.”
“You always were a lab bunny.”
“I won’t deny it. I leave the adventuring to the foolish.” He gestured toward the divot, and Skiti reached out with the omni, standing two steps above just in case. The tip was pulled into the divot, and a deep clunk sounded. 
“Everything okay down there?” Laanda hiss-whispered from above. 
“If you don’t hear me scream, assume it’s fine.” 
Skiti prodded the stair with her omni, but it would take more weight a few steps down to trigger the trap, in case she’d failed to deactivate it. She anchored the tip of the omni into the wall and shaped the rest of the device into a harness with a ten-foot cord, then adjusted the tension so it would have some give if she fell. She turned around, gave Heuli a little salute, and backed down the first stair, keeping her hand on the wall, for what little good it would do her. 
The first step felt solid, and the second. By the third, she felt a little dizzy, but she shook it off. It was just nerves. She paused to deepen her breath, picturing the golden waterfall Aene had played through her gauntlet back in the Deepfold. The Maer’s tech was amazing, and their meditation techniques had always intrigued Skiti as well. News of the deepening war between the humans and the Maer had saddened her more than she’d expected. She wondered if Aene was still alive, and what had happened between her and the human thief after that disaster of a Delve. Had they or hadn’t they? Skiti’s money was on had. And what about Ardo and that great fool Yglind? She smiled, hoping they were still alive somehow, still together, despite how little Yglind deserved Ardo. 
The cord tightened, and she looked down to see that she was on the twenty-fifth step and the trap hadn’t sprung. She gave a thumbs up to Heuli, then stretched the cable as she descended the next five stairs and past the last divot. Heuli turned as if to call up, but Skiti stopped him with a psst. 
“I still need to cross back, in case it’s a delay or repeat mechanism.”
He slapped his forehead, nodding. She walked with more confidence this time. Heuli’s smile reminded her of the time before the humans came to ruin it all. She pictured him in their lab, his excitement at new developments they’d made on the omni. It was going to take a long time to rebuild their technical capacities; if their omnis malfunctioned, they were going to need help to get them fixed. 
Skiti whispered up to Laanda, then continued down the stairs, summoning Heuli with a tilt of her head. He cast a worried glance onto the stairs, then swallowed and tiptoed down after her, practically hugging the wall. 
Skiti’s light showed another divot directly beneath the first one they’d found. She could see the juncture of the trapdoor in the ceiling above, though she wasn’t sure she’d have noticed it if she weren’t looking for it. A deep respect was growing inside her for whoever had designed Jagged Shard. 
She deactivated the trap doors and tested the stairs, and all was as before. She found no further traps, though she and Heuli examined every segment of stairs before entering it, so it was slow going. After several hours of painstaking progress, they reached the end of the stairs, a wide landing facing a heavy metal door. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Heuli pressed his ear to the door as he tapped it in various places. His squint was discouraging. He stood with a hand on the door, shaking his head. 
“The good news is, I don’t believe it’s trapped.” He tapped three times on the door with his fingers. “With a door this sturdy, they wouldn’t need to, and no sense adding another layer of complication. The bad news is, I think—” his face twitched, and he touched his tongue with his finger before continuing. “I think it has crossbar deadbolts here, here, and here.” He pointed to the top, bottom, and hinge side of the door. “So if we can’t pick the lock, it’s going to take a lot of work to cut through this bastard.”
“Do you want to do the honors?” Skiti offered. Heuli was better with locks than she, though he wasn’t as skilled with his omni. It was a tossup, and it might do him some good to feel useful. 
Heuli nodded once, his face hardening into a frown of concentration as he knelt and pulled out his omni. He eyed Skiti and Laanda back, and they shuffled backward and up onto the first stair. He turned his back to them and fiddled with the controls on his omni, one of two functional next-gens they’d completed before they’d left the Deepfold—and their irreplaceable lab with its wondrous array of tools and presses—behind. He pulled down his fine lens and shone his light into the keyhole once again and made a disappointed clucking sound. There was no way to know how many tumblers the lock used, and with the fine work they’d seen on the other mechanisms so far, it might be sensitive enough to freeze up at a failed pick attempt. 
Heuli shaped the tip of the omni into a flat key, and Skiti could see the surface softening, one of the modifications they’d added on the next-gens. It could tap the hotiron power source to produce fluid textures, so with the right control, he should be able to form it to the lock as he inserted it. Sweat beaded on the back of his hand as he pushed it partway in, his thumb easing the controls to solidify it. He pulled it back out and examined it, then held it out to Skiti, who studied it under her light. 
“Looks clean.”
“One down, five to eleven more to go!” 
Laanda leaned into Skiti’s shoulder as they sat on the step watching Heuli work. Laanda was heavy; Skiti had to brace herself with her arm not to fall over, and she did so happily. Back in the Deepfold, Laanda was always out and about dealing with whatever problems came up, and Skiti spent most of her time in the lab. The arrival of the humans had brought them closer, even sparking their first intimate moment in over a year, awakening something in both of them that had borne fruit over the course of their travels. Laanda consulted with her over daily movements, hunting, weather, and shelter. They ate their meals together, shared warmth when the nights were cold, and when Laanda’s eyes got that hot, hungry look, Skiti found herself eager to bind and pleasure her Queen, to keep her level in the face of difficult circumstances. 
Laanda’s first hoarse breaths of sleep sounded as Heuli prepared to push past the fifth tumbler. Skiti smiled, squeezing Laanda’s broad shoulders tight and watching Heuli squint into the keyhole. As Heuli was busy on the sixth tumbler, Laanda began to snore in earnest. Heuli flashed a wicked little grin, then returned to his task. Less than a minute later, he let out a cry of delight as the key turned, and a series of deep chunks sounded from within the door. Laanda woke with a start, almost knocking Skiti over as she struggled to her feet. They stood together as Heuli pushed the lever down and pulled the door open. It swung on silent hinges, revealing what looked like a guardroom, with seating and lockers for a dozen, and another identical steel door. Skiti clapped Heuli’s shoulder. 
“You did so good on the last one, I’d hate to deprive you of the glory.”
Heuli sighed, stretching his arms wide and doing several slow squats, knees popping with each one. 
“If I weren’t worried you’d screw it up, I’d make you do this one,” he grumbled with a wink.
He turned, flipped his lens down, and crouched before the lock.
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Laanda strolled the halls of Jagged Shard’s upper level, which felt both strange and familiar. The layout wasn’t much different from the Deepfold, and it didn’t take long to make sure the level was clear and the doors to the lower levels intact and locked. According to the Southern Council, the energy from the hotiron explosion had been contained to the lower two levels, and the omnis hadn’t registered any emissions here. Everything was just as it had been left a hundred years before. The tight construction had even managed to keep vermin out of the food lockers. The tins of sporecakes and other dry goods were intact, though the food itself had crumbled to dust. The Council had given them a few weeks’ worth of sporecakes and hard tack, but they had a huge job ahead of them figuring out how to feed the seventy-eight souls who had joined them on this fool’s errand.  
“I’ve got the cold water running,” Heuli said as he shuffled past. “Working on the hot.”
“There’s hot water?” Laanda hadn’t had a proper bath since she’d left the Deepfold, and the urge was almost sexual in its intensity. 
“It’s an incredible system.” Heuli stopped, setting down his tool bag and leaning against the wall. “They use a hotiron pump from the lower levels, and whatever happened down there, the pump is still working! I just have to unfuck a couple of valves and we’ll be good to go!” The gleam in his eye warmed Laanda’s heart. She had worried he wouldn’t make the long journey at his age, but he’d proven himself more than tough enough. 
“Well, quit yammering and start unfucking!” She clapped him on the shoulder, and he stumbled a bit beneath the blow. “Your queen needs a bath.”
“Yes, of course. I’ll start with the one by your chambers.”
“My chambers?” She hadn’t seen the living quarters, but the Guard had reported there were more than five times the number of rooms they needed. The mattresses had to be tossed, but the beds themselves were sturdy and would do with some rushes and a sleeping mat atop them. 
“Our chambers.” Skiti slid her fingers into Laanda’s and gave a light squeeze, sending Laanda’s heart fluttering. They’d ended up sharing a tent for the last half of their journey here, but that had been for warmth, hadn’t it? And besides, Skiti was so private, it was hard to imagine her sharing a room with anyone. 
Heuli glanced at them for a moment, half-opening his mouth and immediately closing it with a slight smile. 
“Well, follow me. It’s on my way, more or less.” He picked up his bag with a sigh and continued down the hallway. 
Laanda had to slow her steps so as not to tromp on his heels. Skiti pulled her back to a slower pace, and they walked in silence, following the blue light of Heuli’s omni. 
“Do you have to keep that thing on?” Laanda said. Heuli made a little hmm sound, and the light clicked off. It took her eyes a moment to adjust, but once she did, her brain was flooded with memories of home. Walking down these hallways, she might have been in the Deepfold, whose every stone and crevice her mind knew by heart. Skiti took her hand again as they walked, and Laanda gave it a squeeze. It was nice, holding hands like this. They never had before, except sometimes after their sessions. Those had become more frequent during their travels, and now they were apparently sharing a room and holding hands in public. It should have felt strange, but it felt…right. Lines like spiderwebs showed her the contours of the space, and Heuli’s omni shone brightly in her darkvision, even with its light off. 
“It feels good,” Heuli grumbled, but it sounded like he was smiling. “It’s been a while.”
“Get used to it,” Laanda said. “This is home now.”
Skiti’s hand clasped hers tightly, and the weight that had been crushing her for so long began to lift. 
“Speaking of home, here’s your castle.” Heuli flicked his light on to show them the suite, a huge room with a bed even bigger than the one in her chambers in the Deepfold, with fresh rushes already in place. A corner of the room held an office partitioned off with decorative screens, now faded and peeling. A dim light poured from a hole in the ceiling onto the pitted desk. 
“Holy hells, is that a mirrorlight?” Skiti let go of Laanda’s hand and rushed over, craning her neck up to stare into the glass square in the ceiling, in which Laanda could now see the reflected stars, though they had to be a thousand feet deep into the mountain. “Laanda, the Timon who built this mine were geniuses.”
“Hopefully those who currently inhabit it will prove up to the task of cleaning up their mess and making it serviceable again.”
“We’ll manage,” Heuli said over his shoulder as he gestured them toward an open door. “Bath is in here, and a shower too, once I get this valve unfucked. Closet, mirror, wardrobe, two sinks, two washrooms. The royal suite.” 
Laanda stopped in the doorway in awe, and Skiti brushed past her. She turned the handle on one of the sinks, and reddish water sputtered out, followed by a stream that grew clearer as it ran. She cupped water in her hand and held it up to her nose, which wrinkled. 
“It’s cold and smells like rusted piss.”
“Let it run a little while. It’ll clear out. Should be safe to drink once it clears.”
“And you had said something about hot water?” Laanda turned to Heuli, who threw up his hands. 
“Yes, yes, I’ll just be off then. I should have it fixed in an hour or two.”
He bowed faintly and left. Laanda had made it clear she didn’t want anyone to bow to her, but old habits were hard to break. She actually felt like they were doing it more on this trip than they did back in the Deepfold. Maybe they needed her to be their Queen again for a little while. It wasn’t a role she relished, but she’d do what it took to keep her people safe. 
The door closed, and Laanda heard the deadbolt slide shut with a squeal. Skiti gave it a spritz of oil and locked and unlocked it a few times until it slid quietly into place. She wiped her hands on a rag, then went back to the sink and used the nub of pink soap she kept in her bag and washed her hands. She shook them dry as she looked for something clean to wipe them on but found nothing. 
“I hope we can grow cloth fungus down here.”
“Tomorrow, we’ll scout out the middle level and see what the state of the farming facilities is. I can’t imagine it’s going to be pretty.” Laanda unbuckled her armor and lay the pieces on the shelves in one of the closets, just as she’d done back in her suite in Jagged Shard. 
“We’ve got spores, and our farm team is mostly intact. We’ll make it work,” Skiti said, watching from the doorway. 
Laanda washed her hands and face with the cold, rust-smelling water, then shook her hands as dry as they were going to get. The silence of the underground enveloped them, and Laanda looked up to see Skiti’s spiderwebbed figure walk toward her with a purposeful stride that sent a shiver through her core. Skiti closed the distance in an instant, and her hands were on Laanda, one on her chest and the other on her hip, pressing her back against the stone sink. Skiti’s hand slid up her chest to rest gently around her neck, and Laanda’s body flushed with sudden desire. 
“I don’t like you putting yourself at unnecessary risk.” Skiti’s voice was low and soft as her thigh slid between Laanda’s legs. “We need you alive.” Laanda swallowed as Skiti’s fingers caressed her throat and slid up behind her neck, fingernails scratching the fine hairs there, stoking Laanda’s need. “I need you alive.” Heat grew between Laanda’s leg at the increasing pressure from Skiti’s thigh, but she kept perfectly still.
“I…understand,” Laanda managed as Skiti’s fingers traced across her body, one hand moving upward from her hip and the other down from her neck, meeting in unbearably delicate circles around her nipples. 
“Good.” Skiti’s voice was buttery soft as her fingers gripped and twisted gently through the fabric of her tunic, reducing Laanda to an immobile stone shell filled with molten want.
Laanda opened her mouth to respond, but Skiti closed it with an icy stare.
“I need—” Skiti whispered, letting go and running her fingers up Laanda’s chest and neck—“you—” cupping Laanda’s cheek—“alive.” She gripped Laanda by the beard, then let go suddenly, stepping back and looking her up and down with concern in her eyes. 
Laanda nodded, letting her hands slide down to her knees as she waited for her breath to settle. Skiti was half her size, but Laanda was powerless to resist her, or even to want to. As Laanda stood, Skiti threw herself around her in a big, strong hug, pressing soft kisses to her ear. 
“I just want you to be careful,” she whispered. “I just want you to be safe.”
“We are safe.” Laanda pushed back, holding Skiti’s shoulders and looking into her eyes. “Look around you.” She made a show of scanning the room, but Skiti’s eyes never left hers. “We made it. We’re home now.”
Skiti blinked but said nothing. 
She didn’t need to. 
They both knew the worst was yet to come. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda slept in ragged bursts, burrowing into Skiti’s arms whenever images of hotiron explosions or shadowy beasts ripped her from her slumber. They’d slept together for warmth during their travels, but she’d always felt like she needed to protect Skiti. Now, it felt like the opposite was true. Laanda might have physical strength and combat training, but Skiti’s mind was the strongest she’d known. As she lay awake waiting for the morning bell, she kept replaying Skiti’s touch in her head, the steel in her eyes, the gentle pressure of her hand around Laanda’s throat. 
Her desire rose, but she dared not touch herself with Skiti draped over her. She breathed deeply, ignoring the heat growing between her legs. They had grown closer over the course of their trip, and sleeping side by side had Laanda craving more than just the occasional session, delightful though they were. Skiti still dictated the frequency of their intimate encounters, and Laanda submitted to Skiti with every fiber of her being. But while their sessions had grown more frequent, Laanda needed more. Not necessarily more orgasms, though that would have been nice; she needed to know if her growing feelings for Skiti were reciprocated. If the sessions had started to mean something more to Skiti too. 
But more recently, on the long trip through the mountains, it seemed like Skiti needed the encounters as much as Laanda. There was a hunger in her eyes, an almost mischievous delight as she watched Laanda come undone. Perhaps with time, they could share even more, grow closer still; maybe someday, Skiti would even let her reciprocate. Laanda longed to taste her, to bring Skiti the joy Laanda so gratefully received, but that wasn’t Skiti’s way. They’d seldom spoken of their arrangement, other than the consent and communication in the moments themselves, but maybe that needed to change.
Skiti hummed in her sleep, snuggling closer and sliding her hand over Laanda’s hip. Her hot breath on Laanda’s neck stirred her further, but she swallowed her desire and lay a comforting arm around Skiti’s shoulders. It seemed like hours before the morning bell sounded, high and clear, sending a twinge of sorrow through her heart. They’d brought the bell with them at great cost; it was heavy and bulky, and some had groused about carrying it, but its pure tone was like a faint silver thread connecting them to the home they had left behind. 
“Morning already?” Skiti grumped, stretching her taut body in a wide X.
“Lots of work to do today.” Laanda turned to face her, wanting to run her hand up and down Skiti’s stomach, over the curve of her breasts, caress her cheek with the back of her knuckles. She rolled away from her and sat up instead. 
“Bring me tea?” Skiti’s fingers ghosted over Laanda’s back, sending goosebumps up her neck.
“Of course.” Laanda stood, glancing over her shoulder as she pulled on her tunic and noticed Skiti watching her intently. “What?” She looked down, wondering if something was wrong with her tunic.
“Nothing,” Skiti said softly. “I just...it’s nice, sharing a room with you.”
Laanda stared at Skiti for a moment, cheeks and ears burning, then sat down on the bed facing away from Skiti to pull her socks and boots on.
“I was worried you’d miss your privacy.”
“I’m not worried about that.” A sad note crept into her voice. Laanda turned halfway around, careful not to get her boot on the bed. 
“We’re going to do this smart. I promise. By the book.”
Skiti raised an eyebrow. 
“What book is that, exactly?”
Laanda threw her hands up and let them slap down on her knees. 
“I don’t know. But I promise, I’ll lead with my head, not with my axe.”
“Like you did with the grosti?” 
Laanda breathed out through her nose, drumming her fingers on her knees. She nodded. 
“Fair enough. But someone had to take the lead. And besides, I knew you had my back.”
Skiti blinked rapidly several times, then looked down. When she met Laanda’s gaze again, her eyes were as hard as steel. She leaned forward and gripped Laanda’s shoulder.
“Always.”
Laanda covered Skiti’s hand in hers for a moment, wishing she could keep it there longer. 
“I’ll get you that tea.”

      [image: image-placeholder]They spent the day doing cleaning and maintenance while crews went out scouting, hunting, and collecting rushes for their beds. They wouldn’t be able to feed their population with a few stray mountain goats and marmots, but every shred of meat bought them a little time. They needed to get to the lower levels and inspect the damage the hotiron explosion had caused, and deal with the ‘beings’ the Southern Council had warned them about. Beings made of rock that could appear and disappear at will and were immune to normal weapons. Laanda’s great axe was ensorcelled, and she hoped the omnis they’d brought with them might be effective, but there was no way to know. And if they didn’t produce enough hotiron to trade within two weeks, they would be at the mercy of the Council, who might not be so generous if asked for another handout. 
The scouts reported another group of grosti eyeing the cave entrance, but they kept their distance. They no doubt knew what a group of well-armed Timon could do and would be in no hurry to join the fate of the fallen whose burned bodies had been tossed into a nearby ravine. The hunters returned with two goats and a sack of marmots, and Laanda declared a feast. Though it might have been wiser to smoke and preserve them for soup and the like, the mood among the tribe was a celebratory one, and they needed all the cheer they could get for whatever they were about to face. 
As Laanda and Skiti sat cracking the bones and sucking the last bits of juice out of them, Heuli approached with a waterskin tucked suspiciously under his arm and a pleased grin on his face. 
“When’s the last time you tried hundred-year-old hotstone?”
Laanda’s mouth warmed in anticipation as Heuli produced three small cups and poured them each a dram, keeping his back to the rest of the Timon in the great hall. 
Heuli’s eyes sparkled as Skiti and Laanda raised the cups to their lips and let the whiskey wash over their tastebuds. It was almost bitterly oaky, but its heat flooded her chest, lifting the weight of their tragedy just a little more. She raised the cup again, letting the last few drops trickle into her mouth, then set it carefully down on the table. 
“How much do we have?” 
“One barrel, approximately six thousand, four hundred drams, if it’s as full as it seems to be.”
Skiti tapped her fingers on the table in rapid succession. 
“That makes eighty drams per Timon.”
“Then we drink!” Laanda stood as she shouted, and a cheer rose up as everyone stood, staring at her with bright eyes and wide smiles. “Go fetch enough for two drams for everyone,” she murmured to Heuli, who nodded, his mouth twisted in a rueful smile that said he’d considered keeping his find secret. Skiti’s hand slid over Laanda’s as Heuli hurried off, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Laanda clapped her other hand on top of it, returning Skiti’s inscrutable smile. Someone in the group started singing ‘To the Depths,’ and the voices quickly found their harmony and continued in rounds as they waited for Heuli’s return. When they all had their glasses, someone cried:
“To the Depths!” 
Another voice added:
“To the Deepfold.”
The cups were drained in silence, and conversation rekindled slowly as Heuli moved around refilling them. 
“The real work begins tomorrow.” Laanda twirled her cup on the table, her mind clouding with thoughts of what might lie in the levels beneath. 
“I guess we need to do something special to celebrate tonight,” Skiti murmured, her eyes flickering up, filled with dark heat. Laanda looked around, panicked that someone would notice, but everyone was too busy celebrating to pay any heed to their little moment.
“Skiti, I—” Laanda’s voice died as Skiti’s fingers slid between hers, holding on with gentle strength. 
“You what?” Skiti leaned forward, her voice soft and indulgent. 
“I’m glad you’re here with me,” Laanda breathed, her heart racing at the thought of what the night might hold. 
Skiti’s eyes glittered in the reflected light of the brightstone lamps. 
“To the Depths and beyond.” 
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“You have the most amazing body.” Skiti’s hands moved down to her arms, hefting her biceps, then trailed down her sides to her hips, lighting a fire everywhere she touched. “You should be proud.” Her hands slid down to Laanda’s buttocks, squeezing and lifting them, sparking her desire further. It wasn’t just the touch; Laanda had always been self-conscious of her body, which was thick and inelegant. Skiti’s touch, and her words, made Laanda feel beautiful in a way no one else ever had. When Skiti’s hands moved around and up her stomach to cup her breasts, Laanda’s heart soared. She wanted so desperately to have Skiti’s lips on hers, but Skiti’s kisses were rare and precious, a thing to be earned rather than given. 
“I’d like you to lie down on the bed now.” Skiti’s hands trailed down her sides, lightening as they went. Laanda shivered as they pulled away. Laanda turned and looked over her shoulder to find Skiti’s eyes deep, almost distant. Laanda eased onto the lumpy rush bed, which their bedrolls did little to improve, but it was better than sleeping on the stone floor. 
“Raise your arms above your head, please.” Skiti was naked, bent over her pack, showing her pink center among thick tufts of hair. When she turned around, her eyes softened, and she stood staring down at Laanda’s eyes, her arms, her body. “You look so powerful that way.” She set down the omni and what Laanda suddenly realized were the three suction cones, which sent shivers of anticipation through her nipples and clit as they clacked onto the bedside table. 
“You brought the cones,” Laanda murmured. She’d never imagined Skiti would bring them, given the space and weight constraints of their travels. 
“I realized I could control them with the omni, and they don’t take up much space. Sadly, I had to leave the joy stick back in the Deepfold for future archaeologists to marvel at. Just as I’m marveling at your body now.” She knelt onto the bed, straddling Laanda’s chest, and ran her fingers up Laanda’s arms, pressing her breasts against Laanda’s face as she did so. Laanda resisted the urge to kiss them, at great personal cost. Sometimes she wanted to have all of Skiti, even though it wasn’t hers to ask. Skiti sat back, trailing her fingers down Laanda’s face, over her lips, tangling them in her beard. 
“I hope you don’t mind that I’m not going to restrain you tonight.” Skiti’s fingers slid down Laanda’s neck and began massaging her pectorals, then her breasts. Her fingers ran delicate little circles around Laanda’s nipples, which pebbled at her touch. 
“You can do whatever you want to me.” She wanted to say more, express how she felt, but something kept holding her back. 
“It’s true.” Skiti pinched her nipples, twisting them gently, sending frissons of pleasure racing through her body. “And I’ve been thinking very hard about what I wanted to do with you tonight, after the stunt you pulled with the grosti yesterday.” She released, then pressed her hands into Laanda’s chest, hovering over her face and staring down with deep, dark eyes. “I know what tomorrow means. What might happen. What we might find.” She leaned over, picked up the shining suction cones, and set them in a row across Laanda’s chest. They were cold in the way only metal can be, and heavy for their size. Laanda’s mind raced as she thought of how they pulsed, vibrated, and sucked, and her body flushed with renewed desire. Skiti leaned over again to pick up the omni, which was clean and shiny. Laanda assumed it could do the same things as the joy stick, and probably much more. The thought of what Skiti was going to do with them had her wet and trembling. 
“May I put these on now?” Skiti lifted two of the cones and held them over Laanda’s nipples, her eyes calm and inquisitive. 
“Please do,” she breathed.
Skiti closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them with a small smile. When she lowered the cones down, Laanda flinched on instinct, but they were no longer cold. Skiti had pre-warmed them. 
“Thank you—” Laanda choked on her words as the cones latched on and began to pulse hard and fast, with none of the usual wind-up. Skiti covered her giggle, then picked up the third cone and scooted down onto Laanda’s thighs. She stared at Laanda’s center for a moment, fanning the already raging flames inside her. She leaned forward, spreading Laanda with her fingers and studying her with soft eyes. 
“You’re so beautiful.” Her fingers traced soft lines up and down, and Laanda clenched her teeth so her hips wouldn’t rise into Skiti’s touch. “So delicate.” One finger slid in, eased by Laanda’s slick arousal. A second soon joined it, and a third, tightening from within with a firm grip that Laanda couldn’t help matching with her own internal muscles. “So strong.” Skiti’s fingers circled gently over her hot spot within, sending clouds of red through Laanda’s vision. 
 Skiti paused, picking up the third cone and looking back up into Laanda’s eyes.  
“Before I put this on, I want to say thank you, for getting us this far, for making the tough decisions, and for keeping me safe.” She slowly pulled her fingers out, leaving Laanda gasping, then peeled back Laanda’s hood and lowered the cone into place. The weight and pressure of the metal set Laanda on the edge even before Skiti turned it on. 
Laanda nodded, then gasped as the pulse shot through her, filling her with its throbbing energy, coiling in her lower belly until she felt like she was going to explode. Skiti fiddled with the omni, and the pulses of the three cones synchronized, then slowed, pulling Laanda back from the brink. 
“As you know, I’m not one for sentimentality.” Skiti’s thumb moved on the omni, and the pulses turned into low vibrations, which set Laanda’s whole body humming. Skiti moved her thumb again, and the vibrations rose in intensity, slowly, gradually, until Laanda’s breath grew short, and her hips began to rise off the bed. The vibrations stopped suddenly, and Laanda couldn’t keep a whimper from escaping her lips as she fell back onto the lumpy rush mattress.
“I said I wasn’t going to restrain you. Do you think you can handle that?” Skiti’s tone was soft, but Laanda felt the iron beneath her words. 
“I can.” Laanda tried to sound more certain than she felt.
Skiti nodded, and the vibrations began again, starting low and spreading along her nerves like sparks along a line of blackpowder, then receding and beginning all over again. 
“As I said, I’m not one for sentimentality, but I want you to know—” She paused, thumbing the omni, and the pulses began again, hard and fast and relentless. 
“You mean the world to me, Laanda.”
Laanda’s muscles tensed, and her breath came in ragged huffs, but she held still as the pulses hammered her through the first wave of her orgasm and into the second, which exploded through her body. Skiti hooked her feet over Laanda’s thighs, the pain as her shin pressed against the bruise fleeting and inconsequential. She leaned forward to pin down Laanda’s arms, staring into her eyes as Laanda came, trembled, and came again.
“Kiss me,” Laanda murmured as she fell apart, wave after wave washing over her, almost painful in their intensity. Skiti’s lips and tongue plundered her mouth, and she moaned into the kiss as her body spasmed, knocking the cone off her clit. Her hips bucked over and over, and Skiti slapped the cones off her nipples and lowered down against her, riding her to stillness with her body, soothing her with tender kisses. This was the closest they’d ever been to traditional intimacy. Laanda dared a hand on Skiti’s behind, following it with the other as their bodies melted together. 
“Thank you,” she murmured as Skiti slid off to the side, keeping her arm and leg draped over her. Skiti hummed into her neck and snuggled in tighter. Laanda’s heart constricted at three words that rose unbidden within her mind, but she dared not speak them aloud. Skiti was her lifelong best friend, her most trusted advisor, and now her…surely roommate wasn’t sufficient to describe what Skiti was to her. But lover wasn’t strictly accurate either. She sighed, pulling Skiti closer, relishing the soft expanse of her back beneath her fingers, the damp warmth between them. Whatever this was called, she wanted it for a very long time. Tomorrow, she would wake up, strap on her gear, and tame Jagged Shard. Tonight, she got to hold her dearest friend in her arms until the morning bell sounded.
Laanda slept harder and more soundly than she had since they’d left the Deepfold.
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“So now I’m the fucking door guy, huh.” Heuli groaned as he got to his knees, flipped down his fine lens, and studied the lock, which looked the same as the others. “I still don’t see why we can’t use the lifts. They’re bound to be fine. Just look at this place! It’s magnificent!” He spread his arms wide toward the halls and the ceiling.  
“Stairs only until we know what we’re dealing with.” Laanda’s voice was low, and the hint of menace drained the color from Heuli’s face. She stepped to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Heuli, you’re my door guy. Pretty please, unlock the fucking door.” Heuli cracked a smile, then breathed out and turned back to study the lock. 
“Take your time,” Skiti murmured, holding her breath as the shimmering tip of the omni slid into the keyhole. She held hers in trident form, though she stood next to Laanda and a squad of fully armed Guard. They hadn’t picked up anything through their listening cones, but Jagged Shard had been abandoned for a reason, and it wasn’t just the hotiron explosion. 
She’d been working on that puzzle ever since they got here, turning the words she’d heard at the Southern Council over and over in her head. Shadowy beings who were immune to normal weapons, they’d said, and could materialize out of walls and floors. They had a solid corps of trained Guard, whom she’d always thought invincible, but after what had happened in the Deepfold, she knew nothing was farther from the truth. They needed more than brute strength to make Jagged Shard their own. They needed knowledge and the wisdom to make the best use of it. 
Her mind kept spinning back to the hotiron explosion. She’d never extracted hotiron, but she’d studied it extensively in school, and she’d worked with it daily in the lab, as it powered the omnis. Popular belief held it as a sacred matter, a connection to the higher realms for those who knew its secrets. In practice, it was a substance so toxic it would kill a person in minutes if they held it without protection. She recalled something one of her instructors had said at the end of a long, boring lecture on the metaphysics of hot metals. 
“It is theoretically possible to open rifts between realities through a sufficiently powerful hotiron detonation,” they’d said, “which is why research into hotiron bombs has been banned both in law and in practice.” 
They’d gone on to pontificate on the practical impossibility of creating such a weapon, but the notion of these rifts between realities had captured her imagination. What would these alternate realities be like, she’d wondered? Who would live there? Would they be friendly? Fairytales and myths always told of violent conquerors pouring out of other worlds, but they could just as easily be fluffy, harmless creatures, or impossibly beautiful, complex organisms made of starlight who would help them solve all their problems. 
The lock clicked in a familiar way, and Heuli stood up slowly, putting a hand on his lower back as he stepped aside. Everyone looked at Laanda, who stood in full armor and helmet, gripping her great axe, a veritable God of war. She strode forward, turned the handle, and opened the door. 
A spiral staircase wound down into the silent darkness. The bouquet that rose in the faint draft from below smelled of life, and of death. According to the information from the Council, the middle level was no longer actively used for mining when Jagged Shard was abandoned, but its tunnels had hit various natural fissures and caverns like the bat caves back in the Deepfold. Unlike the upper level, this was not a closed ecosystem. Whatever creatures lived down there had had a hundred years to stake their claim and flourish. Silence reigned in the corridor, and not a sound came from below. 
“Skiti, I hate to ask, but…” Laanda gestured toward the stairs. Skiti nodded, taking a few deep breaths. 
“Okay, I’ll go down one spiral at a time and whisper up every couple.”
“I’ll be right behind you.” Laanda put her hand on Skiti’s shoulder, her eyes bright with fear and hope. Skiti blinked, then turned to hide the tears that annoyingly began welling up. It was just a staircase, for Skundir’s sake. If there were traps, she’d find and take care of them, though she doubted there would be any more at this point. And if there was something alive down there, she’d sprint up the stairs and cower behind Laanda. 
She returned the omni to its club shape, then formed two long cords with jagged spikes on the ends, which she coiled in the air, in case she needed to anchor in a hurry. One of the cords was moving a little erratically, but she got it under control with a few thumb tweaks. One of the extenders was catching a little bit; she thought she could fix it with her travel kit, but it would take time and concentration she didn’t have. She dug in deeper with her mind, feeling the warped extender and willing it a little straighter. It would have to do for now. 
She saw no indentations or other markings on the stairs or the walls, and she descended the first two spirals one step at a time without incident. She whispered up to Laanda and heard her clank-clank-clanking down the stairs. Anything at the bottom would know they were coming, and there was nothing to be done for it. Maybe if they made enough noise, it might scare whatever it was off. 
The stairs proved untrapped and in perfect condition, and after a time Laanda suggested they walk together. Skiti was glad for the company. 
“If we can get this hotiron situation under control, this mine will help us prosper beyond our wildest dreams.” Laanda’s voice had a soft, hopeful tone, and Skiti let her fingers brush against Laanda’s gauntlet. 
“Between me and Heuli, and a few others, we should be able to figure it out.”
“That’s assuming the mysterious shadowy beings that can’t be killed with normal weapons don’t pop out of a wall and gut us.” 
“I prefer to think of them as shadow friends until we know any better.”
Laanda chuckled grimly, moving her fingers away from Skiti’s and hefting her axe.
“I tell you what, you try to make friends with them, and I’ll cut them in half when they attack you.”
“If they attack me. They might find me charming and sophisticated and want to sit down with some hotstone and discuss the deeper mysteries of the earth.”
“Next thing they know, you’ll have them strapped to the bed begging for release.”
Skiti punched Laanda in the arm, getting a satisfying Ow! even though she knew she couldn’t hurt Laanda if she tried. 
“You’re the only one I want to strap to the bed, Laanda.”
“Gods willing, you’ll get another chance very soon.” She stopped suddenly and put a hand out in front of Skiti, raising her faceplate. “Do you smell that?” she whispered. 
Skiti inhaled and almost coughed at the musky stench. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that was—”
“Waadrech.” Laanda’s whisper was tinged with fear, and Skiti’s stomach dropped at the word. 
“We’re fucked,” she whispered. She’d seen one of these dragons up close in the Deepfold. It was forty feet long, with a toothy mouth big enough to swallow a Timon whole and keep chomping.
Laanda nodded, put down her faceplate, and continued down the stairs. 
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“Someone’s been marking their territory.” Heuli waved dramatically in front of his nose, then heaved a very long sigh before kneeling down and getting to work. He had it unlocked in a matter of minutes. 
“I’m not sure, but I think this door has flexible crossbars.” He pointed to one of the dents. “This should have jammed the mechanism, but it still works fine. The metal feels a little…” he rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “Slippery, I guess I’d say. Once we get settled in, I’m going to have a blast taking one of these doors apart and have a look at their ironcraft up close.” 
Laanda reached out to clap him on the shoulder. He flinched, so she laid her hand gently on his bicep instead. 
“I love your attitude, and we’re going to need you every step of the way.” She glanced at Skiti, then turned back to Heuli. “Maybe even against a waadrech.”
“A waa—” Heuli’s face turned a sickly gray color, and he put one hand on the door for support. “But what am I supposed to do against a dragon?” He gestured toward his skinny body, holding out his arms to show how little muscle adorned his bones. 
“You’re one of our best with the omni, and you have more hours with the next-gen than I do.” Skiti unfurled hers into a long cord with a hook on the end, which she dangled in the air. “You remember the leg tangle technique from tactical training?”
Heuli stared agape at the hook hanging in the air, then looked down at his omni as if it might bite him. A cord grew quickly out of the tip, forming a hook on its end and coiling up in the air next to Skiti’s. His quick smile was so full of joy even Laanda chuckled. 
“You two can secure the front and back legs, and someone else will have to do the tail. Who else do we have?”
Skiti glanced at Heuli, who held his arms wide. 
“Besides you and me, Vee’s the best with the omni. Better than me at controlling it, but…”
“I freeze up.” Vee emerged from around the corner, stepping down with her usual odd grace. She was faster and more coordinated than most Timon, not to mention taller, leading to quiet speculation that she might be part human, especially since she’d come as an orphan. She was a talented artificer and a kind soul, and no one seemed to hold it against her. Her wide eyes were fixed on the next-gen she held in her hand. A tendril sprouted from the tip, coiling upward in a neat spiral as it lengthened, finally growing a four-pronged tip like a miniature grappling hook. 
“I’d like to think you wouldn’t freeze up if it meant saving the lives of every one of your fellow Timon.” Laanda’s tone was kind, but her words carried regal weight. Vee swallowed, nodding slightly and raising her eyes toward Laanda. Her mouth was set tight, but her eyes were bright with determination and a desire to please. 
“Just tell me what I’ll need to do.”
Laanda’s eyes glowed as she lowered her stance a little. “If you get surprised by a waadrech, it’s not going to go well for you. But we know it’s in there, and I’m betting it comes for us sooner than later. I’ve trained for this, and we can handle any beast that lives under the earth if we go about it smart. Your job is to be watchful and ready.” She pointed at each of them as she spoke. “Because it’s not a question of if it attacks us. It’s when.” Laanda paused for a long moment, making eye contact with each of them. Skiti tingled with something like excitement at the command in Laanda’s voice, even if it meant they were about to be attacked by a waadrech.
“You’ll travel in the main group, behind a row of Guard, which should give you space to work. When it attacks, Skiti, you bind the front legs. Heuli, the back. Vee, you hook the meat of the tail near the tip and loop it to one of the back legs. And mind you keep plenty of cord between you and the beast.”
They all nodded, glancing at each other, and Skiti’s already sour stomach roiled to the point she worried she might not be able to keep her breakfast inside. The gentle touch of Laanda’s hand on hers brought her back from the edge. She stood up straight, retracting the cord into the omni.
“I don’t expect all of you to succeed. If you do, that’s great. It’ll go quick. With a bit of luck, we should get two successes, and even one gives us a much better chance than if we just go rushing in with axes flying.”
Skiti looked hard into Laanda’s eyes, searching for the gleeful bravado she sometimes got in martial situations. Instead, her gaze was steady, thoughtful, and confident, with a healthy dose of fear. 
“Let’s not forget our main objective: to get to the entrance to the lower level, open the door, and test for hotiron emissions. Once we know what we’re dealing with, we’ll bring in the purifiers and figure out where to put them. But for now, it’s just us and six Guard. Everyone else stays behind.” She looked at each of them in turn, then raised her eyebrows. “Any questions or suggestions?”
“I propose a double ration of hotstone to the participants in this foray.” Heuli’s fingers were steepled, his face drawn with concentration. “Given the exceptionally dangerous circumstances.”
Laanda’s smile grew wide, and she hooked an arm around Heuli’s neck and crushed him against her chest. 
“If you get us into the lower level, door guy, you get a whole bottle to yourself.”
Heuli cracked his neck and back after Laanda’s embrace, but his eyes were alight with the vision of his bottle of hotstone. 
Laanda hiss-whispered up for the Guard, who descended with remarkable stealth, considering the heft of their armor. They crowded into the now-packed landing, which smelled of waadrech musk, sweat, and fear.  She caught them up to speed on the battle plan for the waadrech, then unfolded the map book the Council had given her, opening to a page showing a series of connected galleries along a main tunnel leading east to west. 
“The entrance to the lower levels is half a mile east, along the main corridor.” She tapped the map with her gauntleted finger, and Skiti saw a square with an X in it. “This door has to be closed, or there would be emissions even this far and my sensor would have gone off.” She hefted the silver ball the Council had given her, which she wore on a chain outside her armor. It was riddled with pinholes and was set to give an alarm at the first detected hotiron emission, then a series of pings of increasing speed as the levels grew higher. At fatal levels, the alarm would ping as a continuous tone with no breaks at all. 
“We pass through these three galleries on the way there. They were mostly inactive, and see these caves leading away from the galleries here…and here?” She pointed to a series of veiny offshoots from the large galleries, snaking away to the edge of the page. 
“Could be something besides waadrech in there.” Heuli traced his finger along the lines of the offshoots, stopping at several places where they widened into smaller caves. “It wouldn’t be here if there were nothing to eat.”
“Whatever it is, I’m sure we’ll manage.” Laanda gestured at each of the three omnis, then at the dense mass of Guard, bristling with weapons. “I daresay a more fearsome unit of Timon has never before graced the depths of the earth.”
She lowered her visor, shifting her axe as she reached for the door handle. 
“Ready?”
She seemed to take their silence as a yes. She turned the handle and opened the door. 






  
  4
[image: image-placeholder]

Laanda marched down the long hallway leading the group, with Skiti following and Heuli and Vee sandwiched between the Guard behind them. The air was pungent with waadrech musk, along with whiffs of death and decay. Lighter notes crept in, and Laanda noticed patches of silver spores growing in a few odd corners. This would be the place to grow fungus, and she bet they used the galleries on the middle level as farms. The passage led straight to the main hallway, which was built for moving loads of ore and rock and allowed them to loosen their formation a bit. Two sets of rails ran the length of the hallway, dusty and corroded but otherwise intact. They could be cleaned up and made serviceable in time. Laanda walked in front between the twin sets of rails, her hungry axe light in her hands. She was asking them to risk their necks, so she needed to set an example. And as trained as the Guard were, she was the best Timon to face an unknown enemy.  
The first gallery was wide, but the ceiling was low, which felt oddly claustrophobic. It opened up a bit to the left, which piqued her curiosity, but this was no time for side quests. She marched down the path at a deliberate pace, keeping her breath up and muscles ready for any unpleasant surprises. She flinched at the skittering of tiny feet beneath a line of linked mining carts, but when she flicked on the omni, the light showed only a single, frightened cave rat glaring at her with its eyes shining blue in the omni’s light. She extinguished the light and let her darkvision settle before continuing. She marched on and saw nothing apart from the occasional rat and one long, slim mammal that might have been a hulmar, but it vanished before she got a good look at it. 
Before they exited the first gallery, she stopped and summoned the group with a flick of her fingers. 
“I’ve seen nothing but small mammals,” she whispered. “Anyone else?”
They all shook their heads. 
“Two more galleries to go. With any luck, we’ll pass unnoticed there as we did here.”
She saw more silver spores along the ceiling of the passage beyond the first gallery, some of it with the markings of stone mole feeding. Between the fungus and the mammals inhabiting this section of the mine, they’d be able to supplement their diet until they got a stable system of farming and aquaculture in place. And of course, if they were able to get the hotiron chambers under control, they’d have a steady source of revenue to prosper and grow. Jagged Shard could be a home. It must be their home. 
She unclenched her jaw and tried to relax her neck, which was aching from the tension of the moment. She glanced back at Skiti, wondering when she’d next have a chance to release some of that tension with her. Skiti’s face brightened, and Laanda smiled, though she realized as she swiveled her head back around that her faceplate was down, so Skiti hadn’t seen her smile. 
The second gallery was much more open, with ceilings close to forty feet high. This had been a major operation at one time, though there was no evidence of mining from the time the place was abandoned. Piles of rocks dotted the gallery, some reaching halfway to the ceiling, all arranged with classic Timon technique so there were no strays around the base, even after all this time. Laanda wished she could sit and have a glass of hotstone with these Timon of old, but she’d have plenty of time to get to know them through their work once they’d fully settled in. 
The sound was so faint it almost didn’t register, but the huge gray shape bounding out from behind a pile of rock set Laanda’s nerves on fire. She reared back with her axe and timed her swing to connect with the blur of scales and teeth coming at her mouth-first. An instant before contact, Skiti surged up beside Laanda, pointing her omni toward the waadrech and shooting out a spray of bright blue sparks. The creature skidded to a halt in confusion. It was every bit as big as the one they’d faced in the Deepfold, forty feet long, covered in thick, charcoal-gray scales, with the same rows of huge, jagged teeth ready to tear them in half. 
“Ready,” Laanda called, hauling back with her axe as the dragon lowered to a crouch, facing Skiti now. 
“Now!” Laanda shouted, rushing forward to intercept the dragon’s lurching attack on Skiti. Her axe made contact, but the creature snapped its head toward her, partially deflecting the blow on the thick scales of its forehead. It screeched, and something clocked Laanda’s helmet, staggering her with the force of the blow. The tail, she remembered, head ringing with the reverberations. She tumbled backward as the beast’s jaws snapped toward her, and it stalked forward, pinning her with a heavy claw to the chest and opening its jaws to reveal a toothy maw big enough to swallow her whole. The beast faltered as whipping sounds filled the air, and Laanda took the opportunity to jab the spike end of her axe into the leg that was pinning her down. The creature shrieked as it teetered and fell, the cords of three omnis wrapped around all its limbs. Laanda just managed to roll out of the way as its head crashed down where she had fallen.
The beast thrashed and whipped its tail around, pulling Vee into the air, still holding the omni, flying toward a huge pile of rocks. She twirled in the air and pushed off the rocks with her feet, tumbling to the floor and wrapping the cord around a chunk of rock as big as she was. Heuli and Skiti’s cords were wrapped around the legs, but the creature’s thrashing would shake them off before long. Laanda scrambled to her feet and whistled to the Guard, who rushed in after her. She feinted twice, then sensing that the waadrech was about to lunge, hauled back and clonked it as hard as she could on the forehead when it snapped at her.
The dragon’s head wobbled, and Laanda’s arms burned with the reverberations of the blow, which was like hitting a boulder. A splatter of blood shot from a crack in its armored plating, but it was not a mortal wound. The axes of the Guard thunked against its sides and flanks, and the creature’s body undulated, knocking half of the Guard into the rest of them and sending them all tumbling to the ground. It wrestled its front feet out of the cables and rose up facing Laanda, its yellow eyes burning into her. Its rear feet and tail were secured, but it could still strike her in an instant. 
It did not. 
The Guard picked themselves up and hefted their axes to renew the attack. 
“Wait,” she commanded. The waadrech’s eyes were as big around as dinner plates, flecked with various shades of orange and yellow, she now saw, around vertical slits of black. It flared its nostrils, then glanced back at Heuli and Vee. 
“Release it.”
Skiti clucked her tongue, but at a glare from Laanda, she motioned them to comply. The cords unraveled themselves and returned to the omnis as Heuli and Vee crept slowly away from the beast. 
Laanda held up her axe, then pointed it toward the creature’s head. 
“This. Mine. Belongs. To. Us.” She enunciated every word, channeling as much steel into her voice as she could muster, though she doubted the creature understood her. 
The waadrech backed away, scattering the Guard near its flanks, then turned and leapt atop the nearest rockpile. It surveyed them for a moment, then leapt from the pile, sending a shower of alarmingly large rocks flying in all directions. Laanda used her axe to deflect one heading for Skiti, taking another to the ribs as she did so. All the air flew out of her lungs, and she collapsed, her axe clattering to the ground. She writhed, trying to draw a breath, but her lungs were like pancakes. A hand took hers in a firm soldier’s grip, and Skiti’s face appeared above her. 
“This would be a good time to breathe, my Queen.” She lifted Laanda’s faceplate and smiled down at her.
Laanda’s chest loosened, and a small breath crept in, followed by another. Skiti removed her helmet, and Laanda took in a huge, yawning breath. Her awareness returned to the surroundings. The waadrech had attacked, it hadn’t killed anyone, and they’d sent it packing. 
“Timon, one. Waadrech, zero.” Heuli’s grinning face appeared beside Skiti’s. Laanda felt her lips turning up into a smile. 
“You are the baddest bitch I have ever seen.” Skiti held out a hand, and Laanda let her pull her to standing. Skiti’s eyes burned into hers with such intensity that Laanda felt her face flush. 
“You didn’t exactly run away from the fight, did you?” Laanda took Skiti by the neck and pulled her in for an awkward armored hug. 
“All of you.” She turned and looked to Heuli, Vee, and the Guard, who stood with axes braced against the ground facing her. “You showed me why I know in my heart Jagged Shard is meant to be our home. We were made for this shit.” 
The Guard tamped their axe handles against the ground a few times, then stopped at Laanda’s gesture. 
“Hopefully that will keep anything else that might be lurking down here from testing its luck. Is everyone in shape to move?”
No one objected. Though Laanda’s head was still ringing and her ribs were on fire with pain, she hefted her axe and marched forward through the long gallery. 
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Skiti hurried to catch up with Laanda, whose annoyance shone through her faceplate. 
“Stay back,” she hissed. “If something’s going to attack—” 
“You’ll want me and my omni by your side. I’m walking with you, and that’s final.” 
Laanda raised her faceplate, her glare softening. Skiti’s heart fluttered as Laanda stopped and put her hand on Skiti’s shoulder. 
“If anything were to happen to you…”
Skiti pushed against her chest, anger flaring as tears threatened to break the surface. 
“How the fuck do you think I feel? If anything were to happen to you, our Queen, my—” she swallowed her words, unable to come up with one that fit what they had, at least not one she was willing to say out loud. She glanced back at the others, who had stopped and were awkwardly pretending not to eavesdrop on their conversation. She lowered her voice. “If something happened, and I could have done something to stop it? No, uh-uh. I’m with you. To the Depths and beyond.” She wiped the not-tears from her cheeks and gripped her omni. 
“To the Depths.” Laanda’s gaze lingered for a moment before she flipped down her visor and gestured for Skiti to join her. They did not speak as they walked side by side in the wide hallway between the iron tracks, which had taken on quite a bit of rust and would require significant work to repair. It would be good, honest work, the kind that builds a community back up. 
Laanda no doubt believed the way to unite them was through bloodshed. Skiti needed to show her there was another way. 
The third gallery was long and wide, maybe twenty feet tall, with channeled streams crisscrossing under the path. Skiti slapped Laanda’s bicep, pointing to the right where a cluster of Longpipe fungus stood taller than Maer, close to eight feet high, with caps the size of bucklers. In the Silver Hills, Longpipe spores were precious commodities, sold or traded only under the strictest security protocols. Glancing around the gallery, she noticed several more stands of Longpipes of at least three varieties. 
“This fungus might be worth more than the hotiron,” she murmured. 
“I bet that hulshag might have something to say about it,” Laanda whispered, gesturing with her axe toward a stand of Longpipe in the distance. The dark shape crouched between the fungus stems was certainly big enough to be a hulshag, subterranean predators like a mad wizard’s idea of a joke, something between a bear, a wolf, and a mountain lion. Skiti’s omni began shifting into trident form before she realized she was doing it. Laanda glanced at the trident and nodded. “Best not to let it get that close, though.” She turned toward the hulshag, which hadn’t moved. 
“I can’t see it making a move on a group this size. It probably knows what we did to the waadrech. We’ll keep a sharp eye out, but I think it keeps its distance.”
Laanda proved to be right, and they passed through the third gallery without incident, marveling at the stands of Longpipe that dotted the landscape. Skiti had studied mycology in school, and always took any excuse to visit the farm level back in the Deepfold. With a little effort, they could fill this gallery with Longpipes, mixing in silver spores and honeycombs and a dozen other varieties. They’d have to work on the fertilization question, but the conditions were obviously perfect. 
They exited into a segment of passage with cargo lifts on both sides and a pair of passenger lifts straight ahead. There was a steel door next to the lifts, similar to the ones they’d encountered before. This had to lead to the lower levels. 
“Where’s my fucking door guy?” Laanda asked, flipping her visor up to show her smirking face.
“At your service, my Queen.” Heuli ambled up, waving them off on his way to the door. “I could do these in my sleep by now.” He knelt by the door, examining the lock with his light and fine lens, then shaped the key and inserted it partway in. 
A strange dinging sound echoed through the corridor, and everyone looked around for a moment, settling on Laanda, who stared down at the globe around her neck, frowning. 
“The hotiron sensor,” Heuli said, pulling the omni from the lock. 
“That’s one ping. Start your mental count.” Laanda eyed each of them calmly. “Under ten and you’re safe. Past twenty could be lethal. Any questions?”
Silence. 
“Heuli, we’re on the clock now. Get that door open. I’m going in alone at first, to see how strong the emissions are.” She held out her hand as Skiti opened her mouth to respond. “I won’t stay past five. Promise. Once I know it’s safe, I’ll let the rest of you in to have a quick look around. We’re just here to assess the situation before we bring a larger crew with the purifiers.”
Skiti motioned for Vee to join her by the door. Vee looked surprised and touched her chest, then smiled and strode over. 
“I’ll need your eyes in there, Vee,” Skiti said. “You always had a way with hotiron.”
“It speaks to me.” She cast her big eyes down at her omni. “I know that sounds silly.”
“Not at all. Metaphysics was never my specialty, but it’s a worthy discipline. You’ve studied?”
“I’ve taken what classes I could.” Vee paused, still looking down.
“But?”
Vee looked up at her, studying her, as if she were trying to determine if Skiti was worthy of her confidence.
“I’ve always wanted to go study on the surface.”
“With whom? The Maer’s defeat seems imminent. Their universities will surely be in ruins. Or maybe you’d like to study amongst the humans, who are no doubt looking for other peoples to subjugate, other resources to hoard?” Skiti worked to keep her voice from rising, but she didn’t entirely succeed. She raised her hands. “Sorry. You are right to want to get to know the surface world. I just don’t know where it would be safe to do so.”
“The humans from the South are said to be more peaceful.” Vee’s eyes glowed a little as she spoke. “I’ve heard they have cities with beautiful towers and markets with flowers and vegetables of all colors. And restaurants where you can eat outside and look at the stars! I want to see that.”
Skiti studied Vee, her long cheekbones, her elegant fingers, her wispy beard. She’d come to the Deepfold as an orphan, and some whispers suggested she might be half-human. Maybe she wanted to reconnect with her other side.
“Then why on earth did you decide to come to Jagged Shard with us? Isn’t that the exact opposite of what you want?”
Vee nodded, looking down. “I’m here for my people as long as they need me. I’m just thinking ahead.” She shook her head, sniffing as if she’d grown a little teary. “And now I can add dragon-wrangler to my resume, if I ever need one of those.”
“And you’ll have hands-on—well, gloves-on experience with hotiron, which not everyone can boast.”
“At—” Heuli turned the lock. “Your—” He pushed to standing. “Service.” He indicated the doorknob with a flourish of his hand. 
Laanda flipped down her visor, shifting from one leg to the other as she did when she expected combat. Skiti went to her, turning her by her shoulders and lifting her visor. 
“Ten minutes or five pings, whichever comes first.” Laanda’s soft voice was probably meant to be reassuring, but it had the opposite effect on Skiti. 
“I’ll hold you to account for that.” She tried to put a little edge to her voice, but she couldn’t stop the emotion from breaking through. Laanda took the back of Skiti’s head in her gauntleted hand and touched her helmet to Skiti’s forehead. 
“Be ready for anything.” She flipped down her visor and scanned the group. 
“I’m going in.”

      [image: image-placeholder]It was the longest ten minutes of Skiti’s life. She pictured Laanda moving with quick but methodical steps down the long stairway, which in itself could take five minutes or more, depending on how deep the seams were buried. The lower levels were missing from the maps they’d been given, the pages neatly cut off at the binding. She wasn’t surprised. There’s no way Laanda would have authorized the release of information about the brightstone pits in the Deepfold. Espionage and sabotage were not unheard of among powerful Timon mineral interests, and the humans’ attack on the Deepfold suggested the tactic might become more widespread. She checked her omni. Five minutes had passed. 
What was Laanda seeing down there? Was the site of the explosion near enough that she’d see damage right away? And what about the shadowy creatures, who might materialize out of nowhere and attack her and she’d be all alone with no one to help her and—
The clunk of the latch tore her from her despair. Laanda stumbled through the door and closed it with her behind, her heaving breath echoing behind her visor. Skiti rushed forward to undo her strap and remove her helmet. Laanda’s wide smile lit up the room as she stood and pulled Skiti in for a powerful hug. “It’s…” She turned to face the group, spreading her arms wide. 
“It’s incredible.”
“How many pings, Laanda?” Skiti’s quiet question rang loud in the hall.
Laanda’s smile widened, and she held up four fingers. 
“I sprinted all the way back up the stairs to keep it low, but the point is, the emissions aren’t that strong down there. Not in the part below the stairs. We can go in and explore safely.” She pointed to Skiti, Vee, and Heuli. “I want two Guard on each one of you.” She eyed Madaz, the Captain, who nodded quietly. 
“Any evidence of…hostile entities?” he asked.
Laanda shook her head, wincing. “I didn’t see anything moving down there, but it took me a while to reach the bottom, so I didn’t get far.” She shucked her gauntlets and ran her fingers through her beard. “What I did see was a set of rail-integrated lifts, each tightly fit with heavy steel doors, to contain emissions in exactly this kind of situation. And some beautiful containment vessels and some other equipment. This place, it’s…” She clenched the air in her fist. 
“We can make this place work for us. We can build a future here.”
The ’but’ hung in the air like a feather. 
“You saw something,” Skiti said, reaching for Laanda’s arm, but she pulled back as Laanda stiffened.
“I saw no evidence of the explosion, so it must be a ways away. The degradation timeline suggests it’s still at least quarter-potent. We’ll need to put those purifiers within a hundred feet of the source, and I’d like to get eyes on the site of the explosion if possible. It may not be. The only thing…” She stood up straight, her eyes distant for a moment, then shook her head. 
“I saw holes in the ground that looked to have been made with some kind of drill. And they were more recent, as in, made after the explosion.” She glanced at Skiti, Heuli, and Vee. “I’ll want your takes on them, and the general layout. Maybe you can make sense of what you’re seeing and estimate how far we’ll need to travel to get to ground zero.”
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“Add one to your count,” she called. Skiti made a mental note of two, which meant five for Laanda. 
They walked quickly down the hallway, which opened into a wide storage area with rails inlaid in the floor leading into half a dozen sets of what must have been cargo elevators. They were sealed with heavy steel doors, as Laanda had described, and Skiti couldn’t see any fault in their construction. They would probably work perfectly the first time they tried. Everything in the mine so far had been top-notch, which would make their impossible job slightly less so. If they could get this hotiron situation under control. 
“Over here.” Laanda gestured toward a pair of two-foot diameter holes in the floor with debris around them, as if a drill had emerged from the ground. 
“Were they sending drills upward through the ceiling of a lower level?” Heuli asked.
“Maybe they couldn’t use the lifts or the stairs for some reason?” Skiti nudged the debris by the hole, which was definitely caused by something tunneling from beneath, but the hole itself didn’t look like any drill hole she’d ever seen. “Or maybe they lost control of them somehow…” She shrugged. Something about the situation wasn’t sitting right, but the ping of Laanda’s necklace jarred her out of her thoughts. 
“Add one to your count.”
That made three, six for Laanda. Anything under ten was considered safe, but Skiti wasn’t as sure about the long-term effects of exposure. Studies had suggested a link to various cancers, but as usual miners’ health concerns were dismissed by those who spent their days at desks. She would make sure that was not the case at Jagged Shard. 
“Vee, you’re the fastest runner of the group.” Laanda touched Vee on the shoulder. “Want to run ahead with a couple of the Guard and see if you can find the emission gradient? The next-gens can do that, right?”
Vee nodded, looking down at the shining omni in her elegant fingers. She looked up with nervous eyes, but there was steel in them too. 
“I hope the Guard can keep up.” She eyed the two who’d stepped forward, a hint of a smile on her face.
“We’ll be headed in your direction, so if anything comes up, anything at all, blow your whistle and we’ll come running.”
Vee motioned to the Guard with her chin, then took off running down a long hallway. Skiti chuckled to see the Guard fighting to catch up with her long, flowing strides. 
“I want to show you the containment vessels.” Laanda touched Skiti on the arm with a joyful glint in her eye. Laanda was in love with Jagged Shard, and Skiti was not far behind her. These Timon a hundred years before had created machinery of such perfect craft that it was still operational a century later. Her breath caught as the vessels came into view, flameglass capsules set in padded steel cages cast in eerie blue shadow from the light inside them. Of the four vessels, two were empty, but two contained nuggets of hotiron ore still glowing through the milky concoction encasing them. 
“Gods, and there are seemingly no emissions. Your necklace hasn’t pinged again, right?”
Laanda shook her head, beaming down at the vessels. “That amount of hotiron right there will keep us in food and whiskey for a year.”
Skiti glanced down at the vessels, wondering how many more there were in the mine, and how much hotiron already mined. The survivors had fled quickly, leaving behind whatever couldn’t be carried on their persons. There was a fortune down here, and they had a contract with the Southern Council that they could keep everything they found, provided they joined the federation and paid their taxes. 
Laanda motioned her forward, and they continued down a long hallway to another set of lifts. They were examining a pair of holes like the ones they’d seen before when Laanda’s necklace pinged again. 
“Add one ping to your count.”
Four. 
“We’re cutting it close, my Queen. You must be at—”
“Eight.” Laanda’s eye was steady, but Skiti knew the math was not in their favor.
Vee’s footsteps slapped against the stone, and she arrived, out of breath but smiling. The two Guard lumbered up a few moments later and promptly slumped against the wall. 
“There’s another gallery, which I think was active when they closed the mine, and a blast door. I didn’t try to open it, but my readings spiked when I held the omni near it, so I hurried back.”
“I think we’ve seen what we needed to see. Anyone else need a moment?”
Everyone shook their heads. 
“Follow me. I’ll move quickly since I’m on a tighter clock, but it’s a straight shot, left at the hallway and up the stairs.”
Skiti flashed her a brave smile, trying to hide her worry. Laanda blinked, then turned and started jogging. Skiti turned to Vee.
“Stick with Heuli.”
“I’m not in the best shape to run right now anyway, after that.” In truth, she hardly looked winded now. 
“Then you can be my babysitter.” Heuli nudged Vee with his elbow, and she giggled.
“See you topside.”
Skiti sprinted to catch up with Laanda, then kept pace with her, moving behind her up the long, winding staircase. Laanda’s necklace pinged. 
“Add one ping to your count.” Laanda said it the same way she had when the whole group was together. That made five for Skiti and nine for Laanda, if she was telling the truth. 
The necklace pinged again as they waited above for the last of the group to exit the stairway. 
“Add one ping to your count.”
Six for Skiti and ten for Laanda. Should be safe. In theory. 
“Who’s ready to head back and have a hot meal and a hotter bath?” Laanda’s voice was loud and cheery, almost as if she’d won a great battle. The Guard responded with a communal military grunt, which got Vee cackling, and soon everyone was laughing as they re-formed their ranks behind Skiti and Laanda, who’d apparently accepted her role at her side.
“I hope you’re ready for me tonight,” Skiti whispered into the sound cone in Laanda’s helmet. 
Laanda paused, then took her hand and walked into the gallery, whose fungus glowed faintly green in Skiti’s darkvision. She tightened her grip on Laanda’s gauntleted fingers, though the steel mesh bore into her skin. 
She hadn’t felt this alive in a very long time. 
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Skiti was waiting outside the shower when Laanda stepped out. She felt strangely seen as she dried off on the rough towel. Skiti was wearing her night shift, which was so thin her nipples showed through it, with her omni belt strapped on outside the shift. Laanda’s knees weakened at the sight of her, the delicate way the shift draped over her breasts, the freshly cleaned and oiled leather of the belt, the gleaming silver of the omni.  
“Did that feel nice?” Skiti asked, taking a step toward Laanda. 
“It felt amazing. I highly recommend it. And Heuli revived some hundred-year-old soap if you can believe it.” She sniffed her shoulder, which smelled of musty cinnamon. It was far better than weeks-old sweat. 
“I plan on taking a shower in a minute, and it might be a long one. Do you want to lie down?” Skiti gestured with the omni, her voice softening in that way she had when she was about to do something devilish. Laanda lay down on the bed, stretching her arms above her head as she knew Skiti liked. Skiti stood above her, her mouth twisted as if she couldn’t decide whether or not she was pleased. 
“I want you to touch yourself.” Skiti sat down on the bed, a concerned look in her eye. “But don’t make yourself come.” She ran her fingers down Laanda’s bicep, scratching gently through the hair under her arm, sending frissons of anticipation echoing through her body. “Not yet.”
Laanda looked deep into Skiti’s eyes as she lowered her hands, licked her fingers, and began touching herself as instructed. She was used to Skiti doing all sorts of things to her, but this felt more intimate, more awkwardly arousing than anything they’d done before. Her face and ears burned, and she longed to close her eyes and concentrate, but the soft gleam in Skiti’s eyes held her in thrall. There was something different happening, something new and utterly intoxicating. Laanda’s heart pumped so hard she had to slow her fingers lest she bring herself too quickly.
“I want to know what you’re thinking of as you pleasure yourself. What you wish someone would do to you, or you to them.”
Laanda paused, her mind drifting to the night at the Deepfold, the feel of the omni inside her, the taut muscles on Skiti’s arm as she fucked her with it, the calm determination in her eyes. The kisses they’d shared, beards tangling, Skiti breathing hard from the effort, Laanda tumbling over the edge.
“I’m thinking of you,” she whispered as her pleasure rose far faster and harder than she expected. Skiti’s hands moved to her chest, and she lowered down for a kiss that was as tender as it was brief. 
“That’s…so sweet.” Skiti looked down for a moment as her face reddened. When she looked back up, her beatific smile had returned, but there was a warmth to her eyes that wasn’t usually present in their sessions. Skiti touched her cheek, letting her other hand roam down her body, dragging her fingers over her nipples, making it hard for Laanda to control her greedy fingers. Skiti must have noticed; she gently pulled Laanda’s hand away and laid it to the side.
“I want you to keep thinking about me while I shower. And I’ve got a little something to help you stay focused.” She pulled the omni from her belt and fiddled with the controls for a moment. A series of mesh straps ribboned out from around the base. The omni’s form had shifted, taking on the familiar bulbed shape of the joy stick. 
“With your permission, I’m going to bind the omni to you and use it to pleasure you while I take a shower.”
Laanda’s hips twitched at her words. “Please,” she huffed. “Do it to me just like you said.”
“I want you to know that I’ve sterilized it and rinsed it thoroughly since using it last, so you shouldn’t have any concerns on that front. Let’s have a look at you.” Skiti scooted down the bed, her gaze hot between Laanda’s legs. The mesh straps felt cold as they lay flat, then stretched around her hips and thighs to form a harness. Skiti’s thumb brushed across her center, then her fingers followed, spreading her, caressing her with the gentlest touch of her fingertips, sensing her weak points as Laanda melted with desire. 
“I’m going to start with the lowest setting if that’s okay.” Skiti fiddled with the omni, which began to vibrate, sending tingles through Laanda’s core even before it touched her. “You are so beautiful.” Skiti’s fingers spread her wide, and the omni’s touch was like lightning. She bucked into it, and Skiti pushed the tip in gently, her thumb pressing up against Laanda’s clit as the omni slid in, filling her, spreading its vibrations in every direction at once. The straps tightened, and Skiti slid her hands away, leaving the omni vibrating at a low hum deep inside. Laanda’s pleasure swelled, but she knew from long experience this wouldn’t be enough to bring her. She needed so much more. She needed Skiti. 
“I’ll be back in a little while to finish the job. If it gets to be too much, just push this button here and it will release.” Skiti held Laanda’s wrist and moved her fingers to the omni, where she could feel a large button she was sure wasn’t normally there. She nodded, moving her hand back above her head. Skiti leaned in to kiss her with unexpected heat, and Laanda’s body arched beneath her touch. Skiti stood up, took off her belt, and slid her shift over her head, her muscles showing all the more for the weight they’d all lost on the journey. Laanda’s eyes rolled toward the top of her head as she watched Skiti pad away. The omni’s steady hum was a torture, an unscratchable itch. No matter which way she squirmed, the omni moved with her, glutting her with low-level pleasure. 
The tinkle of the water from the shower echoed in. Laanda closed her eyes and replayed some of the highlights of her times with Skiti. Before the humans came, they hadn’t been together more than a few times a year, but each one was special. Skiti always knew what she needed, whether it was a hard fucking or a long teasing session, or some combination thereof. But something had changed during their travels. Skiti had come to her tent one night with a dark fire in her eyes and done things to her she’d never forget. The thought of that urgency in Skiti’s gaze, that need, brought Laanda desperately, frustratingly close to release. And the way Skiti had blushed when Laanda said she was thinking about her? Laanda stifled a whine that threatened to erupt, steeling her jaw, trying to relax her muscles. How long did Skiti really need in the shower, anyway?
Laanda was a tense, desperate mess when Skiti returned, her skin glowing in the lamplight. She sat down and took Laanda’s hand, running her fingertips across her palm. 
“You doing okay?” Her voice showed genuine concern. 
“Never better,” Laanda managed, drawing a quick smile from Skiti. 
“Is there something I can do for you to make you feel better?”
“You could…” She paused, uncertain if saying it out loud would make her sound greedy. “I’d really love for you to fuck me with the omni.”
Skiti’s smile widened, and her eyes lit up with joy. 
“That’s so amazing because that is exactly what I was planning to do.” She turned and climbed atop Laanda, settling between her legs. She lowered her body down, connecting them from their toes to their lips, which pressed together in a moment of heady euphoria. Skiti touched the base of the omni, and the straps released from around Laanda and slithered up to attach themselves to Skiti, strapping the omni to her legs and hips. Skiti immediately began moving in slow, steady strokes, driving the omni into Laanda with careful force. 
Laanda’s mind was on fire even as her body raged with pleasure. Skiti was fucking her. In all the time they’d been together, all the things Skiti had done to her, this had never happened. She clung to Skiti’s wiry form with all her limbs, catching her lips whenever they came within reach, trying to draw out every moment, bracing her arms against the headboard as Skiti plastered her to the thin mattress. Skiti pulled out suddenly and kneed her way underneath Laanda, hefting her hips on her thighs, then eased in again slowly until the omni pressed against her pleasure spot. The pressure and the vibration shot her up to the very edge. Skiti pushed a button and the omni pulsed against her with deep, powerful waves, sending her spiraling toward ecstasy. 
Skiti gritted her teeth as she gripped Laanda’s hips and rocked into her, muscles rippling beneath her skin, breasts jiggling with each stroke, breath tense and uneven as if she too were about to lose control. 
“Fuck your Queen harder!” Laanda hissed. Skiti’s eyes darkened, and she pulled out abruptly, flipping Laanda onto her stomach with surprising ease. Laanda pushed up toward her, and Skiti closed in gently, pushing Laanda down as she angled in. She searched with slow strokes until she found the sweet spot, sending a little quiver through Laanda’s core. Skiti moved with deadly aim, pushing that spot over and over, ever harder, ever faster. Skiti’s breath rose in audible huffs, and as Laanda fell apart around the omni, she was sure she felt a jerk from Skiti’s body as well. Skiti rode her gently to the bed, pressing steady hands against her hips as all breath fled Laanda’s lungs in a series of hoarse moans. 
Skiti’s body melted against hers as she fiddled with the omni, and the vibrations began to slow. Little echoes of Laanda’s orgasm rippled through her, enhanced by the unaccustomed joy of lying skin-to-skin with Skiti, whose lips traced a pattern of tiny kisses across her shoulder. 
“You were amazing out there today,” Skiti whispered in her ear. “When I saw you fight off that dragon, I just knew I had to fuck you when we got back.” 
“That was pretty fucking hot, wasn’t it?”
“It takes a lot to turn me on, but I’ve never been so hot for someone in my entire life.” Skiti shifted her hips, and the omni pushed farther inside, the low vibrations stirring Laanda again. “Gods, just look at you.” Skiti’s warm hands feathered across Laanda’s back as she started moving with gentle strokes. Her hands stopped at Laanda’s hips, her grip tightening as she thrust in a little harder. Laanda gasped, craning her head back to lock eyes with Skiti, whose mouth quirked toward a grin as she pulled most of the way out, then slammed into Laanda again. 
“A Queen such as yourself surely deserves to be fucked more than once." 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda paced the now almost-familiar halls as she waited for Heuli and Skiti to make adjustments to the purifiers. They had three, and they would take two and leave one, in case something went wrong and they needed one higher up. Skiti had insisted they adjust all three before they left, which Laanda knew was the right call, but she was eager to get the purifiers installed. Once the purifiers had been in place for a week, they should be able to move in and inspect the area more carefully and move the purifiers closer to the blast point. 
Heuli, Skiti, and Vee arrived with the two purifiers on a wobbly cart they had resuscitated. They were the size of quarter-casks, bristling with iron wires like an unkempt beard except on the top and bottom, which made them very awkward to transport. Sturdy handles were set in the tops, and they had rigged animal skins over the wires, but they were going to be a pain in the ass to carry all that way. 
Heuli touched the top of one of them like a proud father presenting his newborn. 
“The batteries on two of them were a little low, so we had to level the charges from the full one and recalibrate them all. Once they get going, the emissions will fuel them, and they’ll ramp up to full power within a day.”
“Excellent. Same crew as yesterday, but I’m bringing another two Guard just to be on the safe side.”
Skiti had insisted, and Laanda had seen her logic. They were a lot safer from the waadrech with a few more bodies, and though they hadn’t seen any mysterious shadowy creatures yet, they had to be ready for anything. 
They filed down the long stairs and through the corridor to the main hallway, which was quiet except for dripping water and their footsteps. As they filed through the first gallery, a shriek pierced the air, followed by another, and another, coming from all directions. Laanda saw something moving along the low ceiling, a lizard the size of a Maer crawling upside down toward them at alarming speed. Another surged into the corner of her vision, and she swiveled to see three more approaching from different directions. 
“Knock them to the ground and finish them!” Laanda shouted, raising her axe and running toward the closest one, which leapt right into her swing, its head exploding beneath the blow and showering her with blood and gore. Shrieks and thuds sounded all around her, and she turned to see Skiti pinning one to the ceiling with her trident-shaped omni. The creature thrashed about for a moment until the tines of the trident twisted, poking through at odd angles, and its body went limp. Skiti fiddled with the omni, and it retracted in an instant as she hopped out of the way of the falling corpse. One Guard was pinned to the ground, a lizard biting at their neck as they struggled to peel it off with the help of another Guard. The creature slumped as a long, thin flash of silver pierced its head, then retracted like a whip into the air. Vee twirled the whip-shaped omni, then it shot upward, wrapping around and around an approaching lizard, squeezing it until the cord cut through its flesh and it dropped in a bloody heap. 
Laanda roared with joy as she saw three more approaching. She threw an axe that dropped one, then leapt with her great axe, barely scraping another as the third sprang from the ceiling onto her. It caught her off balance, and she tumbled to the floor, suddenly smothered by the lizard. Its mouth seemed to bite her everywhere at once, shaking its teeth in her mail coif, nicking her neck with small, sharp teeth. She grabbed hold of its front legs, but the rear legs whipped around and knocked her grip loose as it wormed its way past her mail and bit her neck hard. She screamed and rolled to the side, dislodging the creature, which scrambled and leapt on her again. Silver flashed in the air, and its body dropped to the floor, its head rolling to a stop against Laanda’s arm. Skiti stood glaring at the lizard’s corpse, holding the omni in a whip shape with a thin blade on the end, which had apparently cut the lizard in half. 
“Gods, Laanda!” Skiti cried, hurtling to Laanda’s side. “Holy fuck, there’s so much blood!”
“Not—” Laanda put pressure on the wound, which was nasty but not life-threatening— “what you’re supposed to say to someone who’s injured.” Several more hacking sounds ensued, then quiet reigned over the gallery once again. 
“I told you not to do this!” Skiti pulled a bandage from a pocket and handed it to Laanda, who slipped it under her hand and pressed it against the wound. 
“You told me not to get attacked by giant lizards?”
Skiti made as if to punch her arm, settling for a scowl. “You didn’t have to go rushing in. If you’d waited until they came to us, you’d have had backup.”
Laanda let out an involuntary cry as pain surged in her neck. Now that the heat of battle had died down, she could feel the bite. While it wasn’t the worst wound she’d had, it was worse than she let on. 
“Put some balm on it against infection, then we’ll set the bandage and keep moving.”
“Have you lost it?” Skiti’s voice echoed against the low ceiling, and she lowered it as she continued, but her words carried no less sting. “We haven’t even made it past the first gallery and our leader has already been seriously wounded!” She unscrewed the lid off the balm and let it clatter to the floor. 
“I’m not seriously wounded. Moderately wounded, I’d say.” She sat up with a wince, then lifted the bandage as Skiti moved in with the salve. “Fucking son of a traitor! Fuck!” she gritted through her teeth, tears welling in her eyes at the hot shock of the salve. Skiti pressed the bandage back on, then set about affixing it around her neck. 
“I don’t like it when you almost get killed,” Skiti grumbled. 
“Would you rather I get all the way killed?”
Skiti’s dark eyes bored into Laanda’s. 
“I’ll fucking kill you if you get killed." 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda was near tears from pain by the time they got through the third gallery. She’d insisted on carrying her own pack like a giant fool and its weight was keeping the wound open, soaking the bandage. She shed her pack and helmet, then leaned against a wall to catch her breath and let the pain die down. 
“Looks like we’d better change that dressing.” Skiti’s voice was soft, as if the anger had flown out of her and just left her sad. 
“Hey.” Laanda lifted Skiti’s chin with a gauntleted hand. “I’ll be fine.” She touched foreheads with Skiti, then leaned her head against the wall, closing her eyes against the coming pain. “Go ahead.”
Laanda’s guts wrenched as Skiti lifted the sopping bandage off and replaced it with a clean, salved pad. She dabbed the blood from around the edges, then attached the bandage and pulled Laanda’s collar back up. 
“The fact that you’re still pretending to be fine when you have giant lizard bitemarks on your neck is exactly the reason I love you and hate you.” Laanda’s heart flipped in her chest at the word—did she mean it like Laanda so desperately wanted her to?
“I love you too, turtledove,” Laanda said in old Timon, quoting from Your heart a window, which every student memorized in high school. 
“Like the dew loves the grass,” Skiti replied, her eyes quietly fierce. Laanda stared into them, trying to fix this moment in her memory, whatever it meant. 
A metallic ding sounded, and Laanda touched the bead on her necklace. 
“Add one to your count. At 5, we head back.”
She searched each of their faces for any sign of dissent but saw only determination tempered with the appropriate amount of fear. Even Skiti blinked her grudging approval. “Skiti and I will sweep the stairs and wait for you at the bottom. From there, we’ll move as a group. Heuli, do the honors?”
Heuli unlocked the door in seconds, smirking with satisfaction. 
“The locks we’ve come across so far are all stored in its memory.”
Laanda wanted to ask about the memory, how it worked, but Skiti put her hand on the latch, her eyes searching Laanda’s for the signal. She blinked her assent, then pulled down her visor and followed Skiti through the door and down the long, winding stairs.
“The next generation omnis are a wonder,” Laanda said as Skiti was checking the stairs ahead with her omni. “Once we start selling our hotiron, we’ll be able to get their lab up to speed and work on further refinements.”
“The omnis could be a valuable income stream,” Skiti replied as she continued down at Laanda’s side. “If we can figure out how to patent them and make them in bulk. Having our own ready hotiron supply would make them a lot cheaper to produce.”
“I like the way you think.” 
They leaned against each other’s shoulders as they waited for the Guard huffing their way down with the heavy purifiers. Heuli had insisted on staying with them in case anything went wrong. 
“You don’t want a hotiron purifier bouncing down a long spiral staircase, that much is for sure,” he’d said. 
Once everyone was down and had taken a moment to rest, Laanda eyed Heuli, who unlocked the door and stepped back quickly. 
“We move together to the hatch where Vee discovered the hotiron spike yesterday. If time allows, we’ll open it and put one of the devices inside. If not, they both go outside and we’ll figure out a way to get through the hatch next time. Anyone not carrying a purifier, remain on highest alert, and watch your exposure count.”
She took a few deep breaths, hefted her axe, then opened the door. 
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Skiti stayed close to Laanda’s side, matching her bold strides as she headed straight down the long hallway. Her necklace pinged after a few minutes, and she muttered “Add one to your count” as she waved her axe overhead to signal to the others behind them. That made two. Skiti hoped Laanda would abide by her commitment to head back at five, but she worried. Laanda’s eyes glowed when she spoke of their future in Jagged Shard, which was frightening when it was not inspiring. Skiti knew her Queen would risk everything to make this work.  
“How’s your neck?” she ventured as they entered the cargo area and passed the first pair of the odd holes in the ground. 
“Better.” Laanda’s curt response did little to assuage Skiti, but she could think of nothing to say that would help. “It’s too bad the hotiron galleries are so damned far away from the keep. I bet they have lodgings down here for the miners as well.” 
Skiti nodded. They’d built a resting room near the brightstone pits in the Deepfold for this exact reason, but the distances there were smaller. They passed the second set of holes, and the necklace pinged again. 
“Add one to your count.” Three. Skiti’s stomach tightened, and she matched Laanda’s increased pace past the cargo area, down another hallway, and into a gallery they hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t much different than the other ones; the Timon must have explored outward as they went, hoping to find a vein. A wide pit yawned to their left, and Laanda rushed over to the edge. It was equipped with a pulley and stout ladders, and when Skiti shined the light from the omni down into the darkness, she saw only a rough shaft cut into the rock about fifty feet deep. She wondered if these Timon had had devices like the next-gen omni that could detect hotiron buried in the stone. 
“Either they didn’t find any here or they found it and were looking for more,” Laanda mused. 
“This pit was active when they abandoned the mine, so there must be a reason.”
“Agreed. We’ll check it out next time. Come!” Laanda jogged back to the main path, and Skiti hurried to keep up. They passed several more sets of the strange holes before the gallery ended in a heavy blast door. Laanda held out her arm to keep Skiti from getting too close, which was entirely unnecessary. Two wooden doors stood along the wall to the right, and Skiti followed Laanda toward the first one. Laanda took her axe in one hand and turned the knob, whose squeak echoed through the gallery. Skiti winced, looking around, but said nothing. Laanda wrenched open the door to reveal a narrow room with a dozen bunk beds along a wall. 
“Just like we thought.” Laanda’s voice was rich with satisfaction. 
“How much you want to bet the other one is a latrine?”
“I might use it if so. My breakfast didn’t sit right this morning.” Her necklace pinged again, and she sighed. “Add one to your count,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear. 
Skiti turned to see Heuli arrive with two Guard carrying one of the purifiers. Heuli put his hands on his knees, heaving for breath and holding up four fingers, eyebrows arched in question. Skiti nodded. The count was four. Heuli gestured to the Guard, who lifted the covering off the purifier. Heuli used the omni as a wrench to turn the tight knob, and a low hum filled the air. 
“Get it over by the door,” Heuli huffed, gesturing Skiti over. Laanda blinked her assent, then turned to the other arrivals. 
The purifier’s hum was unnerving; Skiti felt its vibrations through the ground as well as in her ears. 
“Should protect us while we work, in theory, but I’m sticking with the count.” Heuli shone his light on the blast door, which had a heavy handle, but the lock looked no different from the other ones. Vee accompanied the Guard who moved the other purifier to the opposite side of the door, and Skiti felt the humming in her bones. 
“Well, this looks familiar.” Heuli knelt, pushing out a key at the omni’s tip. In less than a minute, the clunk of the door unlocking echoed through the gallery, and all voices went silent. Laanda rushed over, slid her axe into her belt loop, and picked up the purifier. 
“Everyone move back at least twenty feet and be ready to move.”
“Crossbows at the ready,” called Madaz as he backpedaled away from the blast door, and the other Guard followed. Skiti joined them, though it pained her to see Laanda’s eagerness to rush into yet another unknown and certainly dangerous situation. Vee stayed behind, putting her thin body between Laanda and the door. 
“What in the hells are you doing? Move!” Laanda’s voice was gruff and commanding, but Vee remained in place. 
“Let me put the purifier in. I can run faster than anyone, so I can get back before my count gets too high.”
“This thing weighs fifty pounds, Vee.” Laanda set it down, her posture rigid with anger. Vee picked it up with surprising ease, maintaining a smile as she held it to the side, though her arm was shaking a bit. 
“Let her do it,” Skiti blurted out, taking a step toward them and holding out her hand. “She’s twice as fast as you, and better not to risk our Queen.”
Laanda flipped up her visor, glaring at Skiti, who maintained her gaze until Laanda’s eyes softened a fraction. 
“You’re right,” she said to Skiti, then turned to Vee. “Get it a good ten feet inside the door and get back out as fast as you can. I’ll be here to slam it shut. There’s no telling how much—”
“I got it,” Vee said as she hefted the purifier. Laanda put her hand on the latch and Skiti and the others hurried back a few steps. 
“Let’s do it.” Laanda’s voice was hard as rock. 
Laanda struggled with the handle for a moment, then it turned with a great groan. She flung the door open and Vee rushed into the space beyond, which cast an eerie blue glow into the gallery. A ping sounded, and Skiti and the others backed up a few more steps. Vee emerged moments later, her eyes bleary but a smile on her face as Laanda slammed the door and threw down the handle. 
“I saw a long corridor with elevators and containment chambers, several with hotiron still inside, glowing the most beautiful shade of blue.” She turned and stared thoughtfully at the door. "And a double blast door at the end of the hall, the kind that slides open."
Laanda’s necklace pinged again, sending Skiti’s heart thumping. 
“Add two to your count,” Laanda called. “Go!” She shooed Vee with her gauntleted hand. Vee nodded and took off running at speeds Skiti would not have thought possible for a Timon. Skiti almost wondered—That was six. They all needed to go. 
A great crash sounded from behind the door, a metallic crunching noise, which repeated three times, changing slightly each time until it stopped. 
“What in the swinging fuck was that?” Laanda half-whispered. Skiti felt a vibration through her boots, different from the purifier. Almost more like some kind of drill, though she’d never felt a drill quite like it. Maybe the Timon who built this mine had different tech. 
The ground next to the door exploded, sending Skiti and Laanda staggering back. Dust billowed around them and chunks of rock rained down all around. Two dark shapes appeared as the dust cleared, and Skiti almost dropped her omni at the sight of them. 
They were Maer-sized, if a bit thinner, six feet tall or more, with skin the color of stone, sinewy arms plastered to their sides, and a blunt, conical shape like the horn of an anvil in place of a head. Tiny black eyes stared out of hooded indentations in the cones. Long arms and legs cracked as they pulled away from their sides. One turned toward the purifier outside the door, and the other spread its arms wide, facing Laanda and Skiti. 
“Run!” Laanda called over her shoulder, angling her axe for a charge as the footsteps of the group sounded. Skiti sent out two hooked cords like the ones they’d used against the waadrech, letting them hang in the air until she saw what the creatures would do. The creature with its arms wide took a half-step toward them, and the other picked up the purifier, raised it into the air, and brought it smashing down onto the floor. The purifier cracked in half, sending a shower of steel wires spraying across the floor, revealing the hardsteel globe protecting the hotiron core, which appeared to be intact. 
Laanda growled as she stepped forward, swinging her axe down on the creature. It brought its arms up to block it, and the blade clanged off its stony skin, which showed only a minor cut from the blow. A line of red blood streamed from the wound. It raised its arm to strike Laanda, and Skiti sent two cords whipping out from the omni, one around that arm and the second around the leg of the other creature. By some great fortune, they both attached. When she tightened the cords, the creatures fell against each other, nearly jerking Skiti off her feet from the weight. 
“Let’s go!” Laanda slapped Skiti on the shoulder, and Skiti let the hooks go and retracted the cords as she started running. She was faster than Laanda, but she ran at her Queen’s pace, turning to look over her shoulder at the creatures, which were not following them. She tapped Laanda to stop, and they turned to see one of the creatures lift the remains of the purifier high in the air and bring it smashing down on the ground again. Blue sparks flew as it struck, and a ray of bright blue light glared out of the cracked core. Laanda’s necklace pinged. 
“Add one to your count,” Skiti said, tugging at Laanda’s shoulder, which did not budge. Laanda stood staring as the two creatures folded their arms tight to their bodies and disappeared down the holes they had made. 
“The count is seven, my Queen.”
Laanda turned to Skiti, eyes heavy with disappointment. She blinked, touched Skiti’s waist, and started jogging. 
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Laanda winced as Skiti dabbed the old ointment off the wound and applied new. The healers had done a passable job patching her up; they’d stopped the inevitable infection from the bite before it took hold, but it still hurt like the seven devils. Skiti handed her one of the tarnished bronze cups they’d found in abundance, with several fingers of hotstone inside.  
“I couldn’t.” Laanda tried to hand the cup back since she’d already had her ration, but Skiti took her wrist and moved it back toward her mouth. 
“I’m giving you my ration. You need it more than I do.”
Laanda sniffed the smoky, spicy liquor, and the sting of her wound lessened a little just from the smell. She raised the glass and downed it in one swallow, pounding the bench at the welcome fire raging down her throat. 
“You’re a lifesaver.” She dared a hand on Skiti’s thigh. Skiti did not flinch.
“I wouldn’t go that far.”
“Skiti, you literally saved my life today.”
“Anything for my Queen.” The word grated on Laanda. Half the time it didn’t bother her—she’d even kind of liked it in their recent bedroom play—but when it did, it was unsettling, like she was in the wrong skin. 
“About that word…” Laanda sighed, and Skiti’s fingers touched her shoulder gently. “I know you mean it as a sign of respect, but lately, I…” She turned toward Skiti, who took both her hands and stared into her eyes, nodding slightly. 
“I don’t ever want to make you feel uncomfortable. It’s just a word and I won’t use it anymore.” Skiti’s breath grew shaky as she finished, and she pulled a hand up to wipe her eyes. 
“Hey, hey,” Laanda murmured, running her hands lightly up Skiti’s arms. “It’s okay. I’m okay. We’re okay.” 
Skiti sniffed, raising wet eyes to meet Laanda’s, which were suddenly not as dry as they’d been a moment before. 
“Can…” Skiti bit her lip, looking down for a moment. “Can you tell me why?”
Laanda laughed, though in truth it was as much a sob as it was a laugh. 
“I love that you’re asking. I wish I knew. I just…” She loosened her grip on Skiti’s fingers, letting her fingertips caress the undersides of her palms. Skiti’s cheeks colored, but she did not flinch. “I just wish there was a word that wasn’t so…feminine. Not King, because hell no to that. Something else, a third thing perhaps.”
“There’s a whole universe of third things, and not all of them have or need names.”
Laanda’s heart swelled, and her hands slid up Skiti’s arms to her shoulders, staring at her plump lips, then into her soft eyes. 
“You always seem to know just the right thing to say. It’s like you understand exactly what I nee—”
Skiti’s lips were on hers before she could finish, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except Skiti’s kiss, the soft sweep of her tongue, the hint of a groan in her breath. Laanda let out a tiny whine as Skiti pulled back, licking her lips, her eyes inscrutable. 
“I wouldn’t want you to get too excited and endanger your stitches.” Skiti’s fingers traced over Laanda’s thigh, sharpening to claws as they raked upward, sending shivers of pleasure echoing through her body. “But I think a certain amount of increased blood flow may actually speed the healing process.” Her hand slipped between Laanda’s legs, cupping her loosely at first, then more firmly as she leaned in lips first, closing her eyes as they kissed again. Skiti’s tongue was everywhere at once, her lips mashing against Laanda’s as she moved her hand in slow circles. Laanda arched into Skiti’s touch, then huffed as Skiti removed her hand and pulled back from the kiss once again. 
“You have to keep your body still or you’ll risk your stitches. Maybe I should stop n—”
“No, no, no,” Laanda murmured, taking Skiti’s hand gently. “I need this.” Her neck throbbed, but other parts of her throbbed harder, and she needed Skiti’s hands on her immediately. 
Skiti locked eyes with Laanda as she pulled off her tunic and shimmied out of her pants and underpants. Laanda’s eyes strayed to the droop of Skiti’s breasts, her thick brown nipples, the forest of black hair between her legs. 
“Gods, you look amazing.” Laanda stood, letting her gaze rise to meet Skiti’s, which burned into her like hotiron. Skiti lifted Laanda’s shirt gingerly over her head, eyes soft and earnest as she undressed her the rest of the way. Laanda felt the heat of Skiti’s face between her legs, and she knew it wasn’t going to happen, but gods she wished Skiti would lick her. 
Skiti’s fingers were what she got instead, gently kneading, teasing her wet and desperate. Laanda gasped as her fingertips slipped in, massaging her with maddening thoroughness as she maneuvered her toward the bed. 
“Why don’t we lie down and get you comfortable.”
Laanda eased onto her pillow, her neck suddenly throbbing again, but she needed this intimacy more than she’d ever needed anything else. Skiti propped herself up on her side, one leg resting on Laanda’s, her eyes deep, almost needy. Her fingers teased her for a while, then slipped out, roaming over Laanda's body. Laanda closed her eyes and let the sensations wash over her. 
“I want more of this.” Skiti’s voice was soft, earnest as she gently twisted one of Laanda’s nipples. “I want to be with you, in the way that…” She pinched harder, then released, sliding over to the other and repeating the process. “I’m not quite ready yet, but…I want to make love to you, and you to me.” Skiti’s hand slid down Laanda’s stomach and inched downward through her pubic hair. Laanda tensed so her body wouldn’t rise toward Skiti’s touch. 
Skiti must have sensed it, for she lifted her hand and used it to tuck a stray lock of hair from her eyes. 
“We can’t make love tonight.” She gestured toward Laanda’s neck, which throbbed in response. “And we might have to take baby steps.”
“I only want what you want. You don’t have to—” 
“Oh, believe me, I have to.” Skiti’s hand dropped to Laanda’s thigh, and soon she was toying with Laanda again. “My mind has been on fire with thoughts of what we might do together, what we will do together. When I am ready. When we are ready.” Her thumb brushed against Laanda’s clit, sending such a jolt through her that she barely held her flinch. “But not tonight.” Her thumb circled, and Laanda’s breath grew ragged as she fought to keep her electrified body still. Skiti had done many things to her before, but they had never been so intimate. She pleaded with her eyes, and Skiti smirked as she leaned in to kiss her again, fingers feathering across her folds, thumb rubbing her clit with such delicacy it made her want to turn inside out. 
Laanda gripped Skiti’s thigh as her pleasure rose, and her body took over when she came, stretching out to occupy all available space to make room for the waves of pleasure ripping through her. Her hips began to lift, but Skiti hooked her leg over both of Laanda’s and pinned her down even as her fingers sent Laanda spiraling even higher. She gasped for breath, and Skiti swung her body atop Laanda’s to keep her still as she rode out the long, stuttering wave of her orgasm. 
Skiti’s brow furrowed, and she leaned in to wipe Laanda’s neck, holding up a drop of blood on her finger. Laanda put her hand to her neck, testing the edges of the wound tentatively, wincing when her finger got too close. 
“At least the stitches held.”
Skiti grabbed a cloth and dabbed at the wound, still naked, her fingers perfumed with Laanda’s scent. 
“It should be fine. I wasn’t going to…” She flushed, looking down, biting her smiling lip. “I was just going to tease you a little bit, to get the blood flowing. But when I thought about…all the things we’re going to do when you’re better, my fingers took on a mind of their own.”
“I want to give you pleasure as you give me.” Laanda’s heart twisted at this simple phrase she’d waited far too long to say, then melted as Skiti leaned down to kiss her. Warm lips pressed to hers, palm stretched across her chest. 
“I want that, too. More than anything in the world. Which is why it’s so important that you not get yourself killed out there.”
Laanda’s hand flew to her forehead as thoughts of the two destroyed purifiers buzzed back into her mind, along with the strange mushroom-headed creatures with their retractable stony arms. 
“I’ll try,” she sighed. “But if we don’t get rid of those creatures, everything we’ve done so far has been for nothing.”
“Everything we’ve done so far has brought us closer together than I ever imagined possible. Is that nothing to you?”
Laanda’s heart felt so full she was sure it would burst. 
“Skiti, you’re everything to me.” She gripped Skiti’s shoulders, fighting away tears as they stared into each other’s eyes. “But if we don’t take control of this place and make it ours, where will we go? I want a home for you and me, and I want it to be here.”
Skiti’s voice was hopeful but laced with worry. 
“Your lips to the gods’ ears.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda wore her stoniest expression as she sat around the table with her makeshift council. She’d called four to breakfast: Skiti and Heuli for their technical knowledge and disinclination toward violence, and Madaz and his lieutenant Juun for the strategic side. This was a military campaign as much as it was a technological challenge, and she needed balanced voices from both sides. 
“I’m going to ask each of you how you can contribute to defeating the creatures that destroyed our purifiers. Until we do that, all technical questions are moot. Madaz, your thoughts.” 
Madaz furrowed his brow, shaking his head gently. “The blow you landed should have chopped its arm clean off, and you barely drew blood.”
“But I did draw blood.” Laanda pointed in the air and made eye contact with each of them. Skiti’s eyes were dark with concern. She was right to worry, but that wasn’t going to stop Laanda from claiming their new home. “If it bleeds, we can kill it. We just need to figure out its weak points.”
“The neck is an obvious choice if you can get close enough to land a blow.” Madaz scratched his beard. 
“Maybe—” Juun’s voice rose, then died as all eyes fell on them. Juun glanced at Skiti and Heuli. “Maybe the omnis can bind their arms and legs so we can topple them and chop off their heads like splitting logs.” Their eyes darted down when they finished, then flickered back up to greet Laanda’s. 
“I like the way you think. Now we’re getting somewhere.”
“You’re neglecting the obvious problem.” Skiti spoke with the quiet confidence of someone with nothing to prove. “Your axe is ensorcelled, and even it barely broke the surface. You think a regular steel axe is going to chop off its head?”
Laanda grunted with annoyance. 
“You’re right.” She’d envisioned herself decapitating them in various ways ever since their first encounter, but then she’d feel again the vibration of the axe deep in her bones, as if she’d struck a stone wall. “You’ve been doing some interesting stuff with the omnis lately. The spear point and the blade are new.”
“And very poorly designed to cut through armor. They’re thin and very sharp, but they’re not going to get through those things’ skin.”
“I may have an idea,” Heuli mumbled, almost to himself. He stared at the table as if in calculation, then raised a finger, his bushy eyebrows arched high on his forehead. All were silent, and he lingered in the gesture for a moment before he spoke.
“I know how we can kill them.” He shook his finger, then pressed it into the tabletop. “I think.” He tapped the table a few times, then pulled his hand back to his beard, sharing a secretive glance with Skiti. 
“Speak, godsdammit!” Laanda found herself yelling, and all conversation stopped in the dining hall for a moment before continuing, somewhat more quietly than before. “This is not a time for secrets.” She glanced at them both, and it was Skiti who spoke. 
“Hotiron-bonded blades,” she said in a weary voice, raising an eyebrow at Heuli, who nodded solemnly.
“If we could get back one of the cores, even the cracked one, we could use the next-gen to bond hotiron to the blades. They’d have to be sharpened again, but in bonded form…” He held out his hand toward Skiti.
“It’ll cut through anything. I saw a demo where they cut through a two-foot block of stone. Of course, the wielder was covered from head to toe in protective gear, goggles, and a tight-fitting mask.”
“How much exposure are we talking?”
Skiti and Heuli shared a worried glance. 
“At least three pings a minute, if I had to guess.” Skiti glanced at Heuli, who nodded. 
“At least. We’d equip the heads of the weapons with lead shielding for when they’re not in use, but in battle, you’d be terribly exposed.”
“If it works like you say, the battle won’t last long enough to be a danger.” Laanda looked at Skiti as she said it, weathering her calm glare. It was obvious Skiti hated the idea, but she wouldn’t go against her…Laanda caught herself about to think the word Queen. Such a stupid fucking word, just like the stupid fucking crown and the stupid fucking jewels she wore on ceremonial occasions. Skiti’s gentle touch on her hand brought her back to the table. 
“I’m sure I don’t need to say that I don’t like it.” Skiti’s voice was measured, but a tremor crept in. “But I will support this plan if we can’t come up with a better one, provided you promise to pay attention to the count.”
“I’m not sure how much good that’s going to do if her necklace starts pinging like mad when we’re in the middle of a fight.” Madaz’s face was grim, but his eyes showed a spark. He was almost as eager for battle as Laanda was. 
“Other ideas?” Laanda looked from face to face, searching for answers or signs of hesitation or dissent, but found none. “Then we need to devise a plan to recover the hotiron cores so we can prepare our weapons. Skiti, Heuli, work with Vee on how to best use the omnis in this endeavor.” Skiti shot her a resigned glance, then nodded. “Madaz, Juun, brief the Guard and make them ready. We’re going in with a small crew, six Guard, plus Skiti and Vee. We need to move fast and avoid a fight if we can until we’re properly armed. Heuli, I want you to stay behind and work out what you’ll need to do to bond hotiron to the blades. And see if there’s anything you can do to boost the remaining purifier’s efficiency.” 
They sat in silence, dark glances flitting across the table in all directions. 
“We can fucking do this.” Laanda steeled her voice with resolve, standing and adding a note of hope as she continued. “Jagged Shard is our home now. These mushroom-headed fucks will get the message sooner or later. Dismissed.”
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Skiti walked quickly at Laanda’s side, twitching at every noise, heart thumping irregularly in her chest. She and Laanda did not speak; she recognized Laanda’s battle breath huffing inside her helmet and left her to her preparations. Though Skiti hoped there would be no need for violence, Laanda fought best when she kept her blood up. Skiti’s mind spun picturing how she’d use the omni to lash the creatures’ arms to their bodies. Would it hold against their strength? How hard would they be to knock over?  
The other beasties in the mine seemed to have learned their lesson. Nothing disturbed them as they passed through the passage and galleries, reaching the door to the lower level without a ping from Laanda’s necklace. Laanda stopped by the door, flipping up her visor and eyeing everyone. 
“We all know the drill. We move at a fast walk, as quietly as we can. We don’t attack except in defense. Remember, your weapons might serve to keep them at bay, but if we get into an extended fight, we’ve already lost. We get in, grab a core, and get out.” Skiti held up the omni case, which Heuli had lined with lead and modified to fit a hotiron core, though some emissions would no doubt leak out if the cracked core were stored inside it. Laanda nodded and flipped down her visor. 
“Let’s do this.”
Even in full armor, Laanda walked so fast that Skiti struggled to keep up. Laanda’s necklace pinged soon after they entered the lower level, and it only pinged a second time when they were within sight of the blast door. The blue light of the hotiron core still shone onto the ceiling above the wreck of the purifier. 
“Well, that’s a small relief,” Skiti murmured as she pulled on her protective gloves and goggles. “I was worried they’d have taken the core.”
Laanda nodded, gesturing the others forward. They advanced as they had decided, with Laanda and Skiti in front, Vee, Madaz, and Juun behind them, and the other four Guard following.  
Laanda’s necklace pinged again as they approached. “That’s three,” Laanda said. “Quickly!” 
Skiti knelt by the core, fumbling the case open with her heavy gloves and setting the core inside as Laanda’s necklace pinged once again. 
“Four,” Laanda called as Skiti snapped the case closed. Even with the goggles’ protection, Skiti still had a jagged bright blue line in her vision from the crack in the hotiron core. She felt a rumbling through her feet as she slid the goggles atop her head. She looked to Laanda, who took a defensive position with her axe, rotating in all directions. Rock exploded from the ground not ten feet from where they were standing. Two of the stony, mushroom-headed creatures burst forth, their arms cracking as they extended at odd angles from their bodies. 
“Give the case to Vee,” Laanda hissed. Vee took it from Skiti’s hand and took off sprinting even before Laanda shouted, “Run!”
One of the creatures disappeared into the hole it had emerged from with a rocky crunch while the other cracked its legs apart and closed on Laanda in two irregular strides. Laanda’s axe clanged off its head, sending a chunk of its stony exoskeleton clattering across the floor. The creature swung a clublike fist at Laanda, hitting her in the chest and sending her tumbling back to the floor ten feet away. Skiti shucked her gloves in a panic as the creature closed on Laanda, who was struggling to her feet. Skiti thumbed the omni and sent out a hooked cord around its arms, binding them together loosely. It turned toward her and yanked on the cord, and she almost lost her grip on the omni as the release mechanism hitched. She got it unstuck just in time to prevent the creature from pulling the omni from her fingers, then willed it to tighten around the creature’s arms, pinning them awkwardly to its head. 
Laanda roared in with her axe and hit the seam between the shoulder and arm plating, sending a shower of blood and bits of exoskeleton into the air. Red blood, no different from Timon or Maer or human or hulshag, the scientist in Skiti noted. 
Shouts rang out from where the rest of the group was running. Skiti whirled to see the other creature burst from the ground right in their midst, spilling them into a loose scramble. The Guard closed in with their axes and battered the creature, whose only reaction was to swing its arms wide and knock two of them flying backward. 
Laanda swung again at the creature facing her, connecting with its neck this time with a deafening crack. The creature’s bulbed head slumped to the side as its body fell to the ground like a stone pillar. 
“Come on!” Laanda yelled, hefting her bloody axe and charging toward the melee. 
Vee had her omni wrapped around the creature’s legs, binding them tight. Two of the Guard charged, and the creature sent one of them tumbling to the ground with a wild swing of its arms, but the other Guard made contact, riding it to the ground and rolling out of reach of its flailing limbs. Skiti arrived as Laanda charged, and her omni caught the creature’s arms before it could raise them to defend itself. Laanda’s axe hit it full in the chest, cracking the exoskeleton, but no blood came out. The creature’s arms whipped back and forth with jerky motions, and Skiti felt the omni coming apart beneath her fingers. She cried out as she tried to pull it back, but the creature gave a mighty shake, and the tip of the omni snapped off, then fell apart as a tangle of wires and cables. 
Laanda roared as her axe came crashing down again, pinning one of its wrists to its neck as the blade again found a weak point between its armored plates and sank deep into its flesh. Its other hand shot out in a fist, lightning-quick, and popped Laanda on the helmet. Skiti’s stomach dropped as Laanda’s axe slipped from her fingers and her body crumpled to the floor. 
Skiti’s brain raged, and she charged the creature, extending the remains of her omni into a long tube. She unlocked the safety with a few quick flicks of her thumb and sent the hotiron core blasting out the end of the tube like blue lightning. The creature’s body stiffened, convulsed, and went still, smoke rising from a ragged hole in its chest. 
The ping of Laanda’s necklace broke the silence of the battle’s aftermath. 
“Add one to your count,” Madaz said, looking at the remaining group members and the four who had fallen. 
Skiti crouched over Laanda, lifting her faceplate and letting out a sigh of relief as she heard air whistling through Laanda’s nose. 
“She’s alive,” she called to Madaz, who was tending to the fallen Guard, two of whom hadn’t moved since being struck. “Come back to me, my Qu—my Monarch.” 
Laanda’s eyes fluttered open, and she looked around in bewilderment for a moment before her face eased into a pained smile. 
“You remembered,” Laanda said softly. 
“I need to come up with a better word though. Still sounds too formal.”
“We’ll have plenty of—” Laanda grimaced as she tried to push up to sitting, then fell back down into Skiti’s waiting hands. “I think I’ll just lie here for a minute and see if things stop spinning.” Skiti gripped her gauntleted hand, and Laanda returned her grip, even as she closed her eyes. Skiti looked up to see Madaz closing the eyes of one of the Guard while another was helping Juun to their feet. Laanda’s necklace pinged again. 
“Add one to your fucking count,” Laanda groaned. “Help me get up.” She gripped Skiti’s hand, gritting her teeth as she leveraged herself to sitting. Skiti wanted to tell her to stay there and rest; she was in no condition to walk. But if the necklace kept pinging, they’d be in the danger zone even before they got out of the lower level. She supported half of Laanda’s weight as she pulled her to standing, but Laanda regained her footing soon enough. 
“Status?” Laanda asked Madaz. 
“Tadus is dead. Kifa can walk with help. The rest of us are fine.” The way he held his axe showed he was anything but fine, but he could walk. 
Laanda’s necklace pinged again. 
“Fuck. Add one to your count and get your asses moving!” Laanda accepted Skiti’s hand to steady her as she walked. By the time they exited the lower level and locked the blast door behind them, it had pinged two more times. 
“It’s the core,” Vee said, her face pale. “I should run ahead.”
“We’ll keep two with you.”
“With respect, we don’t have two who can keep up.” Skiti felt Laanda’s stride falter, then resume a little faster. 
“Madaz, pick your two who will slow her down the least.” Laanda gave Skiti’s hand a gentle squeeze through her gauntlet as two of the Guard picked up the pace and followed Vee speeding off into the enchanted fungal forest of the open gallery. Laanda picked up her pace again, and everyone managed to just keep up. Halfway through the middle gallery, one of the Guard started coughing and had to stop.
“I’ll stay with him until he catches his breath. You go. We’ll catch up.” Madaz’s eyes burned dark out of his faceplate. 
Laanda opened her mouth as if to speak, then her necklace pinged. 
“Add one to your count. Fuck! We’ve actually managed to make it worse in here.” She tugged Skiti’s hand. “We’ll send reinforcements the second we get back. They’ll get you home safe.”
Madaz clapped her on the shoulder, then turned to Kifa, who was still hunched over his knees, smiling through gritted teeth. 
“Double your hotstone ration if you make it back in one piece.” Laanda turned worried eyes toward Skiti. “Let’s go.”
Skiti held Laanda’s hand as they marched along. By now she could tell Laanda didn’t need it, not for walking anyway. It was nice to be needed like this, not for what she could do, but for who she was. The necklace pinged as they exited the middle gallery and the tall, clifflike space gave way to a cramped tunnel with two sets of rails leading off into the darkness. 
“They should be getting close by now.” Laanda seemed to count in her head. “I count nine, you?” 
“I think so?” Skiti’s brain was frazzled from all the violence, but it sounded right. “I knew before we went in it could go above ten. We’ll just have to—”
A crash sounded behind them, followed by a shriek, and a short cacophony of battle that ended in a blood-curdling roar. 
“Waadrech,” Skiti whispered.
Laanda gripped her axe, turning toward the sound, but Skiti gripped her arm and spun her back around. 
“They’re gone, and we will be too if we don’t get out of here before the waadrech finds us,” she hissed. 
Laanda huffed inside her helmet, then gave a curt nod and lumbered into a run. Skiti jogged at her side, heart clenching as she thought of Madaz and Kifa. Gone in an instant. The waadrech could easily catch up to them, and with her omni reduced to a jagged rod, she wouldn’t be much help in that fight. They barreled into the last gallery, whose low ceilings felt like they were closing in on them as they ran, legs aching and lungs burning even before they flew through the door and closed it behind them. 
They leaned against the door, hands clutched together, heaving for breath. Skiti looked up the winding staircase ahead of them, wondering if her legs had that much more in them. As their breath calmed, they stood in silence, listening. No dragon came to hound them, and no footsteps followed theirs. Laanda’s necklace pinged once again. They shared a heavy glance, then Laanda’s eyes sparked with a sliver of unexpected joy. 
“Race you to the heavens!” Laanda brushed Skiti out of the way as she darted across the landing and started tearing up the stairs. 
“You always were a cheat!” Skiti called as she forced her leaden legs to churn up the endless stairs, just like when they were kids in the Deepfold. Stair number eleven of the keep was the longest; they’d pretend it led all the way up to heaven and have races to the top that often ended in a few scrapes and bruises. Skiti’s body felt like she’d fallen down an equivalent height of stairs, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to let slow-ass Laanda beat her to the top. She passed her halfway up, bumping her with her hip as she ran. Laanda growled but said nothing, and Skiti kept just a dozen or so stairs between them the rest of the way. Laanda’s necklace pinged, and she put on a burst of speed, closing the gap between them. That final ping lit a fire in Skiti that had her powering through the burning in her legs, and she maintained her lead to the very end. 
“Oh, thank the gods,” Heuli said as they burst into the hall. He looked over their shoulder as if he might see someone else exiting the stairwell. 
Laanda released Skiti’s hand, shaking her head. 
“Madaz and Kifa were killed by the waadrech.”
Heuli closed his eyes and put a hand to his forehead. 
“May the Depths receive their souls.”
Everyone murmured the same as they stood in silence, touching their foreheads, for a long moment. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda’s chest sported a purple, pink, and yellow flower of a bruise, and she winced whenever she moved her arms. The healers had done what they could without doming, but even through her armor, the creature’s fist had done serious damage. Skiti guided her to the bed after her shower, covering her with a blanket but leaving her chest exposed. She warmed up the ointment by rubbing her hands together for a moment before spreading it gently across the bruise. Laanda hissed in a breath at her touch, but Skiti was gentle, and Laanda’s body soon relaxed. Skiti turned Laanda’s head to get a better look at her neck wound, which was doing surprisingly well, considering what Laanda had been through. She dabbed a bit of the ointment on there as well, figuring it couldn’t hurt, and after all, Laanda was their—she stopped the word before it came into her mind. 
“You were amazing down there.” She cupped Laanda’s cheek, and Laanda’s eyes flickered between Skiti’s eyes and her lips. Skiti felt her mouth quirk into a smile as she moved in to kiss Laanda, a soft, almost chaste kiss, one she found herself wanting to repeat immediately. She resisted. For a moment. Laanda tried to pull her in more deeply, but Skiti kept things soft. Kissing had always been a bit of a mystery to her until recently; she did it when Laanda needed it during their sessions, but she’d never needed it herself. Not like this. A little whine grew in Laanda’s throat, and Skiti pulled back, twirling her fingers through Laanda’s soft beard. 
“You need your rest, Majesty.”
Laanda made doe eyes, then snickered for a moment before her face contorted with pain. Her hands hovered over her chest, and she managed a deep breath, then nodded up at Skiti. 
“I don’t feel very majestic at the moment,” Laanda grumbled. 
Skiti’s fingers clenched in her beard, and she hovered over Laanda’s face, which froze in surprise. 
“Listen up, Laanda. You’re the most majestic fucking person I’ve ever met, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you forget it.” Her voice had gotten a little heated, and she cooled it as she continued. “You’re stronger than any Timon I know, and no one else’s axe hits like yours.” Laanda opened her mouth to object, and Skiti slipped a finger over it to shush her. Laanda didn’t like praise, but it was time she heard some.
“I’m not finished, and you will hear me out. In addition to being strong and fierce in battle, you keep cool under pressure, you consider others’ feelings, you’re smart as hell—don’t try to deny it!” She pressed her finger harder against Laanda’s lips as she tried to speak. “You always got better grades in school. You made it look easy! And speaking of looks, Laanda, godsdamn, I could just stare at you all day. You know I’m not attracted to bodies as a rule, but the strength in that body of yours, how you could break me in the blink of an eye, but you never would.” Skiti’s eyes had grown misty, even as tendrils of desire flickered deep inside her. 
“Are you going to get to the part where you kiss me again?” Laanda’s voice was so soft, so needy, Skiti's lips descended again. It took every dram of Skiti’s restraint not to linger in the kiss or deepen it, as Laanda’s hungry lips and tongue sought to do. 
“Easy, Majesty.” Skiti shed her robe and eased under the blanket. She nestled into Laanda’s armpit, savoring her warmth, the familiar musk of her body. Lying skin to skin like this felt surreal, but also very concretely real at the same time. They were here together, naked, in this bed. There would be no orgasms this night, no pushing Laanda up to her edge and hurling her over. Just this closeness she had never imagined possible with the only person she had ever wanted it with. Laanda winced when Skiti eased her arm and leg onto Laanda’s side, but once they were properly nestled, she hummed in contentment. 
“I like that,” Laanda murmured. “Majesty. It’s not too feminine, but not entirely masculine either.”
“I promise I’ll only call you that when I mean it.” Skiti nuzzled in for a kiss, and Laanda’s fingers crept over her forearm, kneading it like a kitten. “Majesty,” she whispered before losing herself in Laanda’s slow, tender kisses. Her body warmed, tensing toward Laanda, but she held herself back even as Laanda’s fingers slid up her arms and fondled her biceps. They lay there, bodies molded together, breath mingling between soft kisses. Any urgency had fled, replaced with the need to just be together. In time they drifted off, lips still touching, their shared warmth pulling Skiti into the cozy darkness of sleep.
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Laanda had to pee so badly that her stomach ached, but Skiti was nestled so perfectly against her, and she had no idea when they’d be able to have this again. She needed it, right now and all the time, so she waited until Skiti awoke with a twitch of her arms and an adorable little squeak.  
“Hey, you.” Skiti’s fingertips traced lines across Laanda’s face. “How do you feel?” 
Laanda winced as she tried to push up to sitting, collapsing at the searing pain in her chest. 
“Skundir’s balls, that hurts!” She tried to grit out a smile as she said it. 
“That’s it. Bed rest for you today.”
“You’re not a healer.”
Skiti pushed up onto her elbow, eyes stern and a little hurt. 
“No, I’m not a healer.” Her eyes softened, sending Laanda’s heart spinning. “I don’t know what I am to you, but I hoped—”
“You’re absolutely everything to me.”
“What would you call me? Us? This relationship? I’m your, what, girlfriend?”
Laanda couldn’t decide if the glimmer in Skiti’s eyes was rising tears or mirth.
“You’re not a girl, so no. You’re my…anchor.”
Skiti shook her head. “Try again. Like you’re introducing me to your long-lost great-aunt.”
“This is Skiti, my…” Laanda hesitated under Skiti’s intent gaze. “My partner.” 
Skiti blinked, her eyes still wet, and let out a shaky sigh.
“Okay.” She smiled as she wiped away tears. “I’ll take it.”
Laanda reached out to touch her face, but the pain stopped her before she could complete the gesture. She imagined Skiti in the traditional finemail bonding dress, tiara on her head, hair and beard braided with silver filigree, standing before the assembled group in the temple back in the Deepfold. Jagged Shard’s meeting hall did not have the architectural grace of the temple, but its utilitarian design felt appropriate for their bonding ceremony. Laanda would wear her armor, polished to a shine, though she wouldn’t wear her helmet or gauntlets. She needed her hands and lips free to be bound together with Skiti’s. 
“What are you thinking about?” Skiti asked, her voice soft but rising with curiosity. 
“Nothing,” Laanda lied. She’d only dreamed of getting bonded to Skiti before, but after all that had happened, the closeness that had grown between them, it now felt inevitable. Once they had claimed Jagged Shard as their own, she would lay her forever claim to Skiti as well.
“I’m going to go fetch one of the healers,” Skiti said. “Now that everything’s calmed down, maybe they can speed things along with some doming.” 
“Gods, I fucking wish doming didn’t work.” The pressure under the steel bowls was excruciating, which was half the reason she’d sent the healers away the night before, but she wouldn’t be ready to go for days at this rate without a little help. 
“The sooner we get you healed…” Skiti’s fingers trailed along Laanda’s shoulder, down her arms, and locked with her fingers. Laanda gripped hers tight. 
“The sooner we can rid the mine of these walking stone mushrooms and have some peace and quiet around here!” Laanda’s voice rose, sparking a twinge of pain in her chest. Skiti nodded, eyes inscrutable. 
“When Jagged Shard is ours, this peace and quiet will be shattered by your cries of ecstasy.” Skiti gripped her hand with a strength Laanda found difficult to match, face drifting closer, eyes locked on hers. Laanda’s lips parted as she melted into Skiti’s kiss, heat building inside just from the taste of her, the silky texture of her tongue. Skiti’s fingers released, trailing across her stomach, tangling in the hair around her navel, circling. Laanda let out a little moan she didn’t know she was holding as Skiti’s lips pulled away. 
“You need to rest. I’ll send a healer.” Skiti kissed her once more, then rose from the bed, her face flushed and her eyes soft. Gods, Laanda wanted her so much. Wanted to feel her. Smell her. Taste her. 
What was left of Laanda’s heart walked out the door with Skiti. Laanda was alone with her pain once again, a helpless, useless leader who deserved no titles, no respect, for she had not earned them. Not yet. They had accomplished their mission, but at too great a cost. Without Madaz, and with several more injured, the ranks of the Guard were growing thin. But even the least of the Guard was worth two normal Timon. If they could make this hotiron bonding thing happen, they’d cut through the creatures as if their heads actually were mushrooms. But how many of them were there? And would there be effects from the repeated exposure to hotiron emissions? Laanda’s mind spun through a hundred worst-case scenarios, which blurred together as she descended into a fugue state tangential to sleep. 
She awoke to a boot scuff and a cleared throat. The healer stood in the doorway with an overstuffed leather bag that almost certainly had a set of doming bowls inside it. 
“Your Majesty,” said the healer, bowing his head. 
“Did Skiti put you up to that?”
He cracked a confused grin, which twisted toward panic as Laanda dead-eyed him for a moment before flashing a perfunctory smile. 
“Just Laanda, if you please.”
“Very well, Laanda.” He set the bag beside the bed, wiping disinfectant on his hands. “Let’s see what we have here.”
He was thorough but efficient, precise with his touch and sparse with his words. The first dome went into place with only a slight twitch of pain. As he added each one, the pressure ratcheted up, bringing an uncomfortable but not quite painful heat around the wound. By the time he set the fourth dome into place, she wanted to rip off her skin, but he brought her back with his gentle patter about the accommodations, the rations, and the tech, letting off odd little hums as he worked. Before long, the burn was replaced by numbness, and Laanda’s eyes slitted. 
“I’ll be back to check on you in half an hour. You want me to send someone to sit with you just in case?”
Laanda shook her head and closed her eyes. “I’ll be fine.”
She dozed the moment the healer left and awoke to his little hums and the shift in pressure as he worked the outermost dome loose. Laanda winced as it popped off, but it didn’t hurt as much as she’d expected. The next one was a bit worse, and the third made her cry out in surprise as it pulled free of her oiled skin. His fingers nudged at the final dome, and Laanda braced for the worst. He closed his eyes, put both hands on the dome, and the pressure dissipated in an instant. He set it aside with the others, smiling as he leaned down to inspect the bruise, which was half its former size and much lighter in color already. 
“That’s a really excellent result,” he said, beaming at her. “You’re body’s been triggered to absorb it, so it should be good as new in a day or three.”
“Three?” Laanda sat halfway up, grunting through the pain, which lessened as she stayed in place, propped up on her elbows. 
“Look, you’re the Queen. You can do whatever you want. But I’m obliged to give you my advice: don’t go into combat for at least two days. You do not want to get hit there again before it’s healed.”
“I appreciate your candor, and I’ll take your advice. And since we’re being candid, I should say I’m not using that title anymore. It’s just Laanda.”
“That ti—” His eyes lit up, then went serious. “Understood, Laanda. I’ll check in on you in the morning, unless—”
Laanda waved him off. “Thank you, Lemas. I hate doming, and you made it almost not terrible.”
He quirked a smile and nodded, then was gone. 
Laanda pushed herself up to sitting, gritting her teeth against the inevitable jabs of pain. It was manageable, as long as she kept breathing. She sat for a while until her breath steadied, then stood using the strength of her legs more than her arms. She winced in pain, but she steeled herself against it and was soon padding to the bathroom. She was able to relieve herself easily enough but raising her hands to wash her face proved surprisingly difficult. She settled for a splash and dry. She heard the door close, the sound of boots hitting the floor, and Skiti’s familiar footsteps, which stopped suddenly.
“What in the honeycombed fuck?” Skiti murmured. 
“I had to go to the bathroom.” Laanda stepped into the doorway. 
“You had a bucket.”
“It’s not very majestic to go in a bucket, is it?”
Skiti stepped closer, her gaze softening. 
“How are you, really?”
“It hurts like a traitor if I move too fast, but I can manage.” Laanda was suddenly aware of the acrid stink of her unwashed body. It was always worse after combat. She’d barely been able to splash water on her face, let alone wash her hair or pits. 
“You should be in bed resting.” Skiti’s fingertips grazed her arm, which warmed at the touch. 
“I’d rest a lot better if I didn’t smell like a hulshag’s taint. Want to help me into the shower?” 
Skiti’s eyes sparkled when she laughed. She stepped closer, her fingers ghosting up Laanda’s bicep, sending shivers up her neck and across her scalp. 
“This feels like a thinly veiled excuse to get naked with me.”
“I think it can be both.” 
“I’ll get the water going.” Her fingers trailed off Laanda as she slipped past her, wrestling herself out of her tunic as she went. Laanda watched her undress, then walk to the shower, wrangling the ancient handles to get the water temperature right. She turned around, all svelte curves and thick tufts of dark hair, and beckoned with her eyes as steam swirled around her. Tingles rose deep in Laanda’s belly as she forced herself to take slow, careful steps toward the shower. Skiti took her hand and put her other arm around Laanda’s back, angling her in so the water was behind her, hot and soothing on her scalp. Skiti’s fingers traced along her collarbone as she stared down at her bruise. 
“Let me get a lather going.” Skiti wet the soap and rubbed a thick lather into her hands, then motioned for Laanda to turn around. She luxuriated in the hot water splashing against her face, battering the dirt and grime away as Skiti’s strong fingers worked the lather into every square inch of her scalp and along the length of her hair. She’d always worn it long, but it had always grated on her as well. Most warriors wore their hair short, but as Queen, she was expected to wear her hair and beard long. She’d kept both within reasonable limits, but they got in the way of helmet and armor and were a constant irritation in the field. 
“Should I cut my hair short?” Laanda asked as Skiti lathered up her shoulders, back, and ass with gentle thoroughness.
“I’ve always thought you’d look amazing in short hair.” Skiti’s hands worked their way down Laanda’s legs, fingers rubbing lather between her toes. She paused to lather again, then ran her hands up the inside of Laanda’s thighs and cleaned her with sure and practiced care. Her fingers did not linger where Laanda dearly wished they would, and pressing her ass into Skiti did not change the outcome. 
“Turn around.”
Laanda did as she was told, and Skiti seemed to study her face and hair. She held her hands up to frame Laanda’s face, then smiled. 
“Yes, about this long.” She held out her thumb and index finger two inches apart. “A little longer on the top, I think. I could do that for you tomorrow. The hotiron bonding is taking longer than anticipated, so even if you were ready to go back into battle, which you won’t be, we wouldn’t have the weapons.”
Laanda sighed. In her mind, she was going out to finish the creatures tomorrow and win them the home they needed and deserved. 
“Raise your arms a little if you can.” Laanda complied, though it hurt like the seven devils. Skiti massaged lather into her armpits and all across the front of her body. Her touch was gentle around the wound and firm elsewhere, and as before her fingers moved with thorough efficiency. Heat pooled in Laanda’s core, but Skiti never set spark to it, so she remained in limbo as Skiti rinsed her off. They swapped places, and Laanda shivered a bit, but it was worth it to watch Skiti shower. She handled her body like a rugged tool, shucking lather under her arms and between her legs, then covering the rest of her body in a few quick swipes. Once she’d run her fingers roughly over every part of her body, Skiti raised her arms and rinsed, turning around and affording Laanda a panoramic view of her strong, supple curves. 
“Talk about majesty,” Laanda murmured, watching the water cascade down her body. 
Skiti turned around, looking down at herself and frowning. 
“Does my body really turn you on?”
“Oh gods yes.” Laanda’s eyes devoured Skiti’s perfectly idiosyncratic body, then rose to meet her gaze. 
“This may be hard for you then.” Skiti stepped back under the water, clutching her breasts with one arm as her other hand slid down between her legs. “I always do this in the shower, and since we’re living together now, I figure you ought to get used to seeing it.” 
Skiti’s face tensed with concentration as she worked herself up, eyes closed, jaw clenched, breathing hard through her nose. Laanda was throbbing for contact, and she lowered a hand slowly down between her legs. 
Skiti’s eyes popped open and she gave a little shake of her head, then closed them again, her hand moving faster and her neck straining. Laanda pulled her hand back, steeling herself against the desire flooding her body as she watched Skiti’s fingers move at a frantic pace, then stop suddenly as her body froze. Her legs gave a little shake, then another. She let out a hoarse breath as her body relaxed, hands falling to her side, mouth stretched into a lazy smile, eyes shiny with bliss. 
“Was that as good for you as it was for me?” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda was nursing her tea in the dining hall when she heard it: a deep vibration like a great drill, followed by an explosion of rock. She turned to Skiti, who knocked her bench back as she stood and brandished her backup omni. 
“Mushroom heads.” Laanda grimaced as she said it, but she hadn’t come up with a better name for them and it seemed to have stuck. She stood with minimal pain and reached for her axe but found only her wrist axe, which felt small and impotent in her hand. Skiti had convinced her to leave her great axe in the room, to save her strength. She doubted the wrist axe would pierce even a joint. 
“You!” Laanda called to one of the other diners, who touched their chest with a questioning look, then nodded when she blinked yes. “Run for a Guard and send them to me.” They spun up and out of the room, and the silent pitch of their whistle tickled her inner ear. She hoped the mushroom heads weren’t sensitive to the frequency. 
“You three, stay with me. Do you have weapons?” Two of them pulled out wrist axes, but the other had only a knife. Another set of vibrations rang through the floor.
“I’ll run and get your axe,” Skiti said over her shoulder as she ran toward the door. 
“If we’re not here when you get back, follow the sound of battle.”
Skiti flashed her a dark, piercing look, then whipped through the door, her footsteps echoing after. Laanda’s heart twinged to take her leave in that way, but she forced herself back into the moment and gestured toward the other three. 
“Flip your table and set up a perimeter with the others.” They busied themselves arranging the furniture like a shield around them, but it wouldn’t slow the mushroom heads much. A third set of vibrations followed, and a fourth. It was impossible to tell where they were coming from, but they had to be here for the hotiron cores. Laanda mentally calculated the time and distance to her axe and to the makeshift laboratory Heuli had set up. Shouts and clashes filtered in, not too far away. There was no time to wait. She met the frightened eyes of the others and tried to project calm strength. 
“I’m going after them. I need at least one of you to stay behind until Skiti gets here. The others can stay put or come with me.”
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Skiti’s legs burned as she ran past the dining hall, pausing just long enough to see that Laanda was no longer there. Two Timon stood with hand weapons, pointing in the direction she’d been heading. Skiti nodded, tapped the doorway, and sped off toward the sound of battle ringing down the corridor.  
Three bodies lay next to a pair of the mushroom heads’ signature holes outside the laboratory door, which had been wrenched from its hinges. Several more bodies adorned the floor inside, including one of the mushroom heads. Shouts and clangs echoed out, and Skiti leapt over the bodies and charged into the room, Laanda’s great axe in one hand, her backup omni in the other. She slipped in a pool of blood and almost lost her feet. When she steadied herself, she saw Laanda blocking one of the creatures’ clublike arms with her wrist axe while two more flailed against a group of Guard hacking at them with axes. Two of the Guard were sent flying by a blow from one of their stony limbs, and Skiti sent out a pair of hooked cables to bind the two creatures together. 
“Laanda!” Skiti shouted, tossing the great axe once Laanda had recovered from the attack. Laanda sheathed her wrist axe and caught the great axe in one fluid move, which continued into a powerful horizontal strike at the creature’s neck that came in just above the arms it tried to raise to defend itself. The blade cracked the exoskeleton and sank into the flesh, and the creature’s head bobbled to the side as it slumped to the ground like a pile of rocks. Laanda let out a roar as she charged the other two creatures, who were straining against Skiti’s omni. She had to keep adjusting the tension so they wouldn’t break it. She wasn’t used to the controls on this omni, and it was like operating the device wearing gloves. She risked an increase in tension as Laanda’s axe flew toward one of the creatures’ necks. It whipped its head sideways so the blade missed the neck but hit the underside of its head, what would have been its jaw if it were a Timon, splitting the exoskeleton from within and sending a torrent of blood to the floor. The creature flailed as it fell, bringing the other down with it. Laanda’s axe repeated the same precise stroke on the other, sending a jet of blood into the air, which fell on her like rain. 
She jerked her axe out of its head and leaned on it, breathing heavily, her face contorted in pain. Blood dripped from her beard, and a crazed smile formed on her lips as she stood up straight, holding her axe high. 
“Who runs Jagged Shard?” she shouted, eyes locking on all those still standing. 
“We do!” came the shouting chorus of Guard. Five still stood, with six on the ground, three of them obviously dead. 
Laanda knelt by the body of one of the dead, and the room went silent as she closed their eyes and murmured a few solemn words. 
“May the Depths receive their souls,” she said hoarsely, bloody hand on her bloody forehead.
They all touched their foreheads in silence. 
She repeated this on the remaining dead as the others tended to the wounded. One ran off for medical supplies, and Laanda limped over to Skiti, still gripping her gory axe, favoring her right shoulder.
“Oh gods, Laanda.” Skiti wrapped her arms tight around her, blood and gore be damned, as her pent-up terror flooded through her. “I’m so glad you’re all right.” She clung to Laanda, crying into her cheek, breath hot in each other’s ears. Laanda squeezed her tight, then relaxed and pulled back, surveying the carnage around her.  
“We’re done waiting.” She shifted her shoulder, wincing in pain. “Today, we tend to our wounded and pay our respects to the dead. Tomorrow, we hunt the rest of these mushroom-headed fucks down and paint the walls of this mine with their blood!” 
Skiti’s tears flowed anew, and she let them stream down her cheeks as she stared into Laanda’s bloodshot eyes. This was the Laanda she’d hoped not to see again. The one who cared not if she lived or died, as long as she got her revenge. It was a cycle she hoped would be broken once they left the tragedy of the Deepfold behind, but here they were doing it all over again. 
Battle fuels vengeance, and vengeance fuels battle, as the saying went. 
There had to be a better way. She squeezed Laanda’s hand, taking a step closer.
“Do you want me to help get you cleaned up?” she murmured.
Laanda’s eyes softened for a moment. “Gods yes.” She squeezed Skiti’s hand. “Once we’ve got this sorted out.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Skiti watched Laanda’s every move when they returned to their room. Though she moved stiffly, it seemed to be her shoulder more than her chest that was bothering her. She probably could have washed herself, but her smile was quiet, needy, and Skiti needed it just as much. She was even able to gently wash Laanda’s bruised chest, which was sticky with blood like the rest of her. 
“As much as I enjoy helping you bathe, I dream of a day when I don’t have to wash blood from your body,” Skiti murmured.
“We’ve got the upper hand now. By tomorrow, the Guard’s weapons will be hotiron-bonded. We know how to kill them. They’re predictable in their attacks, easy to block if you have the proper weaponry.” She rotated her shoulder gingerly. “Using that wrist axe to block wasn’t exactly ideal, though.”
“You seem to have come through it well, all things considered.” Skiti washed herself now that Laanda was clean, and she noticed Laanda watching her intently. She’d nearly died of embarrassment masturbating in front of Laanda the night before, but she warmed beneath Laanda’s gaze, and she took an extra long time lathering her body and cleaning between her legs. Laanda took a step closer, eyes devouring Skiti’s body even as her hands stayed at her sides, strong fingers pressing into her muscular thighs. Skiti rubbed herself, letting her fingers tease up and down and brush gently against her clit. She met Laanda’s hungry gaze as she slipped two fingers in, savoring the pressure, imagining Laanda’s fingers curling up inside her, massaging her just right. 
Skiti let her fingers gently play, but she needed something more. She needed Laanda. She pulled her fingers out and lifted them to Laanda’s waiting mouth. Laanda sucked her fingers deep, moaning as she milked them, until Skiti couldn’t take it anymore. She pulled her fingers out, grabbed Laanda’s wrist, and moved Laanda’s hand between her legs. Skiti’s breath grew shallow, and stars whirled in the corner of her vision as Laanda’s fingers threaded through her hair and grazed across her eager folds. 
“Are you sure this is what you want?” Laanda whispered into her ear.
“Yes,” Skiti breathed, clutching Laanda’s broad shoulders as her powerful fingers explored her with utmost gentleness. Skiti was beyond the point of gentle, and she gripped Laanda’s wrist, guiding her fingers inside. Skiti’s heart flooded at the sensation as Laanda’s fingertips brushed against her tender spot, still too gently. 
“Take me roughly, Majesty.”
Laanda’s eyes darkened as she closed for a kiss, pushing Skiti back against the wall with a hand on her chest even as her fingers tightened inside, coaxing Skiti’s pleasure. Her fingers pulled back, then thrust in again, harder this time, and again as Laanda’s tongue explored her mouth and her other hand clutched her breast. Skiti felt small and fragile in Laanda’s powerful grip, and she released control completely as Laanda kissed her, fondled her, and fucked her relentlessly with her fingers. She had scarcely dared to dream of this moment, even in her fantasies, but as Laanda plied her with sure and steady thrusts, she was helpless against the waves of ecstasy welling up within her. She gasped for breath as she came, fingernails digging into Laanda’s shoulder, mouth frozen against her kiss. Her body convulsed, and she collapsed against Laanda, who held pressure at exactly the right spot as Skiti’s pleasure extended in slowly diminishing waves. 
Laanda held her with gentle strength, scooching them back under the hot water, thank the gods. They stood skin to skin, heart to heart. Skiti might have been crying, but tears in the shower didn’t count. Their bodies were one. Skiti’s heart filled like a balloon, ready to fly them both far away from the daily dangers they’d faced since coming here. She didn’t know how much more she could take. If she lost Laanda, she’d lose everything. And that sure as fuck wasn’t going to happen. She gripped Laanda tighter, loosening the pressure when Laanda gave a little grunt of pain. 
“Sorry, I forgot you were injured.”
“You made me forget too, for a while. And now I’m paying the price.” She squeezed Skiti tighter, nuzzling in her hair. “So worth it.”
***
They lay nestled in each other’s flesh, silently staring at the ceiling. Skiti’s body was buzzing in an almost-too-intense way. Only the parts of her touching Laanda were still. The heat and strength of Laanda’s body drew her like a hotiron magnet. 
She felt safe in Laanda’s arms as she never had before, but even this terrified her. Getting this close to another person surely meant losing part of herself in the process. Laanda had so much to give, and Skiti wanted to take it all and more. Part of her worried it would come at a cost to her individual freedom. Another part of her knew she would never be whole without Laanda by her side.
“What are you thinking?” Laanda murmured into her ear. It took a moment to find the words to respond, and they sent chills throughout her body as they came out. 
“I’m thinking, when this is all over, I’d like to ask you to bond with me.”
Laanda’s breath caught, then she breathed “Yes” into Skiti’s ear, pressing closer, arm tightening, breath unsteady. “Yes, yes, yes.”
Skiti melted against her, boneless, as her mind spun images of their bonding day: Laanda majestic in her armor, with a pretty red ribbon around her axe, and Skiti in a finemail rendition of her lab coat. She’d nurtured these images in private, but she’d never allowed herself to think it was possible. 
Now that the words had been said, it was inevitable. Her stomach lurched for a moment, then she craned her neck around to look into Laanda’s eyes, ran her fingers over Laanda’s thick bicep. Certainty filled her like bubble wine as their lips met. Once they’d solved the puzzle of Jagged Shard, she and Laanda would be bonded, and there would never again be a missing piece. 
***
Psst. 
Vee stood in the doorway, though Skiti had not heard her approach. The healer had come by first thing in the morning, and Laanda had fallen asleep with her domes on. Skiti put a finger over her lips as she stood from her chair by the bedside and followed Vee into the hallway. 
“Heuli and I have an idea,” Vee whispered. “Come and see.”
Skiti peeked around the corner at Laanda, who was out cold. Her healing was coming along well, so she’d be able to remove the domes herself if she woke up before Skiti returned. She nodded and followed Vee down the long hallway to the lab, hurrying to keep up with Vee’s long strides. 
“What’s this all about?” Skiti asked once she finally caught up. 
“We’ll talk in the lab.” Vee flashed her a mischievous smile, and Skiti couldn’t help but return it. Vee had always kept to herself, but she was seldom without the hint of a smile, as if the whole world seemed quaint to her, a curiosity. 
Vee used her omni to unlock the door in a fluid motion that took all of one second. She slid it neatly into her belt as she opened the door, gesturing Skiti in first with a sweep of her elegant arm. Heuli sat in the containment chamber in full protective gear, blue light streaming up from a steel case of some kind he was tinkering with. It looked like it was—it definitely was made of the steel shells of their earphones. She supposed they could repurpose them back when things were clear and it was finally time to sound the rock for mining.
“He’s got the resistors calibrated, we think. Now he just has to re-set the lead lining and—”
Heuli pressed the shells closed and tightened the clamp to seal them. He picked up his omni, fiddled with the buttons, and the end shone with a faint blue light. He pointed the light at the case and closed his eyes in concentration. After a long moment, he opened his eyes, smiled, and took off his helmet. 
“We have to test it, of course.” Heuli closed the door to the containment chamber and shucked the heavy pads. “But it’s safe to wear, at least.”
“Wear? How…” Skiti stepped to the window of the containment chamber and studied the device. It had a chain like a necklace, but it also had lengths of soft braided wire bonded to the exterior of the case, each with a universal clasp at the end. 
“You just put it around your neck and touch it with the omni. It sends a pulse that simultaneously activates it and sends the wires coiling around your body.” He wiggled his fingers as he spoke. “In theory, it should absorb up to ninety-five percent of hotiron emissions, thus allowing the wearer to work in a contaminated area for longer than a few minutes.”
“Heuli, that’s—” Skiti’s breath caught at the simple brilliance of the device. Heuli had invented a wearable purifier. And he had done it in an ad hoc lab with only what equipment they’d lugged across the mountains. “You’re a fucking genius.”
Heuli blushed deep scarlet as his grin spread from ear to ear. 
“I suppose I have my moments. But wait til you hear what Vee’s cooked up.”
Skiti looked at Vee expectantly. Vee shook her head, looking down for a moment and biting her lip. 
“So the thing is, I was thinking about these creatures, these…mushroom heads, as everyone seems to keep calling them. Notice anything weird about their heads besides the obvious?”
Skiti cocked her head, trying to picture the creatures but seeing only swinging arms and heads shaped like undesirable male body parts. She’d spent plenty of time working not to picture them too closely. But something tugged at her mind, an image of one of the creatures as Laanda’s axe bore down on it. Its eyes sort of squinted, but it made no sound—at least no sound she’d been able to hear. Come to think of it, did it even have a—? Her mouth fell open, and Vee nodded, beaming. 
“If they don’t have mouths, how do they eat?” 
“They don’t.” Vee rolled her tongue in her cheek like a schoolchild proud of knowing an answer to a bonus question. 
“They don’t eat. They subsist on the emissions—”
“From the hotiron. Explains why they showed up at the explosion, why they killed our purifiers, and why they attacked us.”
“I’m working with two fucking geniuses.” Skiti touched them both on the shoulder, a gesture she wouldn’t normally have been prone to; perhaps she wasn’t as immune to change as she’d thought. Her excitement cooled as doubts bubbled up in her mind.  “But why didn’t they take the broken core then? Why just leave it there?”
Vee shook her head. “I’m still working on that one. But I’ve got something else.”
She unsheathed her omni and fiddled with it. The end unfurled into a wide, shallow bowl with a bulbed pin in the center. She glanced up at Skiti as if for approval, but Skiti had no idea what she was looking at. She raised her eyebrows, and Vee giggled nervously. 
“Sorry, I forgot I only told Heuli. It’s a micro-emission receiver, but it also broadcasts, here.” She touched the pin with her finger. 
“You think you can talk to them?”
Vee’s head ducked into a small nod. “When we faced them before, I felt something through my omni. I thought maybe their bodies radiate trace emissions, but as I replayed those moments in my head, I realized there were patterns that looked a lot like speech. In theoretical physics, I learned about the potential of hotiron micro-emissions to be used for communication, much like the Maer’s Stream, but no one’s worked out how to do it.”
“Nature has a way of out-engineering us.” Skiti shook her head, staring at the receiver. The next-gens had enhanced hotiron integration, but she’d never imagined it being used this way. She touched the handle of her own omni, a first-gen and a backup one at that, and suddenly felt dim and useless, even as Vee and Heuli looked to her for leadership. 
“Heuli, how many of those can you make?”
“Four. Total, including this one. We’ll have to repurpose some armor plates, which we have to spare, sadly.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Ulu passed this afternoon. Internal bleeding, apparently. The healers tried what they could, but…” 
“May the Depths keep him safe.” Skiti touched her fingers to her forehead, and they repeated her gesture. It seemed a bit late for the Depths to keep him safe, or anyone else for that matter. Even with all this tech, they would surely lose more souls. Jagged Shard had proven a most unwelcoming host. She needed to tell Laanda.
Laanda, who might now be waking to an empty room and a set of domes on her chest. She would probably be grumbling and whinging about taking the domes off. She was cute when she was annoyed. 
“You two, go have a bite to eat and I’ll meet you back here in a few. We need this shit ready to roll by tomorrow morning.”
***
Skiti helped Laanda remove the domes, which didn’t seem to hurt as much as expected. Her bruise had gone down considerably, though it was still painful to look at. Laanda sucked in a sharp breath as Skiti rubbed the salve over the wound, which numbed her fingers with icy tingles. 
“Oohoo, that’s refreshing!”
“Sorry.”
“No, it feels good.” Laanda huffed out a quick breath. “I feel good. Ready to go.” She curled her hands into fists, raising her arms high, her biceps tightening like massive ropes.
Skiti quietly wiped her hands on a towel, her fingers still tingling with the salve. She studied Laanda’s eyes, looking for a spark of reason beneath the eagerness. When the humans had come to the Deepfold, Laanda had gone to a dark place. There was hope in her voice now, but a tinge of battle lust filtered through. Skiti hoped she could keep Laanda’s worst instincts at bay.
“Whatever happens tomorrow, we do it together.” Skiti put a hand on Laanda’s cheek, letting her thumb brush across her lip. 
Laanda kissed her thumb, blinking up at her softly. 
“To the very Depths.”
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Laanda put on her padding and armor quietly, managing to get most of the way buckled before Skiti awoke, tousled and confused.  
“Tea,” she grumped. 
Laanda poured her a steaming cup, which Skiti cradled between her hands like a precious jewel. 
“Better.” Her pouty eyes belied her words. 
“It’s the only way. We’ve been over this!”
“You’ve been over this. I think four is too few.” She waved Laanda’s mouth closed. “And yes, I know, we only have four buffers, but I’m sure we could figure out how to make more.” She frowned into her tea, then took a sip, which eased the corners of her mouth upward. 
Laanda sat on the edge of the bed, reaching for Skiti’s cheek, asking permission with her eyes. Skiti blinked yes, and Laanda’s fingertips brushed her skin. Skiti’s breath hitched for a moment, then she leaned into Laanda’s touch. 
“Do you still serve at my command?”
“Yes,” Skiti breathed, eyes sharpening. “Always.”
“We must do this, you and I. If we do not, the dream of Jagged Shard is over, our people set adrift in strange lands once again.”
Skiti’s eyes did not hide her doubts, but neither did they flinch. 
“I will make ready.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda’s necklace pinged as they descended the staircase to the lower level. 
“Add one to your count.” Laanda fingered the necklace. “Or do we, with the buffers on?”
“Never hurts to keep track, but our safe number should be at least fifty." Skiti tapped her fingers against her arm, staring at the ceiling. “More like two hundred, if you believe Heuli, but better safe than fried.” 
“Let’s keep moving.” Laanda led the way through the cargo area, repeating the angle of the axe blow in her mind, the soft underside of their mushroom heads. She had practiced the technique with Juun, who’d mastered it in their usual quiet way. She hoped their hotiron-bonded axe would penetrate as easily as Laanda’s ensorcelled one. Vee and Skiti had refined their omni techniques as well; Laanda was confident they’d be able to handle the mushroom heads. As long as there weren’t too many of them. That was what worried her; there could be a half-dozen more or a thousand. There was no way to know. Maybe if worse came to worst, Vee’s pet theory about communication through hotiron emissions might come in handy. But one way or another, it needed to end. 
They reached the blast door without incident. Their count stood at two, which with the buffers should be inconsequential. If they made it out of this alive, Heuli was due for a promotion. And Vee as well; they’d both proven more valuable than any of the Guard. And Skiti. Well. 
Hopefully getting bonded would count for something. 
She looked them each in the eyes, opened her mouth to speak, then shut it. She’d made enough speeches. Time to get shit done. 
She nodded, turned the handle, and pulled the door open. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Flameglass containment cells lined the long hallway. Most were empty, but one held a barrel-sized chunk of ore laced with veins of hotiron like blue lava creeping through the rock. Laanda looked to Skiti and Vee, who were staring at it, and Juun, who was watching the hallway ahead. 
“Must have been too big to transport out in a hurry,” Skiti said, tapping on the glass. 
Laanda’s necklace pinged. 
“Add one to your count.” She gestured down the hallway with her axe, and Skiti fell in beside her, with Juun and Vee behind. As they approached a set of double blast doors at the end of the hall, Laanda noticed two holes in the floor like the ones they’d stepped past on their way in. She nodded Vee toward the doors and stood watching the holes, gripping her axe tightly. Her chest and shoulder nagged at her, but once the fight started, she knew she’d feel no pain except what the mushroom heads could dish out. Vee moved on silent feet, examining the doors, which had no obvious keyhole. A grid of steel buttons sat inside a square frame to the right of the doors. Vee studied it for a moment before tip-toing back to them. 
“I don’t suppose the Council gave you the code?”
Laanda gritted her teeth and shook her head. 
“I don’t suppose one of my star artificers could find a way in anyway?”
Vee and Skiti shared a glance, then moved to the doors together. Laanda watched the holes nervously as they discussed in a low whisper for a long while. Her necklace pinged twice more while they were working. At last, Skiti nodded, and Vee pushed out a square from the end of her omni exactly the size of the keypad on the wall. She pressed it gently into place with Skiti’s guidance, and Skiti seemed to be talking her through something. A deep click sounded, then another, and the doors slid halfway open with a groan, spilling brilliant blue light out into the hallway. Laanda’s necklace pinged, then again as she took a deep breath and wedged herself through the doors. 
She stood in a round room a hundred feet across, lined with containment chambers, most with shattered or missing glass. Several remained intact, with hotiron ore in various stages of processing, painting the blackened stone in ghostly blue light. A huge pile of rock and sand rose in the center of the chamber with an almost cubical shape. The floor was pocked with dozens of holes like the ones they’d seen before. Her necklace pinged about once a second, setting her teeth on edge. She didn’t quite trust Heuli’s personal purifiers, but she had no choice. The ground rumbled, and Laanda crept forward, baring her axe. Mushroom heads popped out of four holes at once, and she waded into the dust to deliver a blow to the neck of one before it could unfurl its deadly arms. It fell to the ground, and the other three rushed her. 
Skiti and Vee used their omnis to entangle the creatures. Juun shook the cover off their great axe and rushed in, swinging it in a high arc and splitting one of their heads like a melon. Blood and gore gushed to the floor as it fell with Juun’s axe wedged in its head. Another creature freed an arm from the omnis and brought it crashing down on Juun’s helmet. They crumpled to the ground, axe clattering against the stone. Laanda had no time to intervene as two more of the creatures popped out of the ground nearby. 
Her necklace continued pinging as she rushed the closest one, which blocked her axe and swept her feet out from under her with its leg. The other one battered her with its mace-like fist, which she blocked as best she could with her axe. It landed a heavy blow on her helmet, and she fought through stars and blurred vision, rolling out of the way and up into a crouch. Skiti’s omni caught the creature’s arm as it was bearing down on her again, and Laanda seized the moment to deliver an upward strike into its cap. The creature swiped wildly with its other arm as it fell, clocking Laanda on the head. She reeled backward, slumping against the door as her vision swam, pulsing each time her necklace pinged. 
Vee’s omni flashed twice, and the two remaining creatures collapsed. Laanda’s visor flipped open and Skiti peered down at her, eyes wild with worry. 
“I’m okay…I’m…” As Laanda struggled to find her words, more rumbling sounded in the chamber, followed by the telltale pop of the creatures bursting through the holes. Skiti whirled around, omni raised like a double-headed whip, crouching between Laanda and the dozen or more creatures that now stood in a semicircle facing them. Vee extended her omni into the shape of a shallow bowl.
Laanda wondered why she needed a bowl, how that would stop the mushroom heads. Maybe she was going to make them into soup. She giggled, her vision darkening around the edges, until the dizziness was replaced by a blinding headache like a spike thrust into her brain each time her necklace pinged. Skiti’s face hovered over hers, dim and shadowy. Her mouth was moving, but no sound came out. Then she faded away. Fingers touched Laanda’s face, and she smiled into the growing darkness. 
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“Laanda, gods, wake up!” Skiti whispered, massaging Laanda’s temples. The semicircle of mushroom heads stood unmoving, more than a dozen of them. Juun looked to be dead, and Laanda was breathing, but the blow to the head had clearly taken its toll. Her necklace continued pinging at maddeningly regular intervals. Vee stood holding her omni toward the creatures, her body tense with concentration. Skiti removed Laanda’s helmet and checked for blood, but there was none.  
“—shroom heads!” Laanda’s eyes popped open as she spoke, darting from Skiti to the line of creatures. 
“It’s okay.” Skiti touched her cheek, and Laanda’s eyes came into focus on hers, which spilled sudden hot tears. “I think Vee is talking to them.”
Laanda raised a thumb to wipe away Skiti’s tears. “I hope we don’t die.”
“I hope so too, Majesty.”
“Stop it,” Laanda murmured, pushing her face back gently. “Tell me what I missed.” She sat up partway and studied Vee and the creatures, her brows furrowed with confusion. 
“You were only out for a minute, but they started popping up everywhere. You’d just fallen, so I went to check on you, and when I looked back at Vee, she was…like this.” 
Skiti had seen Maer and human mages in action a few times, and what Vee was doing more closely resembled their practices than anything. Some Timon mystics pursued a higher level of training beyond metal mastery, but there were none in their community. Until now.
After a time, Vee’s body relaxed, and she lowered her omni and bowed toward the creatures, who bent in a rough impression of a bow in return. Vee’s eyes were wild with nervous excitement as she walked toward them on shaky legs. Laanda’s necklace still pinged every few seconds, and Skiti had long ago lost count.
“They called for a truce, and I accepted. I hope that’s okay.” She bared her teeth guiltily, and Laanda let out a small chuckle. 
“What are the terms?” She pushed up to sitting, shrugging off Skiti’s attempts to help her. 
“They will let us leave, and we may return in three days to negotiate.”
“Negotiate what?”
Vee held her arms wide. “They only sent four communication waves, and I didn’t catch much from the first two. It took me a minute to get my bearings in the patterns, but I’m pretty confident about the three days. It…it started to make a kind of sense.”
“And you got all this from micro-emissions?” Skiti stared at the next-gen in Vee’s hand, though it was Vee’s mind that had done the real work here.
Vee nodded, eyeing the creatures nervously, then glancing down at Laanda.
“Can you walk?”
Laanda stuck out her hand and let Vee and Skiti pull her to standing with a groan. 
“Which one is their leader?” Laanda asked. 
Vee shook her head. “I don’t think they have one. They said they need to talk to…it’s hard to put into words, but…” She gestured toward the square-ish heap of stone and sand in the center of the chamber. “Something like the God in the box.”
Chills raced across Skiti’s scalp at the words, though she couldn’t have said why. 
Laanda glanced down at her necklace, which hadn’t stopped pinging since they’d entered, then knelt to put fingers on Juun’s neck. Her eyes closed and her head hung for a moment, then she opened Juun’s visor and closed their eyes with her fingers. 
“May the Depths keep them safe,” she murmured, touching her forehead.
When she stood again, her face was grim but determined.
“Let’s get Juun into one of the containment chambers before we go. We can see to their last rites when we return.”
She bowed toward the mushroom heads, and Skiti did the same. The three of them hoisted Juun’s heavy, lifeless body and shuffled out the door. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Heuli took their readings back in the lab and shook his head. 
“You’re beyond safe levels, but not by much. The buffers did their job, though I’ll have to scrub them before they can be used again. Oh! And I made another!” He picked it up off the table, displaying it like it was a precious piece of jewelry. Which, in fairness, it was. Skiti wasn’t sure she could have managed it even in a proper lab.
“We just might need you with us when we return,” Laanda said.
Heuli’s mouth curled toward a smile, then his brow furrowed and his smile turned down. 
“Do you really think it’s safe for an old codger like me?”
“They’ll keep their word.” Vee hadn’t spoken since they’d arrived in the lab, her face a somber, thoughtful mask. “They could have killed us, but they didn’t.”
“Maybe they just didn’t want to risk more deaths,” Laanda grumbled, her voice heavy with fatigue. She needed to rest, but Skiti knew better than to suggest it. “They’ve seen what we can do.”
“I don’t think Skiti and I posed an existential threat to them.”
“They may not have known that.” Laanda’s face was drawn and haggard. “We should be ready for anything.” She turned toward Heuli and put a big hand on his shoulder. “We’d love to have your expertise when we return, but I make no guarantees for your safety.”
He waved her off, a smile returning to his lips. 
“Honestly, seeing their facilities would be the highlight of my life. And what’s this I hear about a god in a box?”
Vee perked up, easing off the table she’d been leaning on. Laanda sat her back down with a gesture. 
“You lot can hash it out now if you want. I need to go lie down for a hundred years. Tell me all about it when I wake up.” She cast a weary smile at Skiti, whose heart tingled as she took Laanda’s hand and walked her down the long hallway to their room. 
“My head feels like a chunk of ore,” Laanda moaned as she pushed the door closed with her behind. 
Skiti pressed a soft kiss into her forehead, then peeled off her armor piece by piece. She discovered new bruises in multiple places on Laanda’s already battered body. A lesser Timon would have been felled by those blows several times over, but Laanda was built like a hulshag, slabs of thick muscle stretched tight across her wide frame. When she was down to her shift, Skiti steered her toward the bed and sat beside her. Laanda stank of battle, but she needed sleep more than she needed a shower. Skiti cupped the back of her head, staring into Laanda’s sleepy eyes, and lowered her to the pillow. 
“You have to wake me every hour until midnight,” Laanda mumbled, her eyes slitted. “To make sure I haven’t died.”
“You’re not allowed to die before we get bonded,” Skiti murmured, tucking the blanket around Laanda’s shoulders. She pressed a kiss into Laanda’s cracked lips, then sat and watched her fall asleep, air whistling through her broad nose. She eased off the bed, but Laanda’s whispered voice stopped her.
“Stay with me.” Her eyes were closed, but her forehead was creased with concern. 
Skiti shed her robe and gear and was under the covers in an instant, cozying up to Laanda’s comforting bulk. Laanda’s arm curled around her, heavy and solid, keeping her secure. Nothing could touch her when she was in Laanda’s arms; not the mushroom heads, not the waadrech, not the past or the future. They had carved out a space for each other, protected from the world beyond, a dark, quiet place all their own. And nothing could take it from them. 

      [image: image-placeholder]They had breakfast at dinnertime the next day. Laanda’s occasional wince showed the headaches had not gone away entirely, but she made small talk, chuckled at Skiti’s attempts at humor, and locked fingers with her when they’d finished their tea. A healer named Ulin summoned them for a check-up, and they followed her to their makeshift clinic next to the makeshift lab. The healers had managed to make it feel sterile and orderly, which was no small feat given the state of the place when they’d arrived. Ulin examined, prodded, and poked them both for what seemed like a very long time before turning stern eyes on Skiti.
“Your lymph nodes are a little swollen. Heuli says there’s no way to accurately assess your exposure, but I’ll recommend a sulfur tonic and a lymph pull just to be on the safe side.” Skiti’s gut clenched at the memory of the tonic’s bitter, rotten taste, which stuck to the tongue for hours. The idea of a lymph pull wasn’t much better; in addition to being tedious and painful, it would require her to shave her armpits first. 
Ulin turned her serious eyes to Laanda.
“You have suffered a concussion, level 3 or maybe 4, in addition to large-scale bruising of the skin and several muscles. That said, you’re in decent shape, and if things progress as I expect, I won’t try and convince you not to go back.” The ghost of a smile crossed her face as she finished. Skiti could tell Ulin admired Laanda personally, though her healer’s countenance hid most of her emotions. Ulin turned to Skiti again, her eyes discreetly sympathetic.
“I’ll meet you in your chambers whenever it’s convenient to begin your treatment. You’ll need to shave your armpits, of course.”
“I’ll help with that.” Laanda’s eyes fell on Skiti’s, soft and full. When her pinky touched Skiti’s, a tiny spark flew straight to her heart. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Put your arms above your head,” Laanda said in a low voice with a hint of a smirk. Skiti stretched her arms back, feeling vulnerable, exposed, and a little bit aroused, thinking of the many times she’d said those very words to Laanda. Laanda’s gaze roamed from her breasts to her armpits to her neck, spreading heat as it went. 
“You look so beautiful laid out like this.” Her fingers traced through the hair in Skiti’s pits, sending shivers up through her neck and skull. “It’s a shame we have to shave such lovely hair.”
“I heard that human females shave it in the Realm. And their leg and pubic hair too. But not in the South apparently.” 
Laanda shook her head. “I’d never tell someone what to do with their body, but I like my hair just fine. I could stand a bit more of it, honestly.” She ran her fingers over the fine hair on her forearms, which was thicker than Skiti’s but nowhere near what most male Timon had. 
“Maybe we could ask the healers for a little extra silberry ointment. If it helps me grow my armpit hair back, surely it could make the hair on your arm thicker.”
Laanda stared at her arm for a long moment, then sighed. 
“We’ll see. In the meantime, let’s get you washed up first.” She dipped a rag in a bowl of steaming, soapy water.
“I took a shower this morning.”
“Healer’s orders.” Laanda pinned her forearm to the bed as she rubbed the warm cloth in gentle swipes across her armpit, then dipped it, wrung it, and rubbed it over her again. A few small drops slipped down along Skiti’s side, cooling as they went. Laanda’s eyes were soft with care but sharp in their attention to detail as she washed and dried both pits, then set to work with the scissors. 
“I’m told it goes easier if you trim them short first.” She worked with quick, careful movements, bracing a finger between the scissors and Skiti’s skin at all times. Skiti closed her eyes, relishing the feel of Laanda’s hand against her skin, feeling her gaze warm as sunshine through her eyelids. She heard the clatter of the brush against the bowl, then Laanda painted her with stripes of warm foam, which tingled as the little bubbles popped. Laanda held Skiti’s bicep with one hand, and the crisp line of the razor swept across her underarm in a long, careful sweep, following the contours of her skin, which felt cold and naked in its wake. Skiti struggled to keep her eyes closed at first, but Laanda’s precise movements soothed her mind, and she surrendered to the experience. Until very recently, she hadn’t been truly intimate with anyone, including Laanda. But everything had changed since they’d left the Deepfold, and now in Jagged Shard, they’d delved into realms of closeness Skiti had never dreamed possible. 
“You’re doing so great,” Laanda cooed as she dabbed her freshly shaven armpit dry and soothed it with cooling balm. Instead of moving operations to the other side of the bed, Laanda straddled her, gripping Skiti’s hips between her powerful thighs as she leaned forward to continue her delicate work. Skiti basked in the weight of Laanda pressing down on her, the squeeze of her knees against her hips, the gentle precision of her hands. When she was finished, she sat back on Skiti’s thighs, gazing down at her with glassy eyes. Skiti lowered her arms, but Laanda’s pout sent them back up again. Her warm, strong hands ran from Skiti’s waist up over her breasts, then her fingers ghosted over her naked pits before pinning her biceps and hovering over her. 
Skiti stiffened with a moment of panic that was quickly subsumed by her rising desire as Laanda’s body lowered down onto hers and her hands slid up to massage her forearms. Skiti’s hands found Laanda’s hips, sturdy and strong as a waadrech, and her body relaxed, letting Laanda melt into her. Their lips met in a kiss that was as hot as it was soft. 
“I’d love you hairy as a Maer or naked as a stone mole,” Laanda whispered. 
Skiti giggled into their kiss, and Laanda rolled to the side, kissing her in between fits of laughter.
“I guess I should let Ulin know you’re ready.”
Skiti gripped Laanda’s bicep, amazed for the thousandth time at the mass of hard muscle. 
“What if I’m not ready?” She thought of the suction domes, the welts she’d seen on those who’d had the procedure, felt the sting on her tender flesh. She nestled into Laanda, who put a heavy arm over her. 
“We need you well. I need you well. To finish this.” Laanda’s voice had that grim edge to it Skiti hated so much. It was part of her process, but Skiti worried Laanda would feel the need to try to finish it with her axe. In this case, that would not end well. 
“We don’t need to finish this.” She touched Laanda’s face, which was scrunched with concern. “We need to resolve it.”
Laanda closed her eyes, breathing out through her nose, and nodded. 
“You’re right. It’s not just semantics. But I’m not resolving anything without my partner and battle mate.”
“Battle mate? I thought we weren’t—”
Laanda’s mouth quirked into a quarter-smile.
“There are many kinds of battles, and not all of them are fought with axes.”
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Laanda winced as Ulin put the domes in place under Skiti’s arms and along her neck, turning the hand pump to seal them tight to her skin. She connected thin tubes to the tips of each dome and to the pump, which she turned a few more times.  
“Whoo, that’s…not the nicest feeling I’ve ever experienced.” Skiti squinted at the pain, which was said to be even worse than regular doming. Laanda moved to the head of the bed, staring down at Skiti with what she hoped was a reassuring smile. 
“You’ll get used to it after a while,” Ulin said matter-of-factly. “They stay on here for an hour, and the pump has to be kept at six point five on this dial here.” She pointed at the device, which Heuli had repurposed from some equipment the previous occupants had left behind. “Think you can handle that?” She eyed Laanda with a friendly smile. 
“I got this. Thank you so much, Ulin.”
“I’m just glad it’s not worse. You’ll have to make sure not to linger next time.”
Once Ulin left, Laanda sat on the bed next to Skiti, whose arms were splayed out above her head, with little steel domes dotting her armpits, side, and neck. 
“Kind of kinky, right?” Skiti said with a nervous little laugh. 
“Not exactly where I’d put the domes.” Laanda warmed at the thought of Skiti’s suction cones, wondering when she’d get to feel them on her flesh again. 
“Come to think of it, these would be fun to play with.” Skiti turned her head to study the ones in her armpit, then turned a wicked smirk to Laanda. “Once we’ve resolved this whole god-in-the-box situation, I’m going to see what I can rig up for you.” 
It was all Laanda could do not to climb astride her right there and then. She wasn’t sure exactly what Skiti wanted from her going forward, but she was dying to find out. She leaned in close for a brief kiss.
“Promise?”
Skiti nodded, her eyes darkening. 
“I promise you that I will never stop searching for the limits to your pleasure.”
“And…” Laanda looked down, toying with Skiti’s trim beard, her heart aflutter. “What about your pleasure?” She dared to look back up and saw Skiti’s eyes soften.
“I will take it with you.” She paused, biting her lip. “Sometimes.”
Laanda nodded, letting her forehead fall onto Skiti’s. 
“I eagerly await another opportunity to make you come,” she whispered.
Skiti’s lips snatched hers, pulling her down, devouring her. Laanda braced against Skiti’s chest; even fully prone, Skiti had the power to draw her in entirely. Skiti mumbled something into the kiss, and Laanda stopped, pulling back to look into Skiti’s amused eyes. 
“Would you check the pump to make sure the pressure is right? I don’t want to have to do this all over again.”

      [image: image-placeholder]By breakfast the next day, Skiti went with Laanda to the dining hall as if nothing had ever happened. Her hotiron levels had gone down by eighty percent, and Ulin had cleared her to return to the lower levels the following day. Heuli and Vee joined them, talking animatedly about something too abstract and scientific for Laanda to understand. She shot Heuli a hard glance, and he closed his eyes and held out his hand to Vee impatiently.
“If I may briefly interrupt you to enlighten our Majesty on your theory.”
Vee raised her hands and sat back. 
“You know the theory of hotiron bombs?” 
Laanda shook her head, glancing at Skiti, whose face lit up as she nodded. 
“A sufficiently powerful hotiron detonation could theoretically open a rift into another reality.”
“If—” Heuli stuck a finger in the air. “If the theory of multiple realities is correct—”
“Or infinite realities,” Vee cut in, then covered her mouth.
“Or infinite realities.” Heuli’s voice warmed but remained doubtful. “If these theories are correct, it is conceivable that the thing they call their god in the box is actually a…being from another reality.” He waved his hands in the air as if the whole thing was a mystery.
Laanda eyed Vee, whose nervous eyes flitted between her and Heuli.
“Share your thoughts, please.”
Vee’s fingers slid from her mouth. “It’s more than conceivable, and the theories have been proven, on a minute scale anyway. Researchers at Killing Mountain did a controlled high-intensity micro-detonation that produced material whose properties did not match any known element or compound.”
“And which some theorize must have come from another reality,” Heuli interrupted impatiently, “but the material dissipated before they were able to study it, thus proving nothing except that high-intensity hotiron detonation is a terrible idea.”
Vee opened her mouth, apparently to disagree, and Laanda held her palms toward them both to stop them. 
“Make it simple for me. How does this affect our mission?”
Heuli’s eyebrows neared his hairline, and he looked to Vee, who leaned forward, gesturing with her hands.
“If in fact the god in the box is from another reality, or dimension, properly speaking, either it wants to be here, and we have to find a way to destroy it or coexist with it, or it wants to go back, and we should try to help it.” Her fingers worried a piece of sporecake, frittering crumbs from the edges, then picking them up with wetted fingers and putting them in her mouth. 
“I gather you have a theory.”
Vee nodded, eyes still fixed on the crumbs on her plate. 
“She wants to make a hotiron bomb.” Skiti’s voice rose in disbelief. Vee’s eyes flitted up to Skiti’s, then Laanda’s, then Heuli’s, then back to her plate. 
“Not a bomb,” she said in a small voice. “The opposite of a bomb, in fact. A controlled implosion device—” Heuli’s hands flew into the air and slapped down on the table, and he started to speak, but Vee talked over him. “Which in theory would channel the emissions in the surrounding area through the rift, thus solving two problems at once.” Her voice rose as she spoke, and the silence following her statement caused those at nearby tables to cast curious glances at them. 
Laanda breathed out a long sigh, looking from one tense face to the other, finally landing on Skiti’s. 
“I know Heuli’s opposed, for good reason. What do you think?”
Skiti’s eyebrows furrowed, raised, then settled in what looked like resignation. 
“This is all very theoretical, but I think…” Her mouth twitched in the way it did when she was about to say something she didn’t like. “It could work. It’s risky as hell, but it could work. But it would take all three of us working together.” She shot Heuli a hard glance, and he threw up his hands. 
“I want to go on record as saying this is a terrible idea. Let’s not forget why Jagged Shard was abandoned in the first place.” He jabbed his finger onto the table, his nail whitening from the pressure. “That said…” He held his hands wide, fixing concerned eyes on Laanda. “If you command it, I will set aside my hesitations and do my best to make sure it’s done as…safely as possible.” His frown showed just how safe he thought it was. 
“Very well.” Laanda tipped her cup, though there was no tea left in it. “Until we get down there, we can’t really make any decisions, but I appreciate your candor.” She looked to each of them. “All of you.” 
No one spoke for a long moment, and Laanda gripped her cup with impatience. 
“How long would it take to make this device, if it were possible?”
Skiti, Heuli, and Vee shared tense glances, and it was Heuli who spoke. 
“Two or three weeks, maybe longer. We’d have to repurpose the buffers and probably cannibalize one of the omnis.”
“We’d need a chunk of hotiron ore too,” Vee said. “Eight point four ounces, according to my calculations.”
“We could use the ore in the other broken purifier in the lower level,” Skiti said. 
If they couldn’t dislodge the mushroom heads and their fucking god-in-a-box by steel or negotiations, Laanda was willing to risk everything to secure a home for her people, and for her soon-to-be-bonded.
Skiti’s hand scooted toward hers on the table, and Laanda covered it with her own. 
“We have one day to prepare for the negotiations. Make sure the buffers are ready and begin plans for the implosion device. We won’t make it unless we need it, but I want to have all options on the table. Dismissed.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Skiti was tense when she returned from the lab that evening. Laanda poured them both a dram of hotstone, and Skiti blew out a long sigh, then clinked and downed it in one gulp. 
“Are we ready for tomorrow?”
Skiti nodded, her mouth drawn. 
“And for the next part?”
Skiti’s eyes bored into Laanda’s, and she breathed out through her nose. 
“Ready to build the implosion device? Yes.” She tilted her glass to catch a stray drop. “Ready for what happens after?” She held her arms wide, then let them fall against her thighs with a slap. “I’m sure whoever lived here before thought they were ready.”
“So, you don’t think the science is sound?”
“The science is…” Skiti smoothed her mustache and beard. “The science is as good as it can be, given the circumstances. And Vee is a wiz with math. She had to walk Heuli and me through it a couple of times, but we couldn’t find any holes in it. And believe me, we tried.”
“But…”
“But this whole thing is based on one experiment done in the finest lab in the Rugged Mountains, and even those results were disputed. Heuli’s good, Vee’s good, I’m good, we’re all good, but we’re artificers, not proper scientists. We may be delving beyond our depths here.”
“Progress doesn’t come by playing it safe.”
Skiti flashed a small smile and reached across the table to take Laanda’s hand. 
“Your lips to the gods’ ears.”
Laanda gave Skiti space as she showered and dressed for bed, studying her body language for clues about what she might need. Skiti looked over some schematics for a while under the brightstone lamp, then tossed them away and clicked off the lamp, rubbing her eyes. She turned away from Laanda and patted the bed behind her. Laanda scooted in close, wrapping her arm around Skiti, who wiggled her behind as she burrowed into Laanda’s embrace. Laanda’s desire flared with each little movement, but she respected Skiti’s boundaries. As their bodies molded to each other, a cozy warmth enveloped her, replacing her desire with contentment. Soon Skiti’s breath became regular, and her body softened with sleep. Laanda’s shoulder ached from her bruises and the awkward position, but she would have sooner given up the arm than leave this shared space they had made together. 
This was why they needed to succeed. If they could tame Jagged Shard, she could go to sleep each night with Skiti in her arms. Nothing in the Depths or the skies above would stop her from making this their forever home. 
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“We’re not going to win this battle with axes,” Laanda said as they stood before the door at the foot of the staircase. “It’s what’s in your heads that counts. And you’ve gotten pretty deadly with the omnis, so if trouble comes looking, I’ve no doubt you’ll be ready.” 
It didn’t sit right with Skiti, seeing the omnis as weapons. They were developed as multipurpose tools. Until the humans had come to the Deepfold, she’d never thought of them as anything else. Necessity had pushed other uses, and she couldn’t deny their effectiveness in battle, but she didn’t have to like it. 
The galleries were eerily quiet as the four of them walked through on high alert. With such a small number, and only Laanda properly armed, they might make a tempting target for some of the mine’s denizens. They saw a few shadows moving in the distance, and at one point heard a faraway growl that could only have been a waadrech, but nothing disturbed them as they moved through the last gallery and opened the door to the lower level staircase. 
Laanda still called out each ping, though they all wore buffers, and Heuli had made some modifications he thought would boost their capacity by twenty percent. Skiti briefly studied the hotiron in the containment vessel, which was set in a cart with track wheels. The rails seemed to be intact; though they would need to be cleaned and oiled, it should be possible to get them functional enough to transport the hotiron. The third ping had just sounded when they approached the blast doors. Two mushroom heads flanked them, arms at their sides. Laanda stopped about twenty feet away and bowed. The creatures bowed back, then disappeared into their holes with a synchronized thwump. The doors slid open with a touch from Vee’s omni, and bright blue light poured out of the room beyond.
Laanda strode through the door, putting a hand over her eyes at the blinding light pouring out of a hole in the stone structure in the center of the room. Skiti followed close behind her, omni at the ready, and they moved to the side where the light wasn’t shining directly on them. It was a flameglass window set in a steel frame revealed where the stones had been removed. A single mushroom head stood next to the window. Several dozen more were spread out across the chamber, looking alert but not approaching. Laanda’s necklace pinged, but it was not going off every few seconds as it had the last time they were here. What had changed?
“It looks like a containment chamber,” she whispered as the others joined them. 
“How did the flameglass survive the blast?” Heuli whispered incredulously. 
“It must have been ensorcelled,” Vee said, shifting her omni into the communication dish form. “The ones at Killing Mountain have been tested against a thousand-pound blackpowder blast.”
The mushroom head by the window turned toward Vee, who went still, swaying slightly. 
“She must have a touch of the gift,” Skiti whispered. It was rare among the Timon, but not unheard of. Or maybe the rumors were true, that Vee was part human. She’d come to the Deepfold as an orphan, and her physique certainly supported the theory. Not that it mattered; she was part of their community and had shown herself to be among its most valuable members. 
Vee’s body relaxed, and she turned around with bleary eyes and a nervous smile on her face. 
“They said the god in the box wants to help us, but only if we agree to their terms.”
“Which are?” Laanda’s voice was dubious.
“The…borers, I believe is the correct term, must be allowed to keep this room, which has become…I guess you could say a kind of temple for them.”
Laanda closed her eyes and breathed out through her nose, and a ping sounded from her necklace. She looked to Skiti and Heuli, defeat in her eyes.
“What would it take to make an entire new processing facility like this one?”
“More workers than we have, more money than we have, even with the chunks of ore left behind, and at least a year, if not two.” Heuli shook his head in disgust. Laanda glanced at Skiti, who agreed with a blink, then raised her finger as an idea bubbled up in her mind. 
“Unless…”
Laanda’s eyes lit up and she grasped Skiti’s forearms. 
“Tell me.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Vee slumped as she turned away from the mushroom head, or borer, as they apparently called themselves in whatever passed for their language, as translated by Vee. She took Heuli’s offered arm, her face pale and shiny. Skiti gave her a waterskin, which she took with gratitude in her eyes. When she had finished drinking and flicked the stray drops from her thin beard, she took a deep breath and spoke, fatigue evident in her voice. 
“It agreed to give us dominion over the middle and lower levels, everything except this facility, provided we help it get back.”
“What did it think of our plan?” Heuli put a friendly hand on her shoulder, and Vee smiled a little through her fatigue. 
“The borers have agreed to help us dig a new containment facility. And the hotiron spirit confirmed that my calculations were essentially correct and that the implosion device should work, if we build it according to spec. It even told me how to limit the implosion radius using a kind of gyroscopic barrier made from two hoops of hotiron-bonded steel rotating at a frequency in tune with the wavelengths of the emissions.”
“Vee, it’ll take months to make something like that!” Heuli said in an exasperated whisper. 
She shook her head. “The spirit will help with the plan, and most of the equipment we need is already in the main lab.” She pointed toward the other end of the chamber, where a scorched metal door sat between two rows of smashed containment cells. “And you may have noticed that it’s reduced the emissions levels by a factor of ten, enough to keep the borers happy but not enough to hurt us, as long as we wear the buffers and limit ourselves to half a day at a time.”
“What is it, exactly?” Laanda stared at the glowing blue window between the cracks in her fingers. 
“Ask if it we can have a peek?” Skiti said, flaring her omni into a parasol-shaped screen that should allow them to look through the window without going blind. The borers flinched a little as she did so, and Skiti started to panic, but Vee closed her eyes for a moment, and they settled. 
Vee nodded and raised the omni toward the creature nearest her once more. Skiti noticed its head twitch after a few moments, then twitch again. A short time later, Vee turned back toward them and nodded. 
“It says you won’t be able to see it, but it exists in the hotiron emissions.”
Skiti adjusted the screen until it blocked enough of the light, then moved in front of the window. Laanda put a hand on her shoulder, and Heuli and Vee crowded in to see. The containment chamber was the largest Skiti had ever seen, twenty feet square, with a hole blasted in the ceiling, revealing twisted layers of steel and lead covered in slabs of stone. The flameglass windows were all intact; the ensorcellment must have been strong indeed. The room was filled with rough chunks of hotiron ore, half-melted rock with streaks of bright blue running through it, filling the room with such intensity of light Skiti had to look away, even with the screen. 
“Just think of it,” Vee whispered. “There’s a whole other world out there that none of us can see. Not only in the hotiron emissions, but hotsilver and the dozens of other, rarer hotmetals as well.”
“But you can see it,” Heuli said in a soft voice filled with pride. “You might be the only one.”
No one spoke for a while as they stood basking in the blue glow, which filled Skiti’s mind with wonder even as her head ached with the brightness. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The borers bowed in eerie unison as Skiti’s group took their leave. They walked in silence, stopping to touch the glass chamber where Juun’s body was contained. Now that it was safe, they could send down a crew to return the body and install a purifier outside the blast door. With Heuli’s buffers proven effective, they could easily protect all their workers, miners and artificers alike. 
Laanda put her hand on Skiti’s shoulder as they walked through the gallery with the forests of longpipes. Skiti hoped to spend as much time here as in the lab once they were fully established. It would be a good break from the bright lights and intensive concentration of lab work. And at night, she could cling to Laanda, toy with her, kiss her, make her cries ring throughout the halls of Jagged Shard. She slipped her arm around Laanda’s sturdy waist, stirring little bubbles of joy around her heart. 
“What do you think of the deal?” Laanda said as they entered the middle chamber, where their footsteps echoed off the high walls. 
“It respects all parties. I like it, assuming we’re successful with the implosion device. It’s a tricky—”
“You will be.” Laanda leaned her helmet against Skiti’s head. “You’re the engine behind any success we’ve ever had.”
“I could say the same about you.”
“Bah.” Laanda waved her axe lazily. “Don’t forget, we lost the Deepfold under my watch. I failed us as a leader and as a warrior.”
“It’s only because of your strength that we survived at all.” Skiti gripped Laanda’s waist as tightly as she could through the armor. “And you bring me…so much happiness, just by being you. I don’t care about the rest of it. I just want to wake up next to you every day for the rest of my life.”
They walked in silence for a few paces. Heuli and Vee seemed to have drifted a bit behind them, perhaps sensing the intimacy of their conversation. 
“I was thinking,” Laanda said slowly, “we could do our bonding ceremony on Autumn Eve. That’s only a cycle away.” She lifted her visor and turned to Skiti. Her eyes were soft and hopeful, and Skiti wanted to poke her lips through the opening and kiss her. Laanda’s eyes flew wide with terror, and she pushed Skiti to the side and swung her axe around in a wide circle, screaming:
“Waadrech!”
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Laanda charged in what felt like slow motion as the waadrech leapt from the shadows, its toothy maw wide open and closing on Heuli, who had only just started to turn around. Tendrils of steel from Vee’s omni whipped around its jaw, ratcheting it halfway shut by the time it hit Heuli, but it still crushed him to the ground, blood spraying from his shoulder as he shrieked in agony. Laanda had timed her swing perfectly, and her axe crashed down on the waadrech’s head, cracking its armor and digging into its flesh. It roared as it thrashed, jerking the axe from Laanda’s hands and throwing her to the floor as the axe went clanging out of reach. It tore at the omni’s cables with its claws, and they snapped, sending several of the wires whipping through the air, narrowly missing Laanda’s face.  
The waadrech shook its head, flinging blood like a burst of heavy rain, then roared so loudly that Laanda’s head spun with the noise and vibration. She scrambled back awkwardly as the beast bounded toward her, blood from its wound dripping down its face and over its jaws, forked tongue lolling like an oversized puppy’s. It stopped abruptly, whipping its head around toward its tail, which Skiti had lashed to its hind legs with her omni. The waadrech roared at her, and she shrank back, letting the tension on the omni loosen. The beast’s great tail whipped free, waving in the air for a moment before lashing out toward Skiti. It hit her head with a sickening crack, and she crumpled, boneless. 
Laanda screamed as she rose to her feet and staggered toward her axe, but the waadrech’s tail whipped again, sending the axe clattering far away. Skiti still hadn’t moved, and Laanda lurched toward her, but the beast squared off against her, huffing fetid breath through its nose as its jaws opened wide enough to swallow her twice over. 
She drew her wrist axes and stood facing the dragon, whose toothy maw seemed to smile with malice. It let out another deafening roar, sending Laanda’s vision spinning again. She held one axe up to block and prepared to swing with the other, knowing there was no way she could take down a creature this size with such weapons. The dragon crouched, then leapt—or it started to until its front legs went out from under it, ensnared in the cords from Vee’s half-shredded omni, sending its nose skidding into the ground. Laanda surged forward with both axes as it was trying to raise its head. One bounced off its armor, flying out of Laanda’s grip, but the other landed across its eye, piercing its thick eyelid and spraying hot, stinking blood through her visor and onto her face. 
Its next roar was half shriek as it snapped the remains of Vee’s omni and struggled to its feet. Laanda kept her distance, watching as the beast looked around through its one good eye, its tail whipping wildly behind it. Its head turned toward Heuli, who was curled on the ground clutching his bleeding shoulder. It opened its mouth halfway, letting out a slow, clicking growl, then its tail whipped forward. Laanda blocked with her wrist axe as she ducked, and the snap of the tail against the blade sent shooting pains through her arm and shoulder. The dragon roared and lunged toward Vee, who skittered out of the way on fleet feet. Laanda rolled over, gasping at the pain in her arm, which felt like it had been struck by lightning. The creature hovered over Heuli, its eyes flashing to Laanda for a moment, taunting her, before it opened its mouth wide and fell upon him with a roar. 
A sizzling crack sounded as a blinding light filled her vision. The dragon’s roar spiked into a shriek and ended in a gurgle, followed by the heavy thud of its body hitting the ground. Heuli groaned, and Laanda struggled up to sitting as movement returned to her stricken arm. Vee rushed in and knelt by Heuli, whose legs were trapped under the beast. The waadrech lay, unmoving, smoke rising from its blackened mouth. Vee leaned over Heuli, inspecting his wound, and nodded. He was alive, and she would tend to him. Laanda staggered to her feet and rushed over to where Skiti lay inert on the cold stone, her face bloody and still.
She ripped her helmet and gauntlets off and put two fingers to Skiti’s throat. 
“Oh, thank the gods,” she sobbed when she felt a strong pulse. Her fat tears mingled with the blood on Skiti’s face, which Laanda wiped clear to assess the damage. A gash ran from just below her left eye back across her ear, and the whole left side of her head was swollen from the blow. Laanda knelt, holding Skiti’s hand, and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. She was dimly aware of Heuli’s groan and Vee’s encouraging words, but when Skiti’s eyes fluttered open, the rest of the world ceased to exist. 
“Hey,” she murmured, smiling through the tears streaming down her face. Skiti’s hand tightened around Laanda’s, and a faint smile grew on her face as she closed her eyes.
“Did we…” she whispered.
“We did.”
“How?”
“Heuli blew out the hotiron core into its mouth, I think.”
“That I did,” Heuli grunted as Vee helped him sit partway up, pressing a bandage into his shoulder.
Skiti’s mouth turned toward a frown. “Bad luck to kill a dragon.”
“Even worse luck to be killed by one, don’t you think?” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Skiti and Laanda spent the better part of the next week in bed as they recovered from their injuries. When they weren’t sleeping, they were reading, talking, and occasionally kissing, but Laanda could tell Skiti wasn’t quite ready for more. Laanda ached for her, lying next to her for days at a time, bodies touching, sometimes cuddling. They’d taken to showering together, since Laanda’s arm still got tingles when she moved it in certain positions, and Skiti was dizzy for the first couple of days. After that, it just became routine, something they did before breakfast. 
Laanda noticed Skiti’s smirk whenever she caught Laanda checking her out as she lathered and rubbed herself clean. And when Skiti soaped Laanda up from head to toe, it did occasionally seem like she was being unnecessarily thorough. Not that Laanda minded. When Skiti was ready, she’d let Laanda know. In the meantime, she was more than content with the thrill of wondering if this was going to be the time her fingers did more than wipe Laanda clean. She watched Skiti closely for any signs she might resume her showertime masturbation, to no avail. After a week had passed, Laanda decided to take matters into her own hands. 
One morning, when Skiti had finished lathering and rinsing every inch of her body, Laanda caught her eyes, then slowly slid her hand down between her own legs. 
“I hope this isn’t too…” Laanda’s cheeks flushed at the intensity of Skiti’s gaze, which did not waver, and Laanda dared not look away. “I was going to pleasure myself, and I just thought you might…” Skiti’s eyes darkened, and Laanda’s fingers traced across her wet folds, sending shivers up and down her spine. 
“I might indeed.” Skiti crossed her arms across her chest, turning her eyes down between Laanda’s legs. Laanda’s fingers swirled a little faster now, grazing her clit every so often, but taking her time. Skiti’s eyes met hers again and stayed with them as Laanda worked herself up, fighting back the self-conscious doubts and giving it all she had. It was hard because of the standing position, and her arm began tingling with the effort. She switched hands and shook out her arm, but it was never the same with the other hand, and she’d already lost too much momentum. Between that and the awkwardness of the situation, this little gesture had failed so miserably that she feared she would never be able to look Skiti in the eyes again. 
“Let me help you,” Skiti murmured, closing the distance between them, eyes softening, droplets splattering off her tightly muscled shoulders. Her soft lips met Laanda’s, followed by her eager tongue and her even more eager fingers, which swatted Laanda’s hand out of the way and were several knuckles deep before Laanda could even take a breath. Skiti kissed her hard as her fingers massaged her on the inside, fluttering over her sweet spot with maddening gentleness. Skiti’s grip tightened, and she pulled back from the kiss for a moment, leaving Laanda breathless and utterly in her control. Skiti maneuvered her to the wall, pressing tight to her with her whole body, breath hot on Laanda’s face. 
“Soft or hard?” Skiti whispered.
Laanda wanted Skiti to take her softly—she’d been fantasizing about it for days—but the pressure of Skiti’s fingers inside her melted her brain, and she huffed back:
“Hard.”
Skiti’s eyes softened with what looked like pity, then hardened as her fingers began plying Laanda with strength and finesse. She ramped up slowly, her other hand roaming over Laanda’s body, squeezing, massaging, pinching. Her face grew closer, her eyes willing Laanda’s to stay open as she pushed her buttons one at a time, then all at once, bringing both hands to bear. As Laanda’s first growls of pleasure slipped out, Skiti’s mouth fell on hers, lips sucking, tongue flicking. Laanda came apart at the full frontal assault as Skiti wrung wave after wave of ecstasy from her. Skiti slammed her against the wall with her hip, ten fingers moving in a flurry that stole Laanda’s breath. She clung to Skiti, sucking in loud gasps of air as Skiti finished her with a series of whole-body thrusts that left Laanda a quivering, needy mess. Skiti’s grip softened, then she pulled out and wrapped her arms around Laanda, who found Skiti’s tight waist and held her close. Laanda’s arm tingled at the embrace, but with this closeness, so did the rest of her body. She held on, even as Skiti tried to pull away a short while later. 
“Just hold me for another minute,” Laanda murmured in her ear. 
“From now until the Time to Come, Majesty.”
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Skiti stood with Heuli inspecting the device Vee had built while they were recuperating.  
“And you did this all by yourself?” Skiti’s mouth hung open as she stared at the gleaming steel sphere, whose seams had been so skillfully welded that she almost couldn’t see them. 
Vee nodded, looking down with a shy smile. 
“I had a little help.” She touched her hair, which had a tendril looped through it, leading down to her omni. 
“Are you in communication with the god in the box?” Heuli’s voice was incredulous. 
Vee’s smile widened a little. 
“From this far away?” Skiti struggled to conceive how such a thing was possible, even with the next-gen’s sensors. Vee’s heightened sensitivity had to be some form of the gift.
“It caught what would have been a critical mistake in the oscillators.”
“Does Laanda know?” Skiti felt suddenly unsettled by the idea that Vee was communicating with the mysterious entity without anyone’s knowledge. 
“I do now.” Laanda touched Skiti on the shoulder as she edged in for a closer look at the device. “Even with help, this is incredible, Vee.” She put a hand on Vee’s shoulder, and Vee blushed furiously. 
“I like making things,” she said in a small voice. “And the hotiron spirit has helped me hear the music of the metals.”
“What else did it say?” Laanda’s voice was pleasant, but Skiti sensed her discomfort.
Vee twiddled the omni’s controls and the tendril uncoiled from her hair and returned to the device. She shook her head as if to clear it. 
“We don’t…talk, exactly. It shares…things, thoughts, you might say, or more like feelings? It’s hard to explain. And sometimes I get visuals of what’s happening on a suboptical level, in this kind of…glowing outline. It’s quite beautiful.” She paused, staring at the sphere. 
“I hope you don’t mind running us through all the schematics,” Skiti said, glancing over at the elaborate designs scattered over a dozen sheets of paper. “Three heads are better than one.”
Vee smiled absently, still staring at the sphere. 
“Of course!” She looked up at Skiti and then to Heuli, who was already running his finger over one of the designs on the table.
“Is this an emissions inverter?” he asked, not looking up from the paper.
Vee’s face brightened as she moved over to the table. 
“Yes, and it’s boosted by the auxiliary hotiron reserve, here.” She pointed to another sketch, and Skiti moved over to join them.
“If this works, you will all three have earned the title of Master Artificer.” Laanda’s voice was thick with pride and confidence. Skiti wasn’t sure if Laanda’s word would convince the Artificers’ Council, but the device surely would. Assuming it worked. 

      [image: image-placeholder]They rolled the cart slowly along the tracks, which had been cleaned and lubricated as well as possible and were in decent shape, considering the conditions. They passed the remains of the waadrech, which the hulshag and other denizens of the mine had reduced to a heap of bones and rotting gore. They planned to scavenge the armored plating, which was almost as strong as hardsteel, for armor and various other uses. 
“I’m going to hang the jaws up in the dining hall once it’s been picked clean,” Laanda said cheerfully. “Heuli’s dragon, we’ll call it.”
“It was a group effort, for sure.” Heuli’s voice mixed pride and humility in equal measure.
“We’ll have our work cut out for us getting rid of the rest of the beasties.” Skiti remembered the group of lizards that had attacked them and wondered what other secrets Jagged Shard had yet to give up. 
“I think they’ll stay out of our way for the most part.” Laanda twirled her axe. “But on the off chance they don’t, we’ve shown we can more than handle ourselves.”
They used the freight elevator, which still operated perfectly after all this time, and rolled the cart through the lower level and into the processing room. Borers started popping up as they moved the cart toward the stone-encased containment chamber. Vee stopped them with a hand and stood still, apparently communicating with them through the omni’s wire woven through her hair. They formed a line along the outer wall, scores upon scores of them, maybe as many as a hundred, standing immobile and faceless. Skiti could never get over that part.
“They’ve gathered to perform a ritual to help send their god back to the sky.” Vee’s brow furrowed. “I told them it wouldn’t be safe to stay here when the device detonates, but they insist it poses no danger to them.” 
“Given their need for hotiron emissions, it seems possible they are immune to its effects.” Heuli’s words were laced with doubt. “But if something were to go wrong, the force of the explosion alone would likely kill anyone or anything in the chamber.”
Laanda looked at Skiti with raised eyebrows. Skiti shook her head. 
“If this entity is a god to them, they have the right to send it off. Assuming they truly understand the risks.” Laanda shot Vee a hard glance. Vee nodded, closing her eyes for a moment and touching her temple, face tight with concentration. 
She opened her eyes again and gave Laanda a tight smile. 
“They understand. The hotiron spirit has asked them to stay.” 
“Then let’s get on with this.” Laanda nodded to the Guard, who moved the cart to the door, which had been cleared of rock. 
“The spirit has altered the resonance of the hotiron in the chamber,” Vee said slowly, as if translating in real time. “Our buffers should be enough to protect us.”
Laanda motioned to Heuli, who unlocked the door with his omni. They all pulled tinted goggles over their eyes. Laanda picked up the device by the handles on either side, straining with its weight, and followed Heuli and Vee inside. The door closed behind them, and Skiti raced to the window, watching through the purplish tint of her goggles. 
A space had been cleared amid the mass of hotiron ore. Laanda set the device carefully on the ground. Heuli removed the handles, and Vee touched her omni to the aperture and held it in place. They were all lit up by an eerily soft blue light. Skiti wasn’t sure what the entity had done to the hotiron, but its glow was muted; she hoped the buffers would be enough to protect Laanda and the others. Laanda had insisted she stay outside in case anything went wrong, but her heart swelled uncomfortably in her chest as she counted off the seconds they had been inside. She hit thirty before Vee pulled her omni away and nodded to Laanda and Heuli. They bowed toward the mass of ore, which pulsed brightly for a moment, seemingly in response. 
Their faces were somber as they filed out the door. Skiti took Laanda by the shoulders, touching foreheads with her briefly. Laanda squeezed her back, then turned slowly around, hands pressed at her chest, bowing goodbye to the borers lining the room. Skiti and the others repeated the gesture, and the borers bent slightly at exactly the same time. 
“We have a little under ten minutes,” Vee said, her face solemn. “The hotiron spirit asked that I thank you for your help, and it expresses its regret for the lives lost on both sides.”
Laanda closed her eyes and touched her hand to her forehead, and Skiti thought of the many souls they’d lost. Surely the borers saw their slain comrades the same way. 
“Let this place forever be a reminder of those who have gone back to the Depths, borer and Timon alike.” Laanda blinked at Vee, then raised a finger before Vee turned back around. “Tell it thank you, and we wish it a safe passage home.”
Vee closed her eyes, concentrating for a long moment, then opened them and nodded. 
“Now let’s get out of the lower levels before this thing goes off.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]They stood silently outside the blast door, barely breathing. Laanda wrapped strong arms around Skiti, who leaned back into the security of her embrace. The Guard stood stone-faced, wrist axes in hand for no apparent reason. Vee and Heuli held hands, and Skiti briefly wondered whether there was something between them besides friendship. Despite their difference in age, they too had grown close through the trials of Jagged Shard. Laanda kissed Skiti’s ear, and her warm breath kept the whispers of fear at bay. One way or another, this would be over soon. 
A distant thwump sounded, then silence returned to the mine. 
Vee closed her eyes, concentrating. When she opened them, tears leaked out, but she was smiling. 
“It’s gone,” she said in a whisper that echoed through the hall. Her brow furrowed, and she closed her eyes again. “I think…” Her eyes blinked open. “The borers are safe.”
“You did it!” Heuli cried, lifting Vee off the ground in a bear hug that got a squeal of surprise from her, followed by a giggle. 
“We did it,” she corrected him, tapping his nose and smiling at Skiti.
“We all did it.” Skiti slipped out of Laanda’s arms and turned to face her. She ran her hands over Laanda’s broad shoulders and up her thick neck. 
“Welcome home, my love.” 
Laanda’s kiss was so tender, Skiti felt like her feet were floating right off the ground. 
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Laanda struggled to get her shoulder plates fastened because her arm still tingled whenever she twisted it, thanks to the waadrech. She let her hand fall when Skiti emerged from the bathroom, hair spiked neatly across her head, finemail suit tight to her svelte form, omni gleaming on her belt.  
“Gods, Skiti, I—” Skiti’s kiss stole her breath, but she pulled away so soon Laanda’s heart ached. 
“Let me help you with that.” Skiti fastened her shoulder plates and straightened the brightstone pendant that hung on her chest. Laanda had decided not to wear the crown, which was too delicate for her taste, but the necklace had weight to it, and the brightstone was a reminder of the Deepfold. 
“I like your hair like this.” Skiti ran her fingers lightly over Laanda’s hair, which she’d cut short and swept to the side. “And your beard.” Laanda had trimmed it short as well. Skiti’s warm hands cupped her cheeks as her body pressed against Laanda’s, backing her against the wall. “And your lips,” Skiti whispered into her mouth as she closed for a kiss. Laanda’s hands rested on Skiti’s tight hips as Skiti nipped, sucked, and licked, winding her up so fast and hot she thought she would explode out of her armor. 
“I want you so badly,” Laanda managed in between kisses. Skiti’s fingers wormed their way through her mail and slid between her legs, holding her tight as one finger teased her entrance. 
“Hunger makes the best sauce, don’t you think?” She removed her hand and slipped her finger into her mouth, closing her eyes and humming as Laanda dripped into her padding, aching with need. Skiti kissed her once again, and Laanda’s head grew light at her own taste on Skiti’s lips. Skiti smirked, straightening Laanda’s pants and tightening her belt. 
“Let’s go give the people what they want, then you can give me what I need.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]The meeting hall sparkled with lights from a device Vee had rigged up, which cast moon and star shapes onto the ceiling and walls. Heuli stood on the raised platform in his overalls, which had been cleaned and adorned with silver filaments. He wore a waadrech fang on a silver chain around his neck. The assembled Timon filled the hall. Though they’d had to leave most of their finery behind when they left the Deepfold, they were all clean and coiffed for the occasion. One of the women was already showing; she must have gotten pregnant during their travels. Laanda wondered how many more were carrying future Timon in their wombs. 
The crowd went silent as Skiti and Laanda processed toward the platform. A low voice echoed off the walls, joined by several more in harmony, then still more, each group rising in pitch until they formed a cocoon of sound all around. Laanda gripped Skiti’s hand tightly, chills rising up her neck as they stood facing each other listening to the Bonding Hymn. The voices died out from low to high, and when the last note stilled, Heuli smiled and stepped forward, livesteel cuffs limp across his wrist.
“Just a few months ago, we left the Deepfold under a dark and bloody cloud.” Tears bloomed in Laanda’s eyes, and when she saw Skiti crying, she could not hold them back. Heuli’s voice trembled as he continued. “We lost our home to the cruelty and hatred of others, and we almost lost our souls.” He paused, looking out at the crowd with wet eyes. “Almost.” 
Skiti’s fingers were warm and damp in hers, and Laanda forced a half-smile as tears streaked down into her mustache. 
“But thanks to the strength, courage, and vision of our leaders, we found our way here to Jagged Shard. Even then, we would have been lost without the wisdom and valor of Skiti and Laanda, who risked everything to make this our forever home.” He paused, dabbing his eyes with his handkerchief and letting out a soft laugh. 
“I have watched their relationship grow since they were whelps running the halls and secret tunnels of the Deepfold together. As Laanda transformed the role of Queen into something more befitting a modern society, Skiti’s careful brilliance created the omni, a tool that became the saving of us all. Through everything, they remained friends and confidants, and sometimes more, if the nighttime cries in the halls of the Deepfold were any indication.” He paused as laughter rippled throughout the room, and Laanda’s ears burned with embarrassment as Skiti’s fingers caressed her palms. 
“But on our voyage here, I saw something blooming between them, and I don’t just mean the thing everyone was just laughing about.” A few more giggles escaped from the crowd. “I can see it in their eyes when they look at each other, in the way they stand, even now, hearts open to one another. Their growing bond has been a joy to behold, all the more so now that we have space in our hearts to celebrate it. And so it is my great honor to formalize that bond before all here present, unless anyone has any objections, which I should warn you I will summarily dismiss.” A few more chuckles trickled out of the crowd, who Laanda saw only as a blur of smiling faces through her tears. She wiped her eyes with a nervous laugh and turned back to Skiti, who beamed with a smile that made brightstone look like candlelight. 
“Laanda, do you bind yourself to Skiti before the eyes of all those present, to hold and keep each other safe through the trials of fortune and fate until the Depths take you both?”
Laanda choked down her tears, fortified by Skiti’s glowing eyes. 
“I do.”
“Skiti, do you bind yourself to Laanda…” She was only dimly aware of his words as her eyes locked on Skiti, who seemed to stare deep inside her and see her for who she really was in a way that no one else could.
“I do,” Skiti said in a shaky voice, wiping her eyes and smiling.
“Please present your wrists.” 
Laanda locked the fingers of her left hand with Skiti’s and they held their wrists toward Heuli, who draped the cuffs over them. 
“By the power that only the hearts of Timon and the mysteries of the Depths can give, I pronounce you bonded from now until the Time to Come.” 
The fat coil of the cuffs snaked around their wrists and tightened, and Skiti’s other hand pulled Laanda closer until they stood, hip to hip. 
“Now kiss!” Vee’s voice called out, sparking a fresh round of laughter from the audience. 
Skiti’s hand slid up to clasp the back of Laanda’s neck, her fingers hot and strong. Laanda looked into her bright eyes, and the room dimmed, the sounds of laughter and cheering like distant crickets as their lips melted together. Laanda’s heart swelled with each swipe of Skiti’s tongue against hers, and when at last they broke from the kiss and raised their bonded wrists for all to see, the crowd’s roar was deafening. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Laanda and Skiti moved from table to table, bound at the wrist by the livesteel cuffs, spending a few minutes with each Timon present. They fed each other and poured wine into each other’s mouths, spilling more and more into their beards as the evening wore on. The faces of the Timon they greeted grew blurry, as much from social fatigue as from the wine. As they moved between tables, Skiti plied her with hot, wet kisses, making it even harder to focus on the next round of conversation. By the time they had greeted everyone and drunk more wine than Laanda could keep track of, Skiti raised their bound wrists and called out for Heuli. 
“Release our bonds so I can take our Majesty back to our room and see to her needs.”
Cries of drunken joy rose in the hall as Heuli undid the cuffs, which he pressed into Skiti’s hand. 
“On the off chance her needs require you to bind her again,” he said with a wink. 
Skiti’s eyes burned dark and hot as she took Laanda’s hand and dragged her away with surprising strength, knocking over a bench in the process. Laanda followed Skiti in a daze, her mind racing with visions of Skiti’s naked body, her heart hammering hot blood through her core. When they got to their room, Skiti slammed the door behind them, gripped Laanda by the breastplate, and shoved her against the wood so hard it knocked the breath out of her. Skiti devoured her lips as her hands made short work of Laanda’s armor, stripping her to her silken shift in what seemed like seconds, sending steel flying in all directions. 
Her slip was soon pooled on the floor, and Skiti’s hands roamed Laanda’s body, kneading, squeezing, and pinching as she stared into her eyes, lips hovering just out of reach. Laanda’s need rose fast and hot, and she worked off Skiti’s suit and underthings with fumbling fingers. Skiti gripped her buttock in one hand, pulled her close, and teased her with featherlight touches as she maneuvered them toward the bed, mouths so close they shared every breath. 
Skiti stopped, pulling her in for a kiss so soft and tender Laanda had to cling to Skiti’s shoulders not to melt onto the bed. Skiti’s eyes were soft and deep in the dim light of the brightstone lamp. Laanda swam in them, in the growing strength of her kiss, in the gentle strokes of Skiti’s hands along her body. Skiti pulled back from the kiss, her fingers tracing delicate lines across Laanda’s cheek and threading through her beard. She looked down for a moment, biting her lip, and when she looked back up, she spoke in a small, soft voice. 
“I’d like to ask something of you that I’ve never asked before.”
“Anything,” Laanda whispered. 
“Would you like to kiss my body now and bring me with your tongue?”
Laanda’s heart swelled in her chest as she gripped Skiti’s shoulders and pushed her gently down onto the bed. Skiti’s eyes said take it slow, so Laanda took it slow. They kissed for a while, and Laanda ran her hands over Skiti’s body with gentle reverence. Skiti hummed into her kiss, and Laanda’s lips moved down to her neck, kissing and sucking gently, waiting for Skiti’s body to tell her how to proceed. 
Skiti’s body said keep going, so Laanda kissed her way down, lavishing attention on each nipple, on her taut stomach, and between her legs, which Skiti spread wide. Laanda gazed down at her, glistening pink and perfect amid a cloud of dark hair. She lowered down, seeking consent with her eyes.
“Kiss me there,” Skiti whispered. “Kiss me and make me come."
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Skiti’s breath grew short as Laanda’s tongue glided languorously upward, stopping just short of her clit and moving in slow circles around it. It was so viscerally intimate that Skiti grew dizzy, and when Laanda’s tongue swiped against her clit and started lapping, she gripped the mattress to keep herself from levitating to the ceiling. Stars swam in her vision as Laanda coaxed her higher and higher, and when Laanda’s finger slipped in, Skiti’s hips raised off the bed, her body twisting away from the intensity even as she ground into Laanda’s face. Wave after wave of pleasure flooded her, sweeping away her moorings and sucking her into an undertow of ecstasy that sent moans flying unbidden from her mouth like bats pouring from a cave. She tried to draw breath but could only gasp as Laanda clamped down on her clit, drawing out her orgasm with delicate flicks of her tongue until Skiti could take no more. She pushed Laanda away and rolled onto her side, body shaking as she finally managed to take in a lungful of air, then another.  
Laanda sidled up behind her, breathing heavily, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder as she lay tiny kisses all over her back. Skiti rolled over to face Laanda, whose face was red, her eyes glassy, her lips plumped and smiling. She seized those lips with hers, grabbing Laanda’s thick, muscular behind and pulling her close. She slid one leg in between Laanda’s, finding her hot and wet, and lost herself in Laanda’s inviting mouth, still heady with her scent. Skiti ached with renewed need, and she kissed Laanda harder. 
“Gods, I want to taste you again already,” Laanda murmured into the kiss, strong hands kneading Skiti’s body. Laanda kissed her neck and chest, shifting her body between Skiti’s legs once again, and Skiti grew delirious with want before Laanda’s lips had even reached her stomach. She bucked Laanda off her with her hip, pressing her broad shoulders against the bed as she straddled her, savoring the hot confusion in Laanda’s eyes. 
“I want you beneath me.” Skiti rose up on her knees, waddling forward awkwardly as Laanda gazed up at her, devouring her with her eyes as her hands gripped her hips. It took Skiti a moment to find the right position and angle, but Laanda’s lips and tongue soon found her and sent her spiraling toward ecstasy once again. Skiti gripped Laanda’s now-short hair, holding her tight and moving against her as Laanda’s tongue flicked, swirled, then plunged into her over and over. 
As her pleasure rose, seemingly without limit, Skiti gazed down into Laanda’s eyes, the only part of her face visible past Skiti’s thick hair. After all they had been through, all they had lost, their bond had grown stronger than hardsteel, and no power in the Depths or the skies above could ever tear them apart. 
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Links


If you liked this book, or even if you didn’t, please consider leaving a rating or review on your platform of choice.  
The Goodreads page for Jagged Shard is here
If you liked this book and want to read about what led Laanda and Skiti to Jagged Shard in the first place, check out The Delve. They’re not the main characters, but they are power players in this dark and spicy dungeon fantasy (and they have a rather memorable sex scene). 
If a fantasy romance set among the Maer (hairy humanoids and allies of the Timon) in the same time period is of interest, check out Wings so Soft, the story of an owl handler and an artificer who fall in love as war with the humans looms. 
All my books can be found on Amazon here
Stay up to date on my upcoming releases, including my trans sapphic romance The World Within, coming summer 2024, via my spam-free newsletter
All my links can be found on my Linktree






  
  Acknowledgements


I have a lot of people to thank for this one, but I want to start with the many kind people who have welcomed me into online communities I always feared would never accept me. Of course, I was wrong; of course, I wasn’t the only one who felt like they didn’t quite belong. But first steps are never easy, nor second, nor third. It’s hard to overstate the importance of these spaces to explore and understand ourselves and our place in the world, and the kindness of strangers means everything. To everyone who’s given me a virtual wave or a hug or a word of encouragement along the way, thank you from the bottom of my heart.  
I want to give a big shout out to my beta bestie DM Winters, who helped me see the missing sauce in the romance and gave me the confidence to make the story shine. You rock. 
To my Siblings in Smut, as always, I couldn’t have done it without you. Krystle, Connor, Fiona, Em, Maxime, and so many others. You know who you are. You’re the real heroes here.
To my readers, whoever you are, thank you for taking this jaunt with me. I hope it was fun, and I hope you join me for another adventure sometime. It’s an honor to share stories with you.







OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Vi
LA T ]
LT
LIV
ST Y

iy "‘.“"'
Ny





OEBPS/images/472a68e1-26e1-4649-80c5-ad12c79ffa66.png





OEBPS/images/78be90ea-59d3-4837-8a5a-92eaf3ea421e.png





