
        
            
                
            
        


Wyrmheart




A 'Those Who Break Chains' Story


Contents

Wyrmheart

Part 1: The High Priestess

Chapter 1: Fossilized Rage

Chapter 2: The Heart Beats

Chapter 3: The Seat of Creation

Chapter 4: The Dragon’s Lair Invaded

Part 2: The Ignorant Knife

Chapter 1: The Temple and The Mission    

Chapter 2: Those Days I’ll Always Cherish

Chapter 3: The Blade Seeks the Heart

Epilogue

About The Author


Part 1: The High Priestess


Chapter 1: Fossilized Rage

My name is Adelia and I have begun to despise cages. I’ve been in a lot of them throughout the course of my life. Not always physical cages, mind you. A cage is still a cage even when you call it ‘family’ or ‘duty’ or ‘eldest son’. I am, to put it mildly, not a fan.

And yet, I keep finding myself in cages. The one I’ve found myself in at this moment is a relatively comfortable one, as cages go, but I still do not like being here. The room I am confined to is sparsely decorated; a modest and soft bed to sleep on, a nice little bathroom off to the side to answer nature’s call, and a desk (covered in soft, creamy white papers) with a simple chair.

I have been in this cage for a week, by my estimation. An eternity, but a bearable one. For I was in this cage in service to a greater goal. A goal that did not align with the smiling corpse in front of me.

“Now, son, I feel we got off on the wrong foot before. I know you don’t want to be here, but we can’t have you wandering around the halls of this establishment muttering blasphemies. Now, I’m sure a young man like you understands that showing such disrespect to the Most High isn’t something we can just overlook, not here in the House of Antiquity.” The corpse dabbed at his forehead with a perfumed handkerchief, smudging the heavy makeup that covered up the extensive graverot eating away at his flesh. My stomach churned as he placed his hand on my shoulder. “We can let you out of here just as soon as you finish writing your apologies and swear an oath to serve your country by working here, until you’ve atoned for your sins. That isn’t so hard, right? You do want to serve your country, don’t you, Adam?”

I made a show of flinching at the name, an expected reaction to someone invoking your True Name. It wasn’t hard, I felt a visceral response for an entirely different reason to it. “Yes sir, I’ve learned my lesson.” My face strained to hold a properly contrite expression in the face of this pathetic assembly of grave refuse. Dealing with undead always made me uncomfortable, especially ones from my homeland.

The corpse ruffled my dark hair, no doubt leaving pallid residue that would take me ages to wash out, before straightening his cheap suit and collar of office. “Wonderful, I am delighted to hear it. I need to step outside to give the fine men outside some instructions on where to take you after, but I’ll be back in a moment to read your work, alright? Most High bless you.” His hands shook with the tell-tale sign of necromantic degradation as he made the proper signs of obedience and left the room.

I let out a sigh of relief. The corpse had been wearing a fancy watch, one that indicated the day of the week as well as time. It was Sunday, the day I had been waiting for. The House would be mostly deserted as the shambling staff departed to attend service, worshiping the moldering lords of this decaying nation and receiving blessings to renew the magic that maintained them.

Very few people remained among the living here in the Pacific States. Living meant one could entertain treasonous notions like escaping this plague-ridden wasteland. Which is what I planned to do once my mission here was finished.

I crept up to the door leading outside, listening carefully to make sure the guards were distracted. Satisfied by the murmurs of the curator corpse, I made my way back over to the desk and tilted it to the side. Stashed within one of the legs was a tight roll of papers, bound with a bit of thread from the bed blanket. I set the desk back down and unrolled it to reveal a series of pages covered in arcane symbols and notations set in a series of arrays and circles. Placing one of the pages over my chest, I cast my will through the eldritch channels inscribed upon it and was rewarded with a soft glow as the alchemical design restored my strength and true form.

My skin grew softer as my frame returned to feminine proportions, my hair brushing against my shoulders once more. Pretending to be a man again was a frustrating, but necessary burden when infiltrating my homeland. The fuckers at customs would have refused my papers otherwise. From birth to death, one’s identity is meant to be locked in stone by directive of the Most High. A cruel practice that ensured most Pacificans could be freely dominated by use of their name.

The next page opened a portal into a pocket of folded space and I quickly fished out a pair of bracelets I had stashed there. They glowed with soft silver radiance in the dim light of the room. I was a capable sorceress, but my true strength lay in alchemy: the art of understanding. These bracelets were the result of years of work and gave me far more flexibility than bolts of raw magic. A thought activated the arrays inscribed upon them and the wall in front of me lit up with symbols that only I could see.

The guards outside were unprepared for the entire wall to rip free and encase them in a tomb of drywall and concrete. I stepped around them and strode purposefully through the halls. A map of the building danced at the edge of my vision, guiding me to the vaults that lay below. I passed through quiet, empty rooms and dusty corridors until I reached a large stone door, etched with runes.

My bracelets showed me the structure of the enchantment protecting the door and I could tell that it would take me far too long to unravel it the hard way. Thankfully, the idiots who built this place forgot to spell the walls around the door, just as they had with my cage. I rewrote their structure to form a hole and strode into the vault.

There in the center lay a small chunk of rock with a single curved spike jutting from it. The item I had come here for: an authentic, fossilized dragon’s tooth. My hands trembled as I reached for it, reverently. It was, as far as I knew, unique in all the world. Draconic remains were incredibly rare, their fate as lost to time as their bodies. I could feel a slight warmth emanating from the tooth as I picked it up and carefully placed it in my extra dimensional pocket.

Scuffling behind me alerted me to the fact that the remaining guards had finally caught up. I turned to see several skeletons in riot gear, their eyes glowing with dim green flame. This was apparently the best they could send after me? I was insulted. I gestured and arcane circles describing the fundamentals of existence lit the air in front of me, spewing forth balls of fire, blades of air, shards of earth, and whips of water. The dancing, elemental fury pulverized bone and tore apart rotten ligaments as I walked past, stomping on a skull that rolled onto my path.

Pathetic.

I encountered paltry resistance as I left the House. The night outside was dark, the radiance of the stars dimmed by the nearby city lights.

“Aiolos,” I whispered.

Sudden winds swirled around me as the spirit of air whispered in my ears. “I heed the call of the pact.”

“Take me from this place, to my ship outside the harbor. Shelter me from prying eyes and guard my life. Do this and your pact is fulfilled.”

The spirit’s chuckle carried with it the scent of ozone. “Easily done”

My hair whipped back and forth as I was lifted from the ground and we soared above the ground, flying low to avoid attention. The drab penitent’s garb hung loose on my body as I escaped the Pacific States once again. 


Chapter 2: The Heart Beats

My ship (really more of a little boat, but nobody is around to judge you on the open seas) carried me swiftly away from the shores of the Pacific States of America and towards my sanctum: an unnamed island in the Pacific. Why did I live on an unnamed island in the middle of literally nowhere? Because it turns out that people don’t like Americans (justified) and also didn’t have any interest in a mage girl with no house or legacy to her name.

So I made an island. Okay, I built up an island if you want to get picky about the details. The salty breeze blew my hair this way and that as I approached my home. Brilliant green trees covered the slopes of the volcanic isle, sheltering my lair from prying eyes. Not that there was much point, nobody knew this place was here, but I was cautious. My ship pulled into a sheltered cove, carried on waves imbued with my will. The island was quiet, still, inhabited only by me.

I thought about finding some animals to raise, not for the first time, but the point of this place was to be a temporary home while I established my legacy. Nobody had time for hedge mages, practitioners of the Art who lacked familial connections and professional ties. I was self-taught and that tended to annoy mages who grew up in palatial mansions surrounded by arcane tomes and a coterie of tutors. I had to make do with stealing pages from preachers of the Most High and piecing together things myself.

But look at me now! I have my own island! Covered in greenery I wove from the disparate elements of life, equipped with a beautiful freshwater lake (any alchemist who can’t separate salt from seawater is a hack and has no business claiming the title), and most importantly: it had a really comfortable hammock that I collapsed into after tying up my ship.

I swung back and forth for a while, resting and letting my mind wander. My hand stroked the prize I had wrested from the skeletal clutches of the House of Antiquities. Sometimes, doubts would plague me about my chosen course of action. I could have found employment in a variety of places, making my way as yet another hedge mage. Make some potions for the wealthy, get paid a pittance. Barked at for not moving the fabric of the universe fast enough for some miserable bureaucrat.

I wanted more. I demanded more. I deserved more. Because I would wrest what I desired from life with my own hands. Every great mage house was founded by an ambitious woman (or man I suppose, though I’d never heard of any) who dared to achieve something nobody else could. If they could do it, why couldn’t I?

The fucking problem with trying to do something nobody else had done before is you have to figure out what the hell there is to do! That’s a little hard when your knowledge of magecraft is limited to ‘Ways to Make your Skeletons More Efficient For The Most High Volume Seven’. So, I had to spend the first few years after I escaped the Pacific States learning more about magic and what it could do. And what had been done. That, and figuring out how to fix my frustrating flesh prison.

Which reminded me to reach over and fish out a glass bottle filled with a shimmering liquid, dancing with pink, blue, and white hues. Yes, I did that on purpose, shut up. I gulped down the precious girl juice and let out a contented sigh as I felt the magic race through my body, balancing my endocrine system and buying me another month of girlification. This wasn’t a great solution, but I was no scion of a fancy house who could strut over to the fleshcrafters, my servant struggling under the weight of my family’s ludicrous wealth, and just get my body fixed permanently. Island girls make do.

So: how to establish a house of my own and secure my legacy? The question had stumped me and I spent several years researching options. I kept running into ideas that sounded brilliant and achievable for someone like me, only to find out that some bitch had done it a century ago. Dead end after dead end plagued me until one night, as I flopped down on the beach after spending days reading through musty tomes (stolen), I remembered a dream I had as a child, after a long day reading novels to escape the drudgery of school. A dream of wings and scales and fangs and claws.

Dragons.

Nearly every culture on Earth had a legend about dragons, or something close enough that the distinction was academic. They presumably did exist at some point in the past. Some people theorized that dragon flesh had mystical properties that led to their over-hunting and extinction. Others found that preposterous, as dragons were said to be as wise and cunning as any human, instead suggesting that dragons absconded from the world, retiring to their own plane of existence.

I had no fucking clue who was right. I didn’t particularly care either. I wanted to see dragons soar through the skies and if they had existed, then evidence of them must be somewhere. As luck would have it, the dull plaguelands of my birth had proof of dragonkind, just sitting in a vault. Having a piece meant that I could, with my understanding of alchemy, reconstruct what they would have been like. I could bring them back into the world. A lasting mark on existence, a founding moment for my legacy.

The tooth itself was certainly something to look at. It glittered as I turned it this way and that, catching the light with facets imperceptible to the naked eye. No doubt my countrymen had obtained it with the goal of constructing some dracolich, to strike fear in the hearts of enemies. And likely they discarded the plan when they figured out that a single tooth does not a dragon make. Well, it doesn’t if you are a necromancer. But an alchemist? This was all that I needed. 


****

The moonlight filtered through the trees, bathing the clearing in soft radiance. I stood before a grand array with the tooth at its center. Palettes of material sat behind me, various components that made up organic bodies, ready to be used as fuel for a sublime act of creation.

My process was simple: written within the structure of the tooth was the blueprint of dragonkind. The array would extract that blueprint and unfurl it, which I would then follow to construct an egg that would birth new life into the world. Simple. Assuming dragons did lay eggs when they existed, if they didn’t then this would get a lot messier. But even a setback or a failed ritual would give me important data in the long run.

I took a deep breath and stepped into the center of the array. Picking up the tooth, I used it to cut a finger and swiped blood upon it. The blood would tie me to my creation, ensuring that it and I would be bound on a deep, conceptual level. The tooth floated gently out of my hand as I gathered my will and raised my arms, sending magical energy racing through the tracks of the array. A gust of wind swirled around me as glittering motes of energy arose and swarmed the tooth. In mere moments, it began to glow so brightly I couldn’t look at it directly.

That would prove to be irrelevant as my vision was overtaken by formula dancing through the air, the vital information I needed to enact my creation. Something strange happened as I struggled to absorb the blueprint; the palettes of material behind me were pulled into the array without my direction and I found myself in the midst of a vortex. Beams of light shot from the tooth and into my heart, my flesh burning as they struck. Hot! Everything was hot! My mind was overwhelmed by the sensation of pure flame and I fell to the ground.

The sensation ended. Consciousness as well.

****

I awoke feeling cold. The brisk cold of an autumn morning, not the bone chill of winter. Opening my eyes showed me a vast void of twinkling stars and beautiful nebulas of purple, blue, green, so many vibrant hues. Looking down, I saw no ground below me and realized with a start that I was floating, suspended gently in this space. A susurrating sound, scales scraping through blades of grass, reached my ears and I caught the scent of fires, spices, and something sweet.

With the nebulas as a reference point, I figured out that I was moving. Gently, inexorably, I was drawn to a shimmering sphere of water, the sound and smell intensifying as I drew closer. Cinnamon mixed with salt, the fragrance of the sea, and I panicked as my body slowly entered the sphere. My lungs burned as I held my breath, vision darkening as I held out as long as I could. I struggled to form my will into sigils, to wield my magic in this alien place. Would I die here? I didn’t even know where here was.

“Breathe, you silly girl!” A soft, feminine voice whispered in my ear.

I obeyed and found that I could draw air in this place, a soothing feeling rushing through me as I somehow filtered the water into air. Feeling renewed, I looked around and noticed that within this sphere of water was a large throne, upon which was seated a tall, muscular woman. Her glittering eyes glowed with opalescent hues, matching the long, wavy hair spilling over her shoulders. Obsidian horns poked through her mane and swept backwards into sharp points, matching the sharpness of her fanged smile. Scales covered the edges of her face and down her neck. I blushed furiously when I realized she wasn’t wearing any clothing, save for jewelry. Silvery chains with gemstones dangling from the links adorned her horns, matching the opulent bracelets and anklets on her arms and legs.

She shifted in her seat, posing this way and that as I studied her, a satisfied smile on her face. I wanted to look away, out of embarrassment, but she was far too beautiful, too magnificent. A long, thin tail with elegant fins and frills snaked out from behind her and encircled us within the sphere, a wall of scales that showed I was in her domain, her seat of power. The susurration grew louder as her tail moved and the tip of it moved towards me, wrapping around my waist, pulling me closer to her. I couldn’t move, couldn’t even gasp. Every ounce of my being was locked in awe of her.

“There, isn’t that better? Let’s take a look at you, shall we? It has been far too long since someone tread upon my domain.” Her hand reached out to caress my face, elegant claws tracing along my jaw and threatening to break skin, if she applied even the smallest bit of pressure. “Cuter than the last one, I’ll give you that. And living! Corpses are so unpleasant; it takes ages to get the smell out.” Her voice was like a river, crashing and flowing with unexpected pools of quiet here and there.

I continued to stare, wondering how the hell I got here. A trap woven into the tooth, perhaps? More importantly: who was this woman? I took a deep breath and responded. “If I am indeed trespassing on your domain, I can only offer my sincerest apologies. I do not know how I got here, wherever this place is, and the last thing I can recall was being back at my own home. Still, intent does not absolve and if I have transgressed some law or custom, then please tell me what I can do to make amends.” What the fuck was this flowery speech dripping from my lips? The message I wished to speak was there, but what came out was completely out of character.

She smiled knowingly upon seeing my frown and sat back in her throne, looking down at me. “Beautiful words, from a beautiful girl–” My face grew hotter as she continued. “You’ll find that I have certain standards of decorum in this place, but it is pleasing to find a person whose character shines through so nicely in her words.” The tip of her tail traced along my shoulder, down my arm, sending a shiver through me. “But where are my manners? It’s been so long since I entertained a guest, I completely forgot to make introductions. My name is–” She uttered sounds that crashed into my mind without meaning like a tsunami breaking on the shore, pounding the rocks of my being into sand. Noting my pain, she stopped and I let out a quiet moan in relief.

“Ah, you weren’t prepared for that. I had forgotten how frail humans can be. For now, you may call me…” She paused and frowned as she searched for something. “Call me Drakara.”

That…that was strange. Drakara was the name of a goddess from a novel I loved as a child, before it was taken away from me. Why would she–
“Yes, I snatched that name from your mind. I’ve many names, stretching back over the eons, but sometimes it is useful to use something familiar when I am dealing with mortals. Now, I’ve given you a name to use, you will give me your name in turn, yes?” Drakara flashed a fanged smile at me, the menacing joviality of a hunter toying with her prey.

She could read my thoughts? My memories? Then why ask for my name…oh. Decorum. Right. “My name is Adelia.”

“Just Adelia? No titles, familial name, just simply Adelia?”

I nodded. “I have no house, no family, no grand titles. All I have is the name I chose for myself.”

“I see, I see. Well, you have good taste. That is a fine name, in my opinion.” She leaned forward intensely. “I think you’ll find my opinion is really the only one that matters. You agree, don’t you, my Adelia~”

It was suddenly very hot and my thoughts felt suspended in jelly as I tried to comply with her request. “Of course, as you say. If I may–?” She nodded for me to continue. “I’m not sure how I arrived here or where here even is or who you are, beyond your name.”

She sat back with a satisfied huff, looking at me through lidded eyes as she rested her head on one hand while another twirled and played with streams of water from the surrounding sphere that responded to her movements. “All in good time, my dear. Let us set the scene, the context, shall we? Tell me what you were doing before you arrived here and spare no detail.” The water froze into ice which she crushed in her clawed grasp, fangs glinting in the glow around us. “I’ll know if you do~”

I should be terrified. A mysterious entity had somehow pulled me into their domain, without my knowledge, and clearly had the power to end me if I displeased them. Instead, my gay little heart was too busy thudding loudly in my chest and telling me that this woman was incredibly attractive, in part because of the danger rather than in spite of it. With a gulp, I did my best to answer her. “Well, the last thing I knew was that I was engaged in a ritual. Using a fossilized dragon tooth, my goal was to alchemically recreate dragonkind and return them to the world, as a way of establishing myself. Nobody knows what happened to dragons or why we only have a few fossils and artifacts here and there, despite nearly every culture around the globe having stories of dragons of some kind or another.”

Drakara listened thoughtfully as I gave her the details of my work, nodding along even as I described the more esoteric elements of my self-taught alchemy. After I finished, she sat quietly in thought before speaking again. “It is clear to me now why you are here. You sought dragons and–” She waved her hand again and the globe of water collapsed into a shallow pool and now the outside was revealed to be a vast looping body of scales moving in slow patterns around us. “You’ve found the origin of dragons: me~”


Chapter 3: The Seat of Creation

My mouth was dry and I blinked my eyes in confusion. Did I mishear her? “The origin of dragons… is you?”

Drakara smiled wickedly and descended from her throne, pacing slowly around me and looking at me appraisingly. “Is that so strange? All things originate somewhere, whether from the vagaries of Chaos or the will of the powerful. I am one of many beings from the earliest ages, when the world was new and its people awakened.” She frowned, her mouth downturned. “I suppose I should clarify that I am not the only origin of dragons. Once, there were many. Some of my kin have left to soar amidst distant stars, others have sojourned to other planes. I remained in slumber, having grown weary of the affairs of the world. My children, those you know as dragons who carry a fragment of divinity within them, must have chosen similar paths.”

She gestured and a couch formed of water rose behind me and she nodded for me to take a seat. I did so carefully, surprised that the surface felt like water, but my hand was dry when I pulled it away. As I took my seat upon the shockingly comfortable furniture, Drakara sat next to me and laid her head upon my lap in a move that took me by surprise and flustered me greatly. She looked up at me with a mischievous grin before speaking again. “There, that’s better. Nothing quite beats the comforting lap of a lady~” She looked up at me carefully. “You don’t mind, do you?”

I gulped and prayed she couldn’t feel the effect she was having on parts of me that were far too close to her head. “No, no, it’s fine. I am glad that I can be of some small service to such a distinguished person like you.” There was that flowery speech again, flowing unbidden from my lips.

Her impish grin told me she knew exactly what she was doing. “Such a charmer! Well, from what I’ve gleaned from you, most of my children have departed from the world or their draconic natures have gone into hibernation along with me. I suppose I should have foreseen that. Was it accidental or a choice on their part?” Drakara shrugged and played with the fabric of my dress. “I may have slept longer than I had intended. But, no matter, I’m awake and you are here and that means we can make your dreams a reality.”

My heart skipped a beat and butterflies danced in my gut. “Really?”

“Really! Although, the end result will be a little different than what you were trying to do.” Her long tail draped over my shoulders as she continued to lay on my lap. “Dragons were not simply mindless beasts, as some of your stories portray. Wise, cunning, brilliant beyond measure, my children were as varied and magnificent as humanity and the other peoples of this world. The beasts your stories speak of are the dragonkin, creatures that arose alongside my children, but lacking the shard of divinity that defines my people. Though some attained such things and joined the ranks. The tooth you spoke of may have come from one of those.”

“Fascinating…I’ve never been able to find much. To be able to speak with someone who knows everything…it’s a dream come true!”

Drakara smiled and sat up, tracing my face with her claws. “If you wish to return my people to your world then the simplest thing to do is to form a pact with me.”

I sat for a moment, considering. Her offer seemed too simple, too perfect. “My knowledge of pacts extends to those made between demons and warlocks. Something tells me that a pact with you will be different. I’ve never heard of anyone forging a contract with a deity.”

“No? Such a strange era you live in. When I entered my long slumber, pacts with divinity were rather commonplace. It is of no consequence, this just means that, my dear Adelia, you’ll be a trendsetter, a revivalist of old traditions. Isn’t that fun~!” She patted me gently on the shoulder. 

It was hard to maintain my wariness, especially with her this close to me. She was incredibly soft, even her scales and claws felt far gentler than I expected. She was seducing me and I knew it. For a touch-starved trans girl…this was a lot to deal with. I pulled away slightly and cleared my throat. “Perhaps you could tell me a bit more about what a pact with you would entail?”

“I’m not one for stuffy contracts and restrictive rules. Our pact would be a covenant, a partnership that benefits us both, a relationship.” She pulled my face gently to face hers and stared deep into my eyes, her ophidian pupils glowing with inner light. “Be mine, my consort, my love. I shall shower you with love and affection and make you a mother of dragons. You shall be my high priestess, my beloved among all others. I do not ask you to love only me, for I am not a jealous goddess, but I do ask that you make a shrine in your heart to me. From our union, a faith and a people will be reborn into the world. We shall brighten the lives of many and our daughters will inspire awe like legends of old. What do you say?”

This…was not something I expected at all. A goddess, an actual living goddess, wants me as a consort? Surely she could tell that I’m…different. I was no great beauty, either, having to cobble together my own hormone treatments and lacking the means to consistently do so. Not that I was ugly; I tried very hard to be honest with myself about my appearance, good and bad. But surely I wasn’t enough to warrant the attentions of–
“Now, I can tell what you are thinking and let me assure you: you are more than qualified to be my consort. As I told you, mine is the only taste that matters here. You are quite lovely.” She tapped me lightly on the nose to emphasize her point.

“How much of my mind can you read?” I frowned.

She shrugged. “Not as much as you think. Surface level emotions, fragments from your life that matter most to you. Your privacy is important…everything I glean is due to your presence here in my domain. I am not actively trying to spy on you, my dear. It all just…leaks out.”

“Hmm, well, that explains a few things.” I sighed, preparing to sabotage any chance I had with Drakara by revealing the truth about myself. “You must know that I cannot be a ‘mother of dragons’, as I was not born a woman, not like you know, and cannot have children…not like that. And I refuse to ‘sire’ any children either. You’d be better off with some other woman.” My tone was bitter, agonizing memories bubbling to the surface as I spoke. “I’m sorry to disappoint you like this.”  

The silence stretched between us as Drakara listened and looked at me closer before laughing and collapsing onto my lap in a fit of giggles. I sat up in a huff and she tumbled off me to roll around in the pool of water, her mirth uninterrupted. I turned my back to her and crossed my arms. “It isn’t funny. You don’t have to mock me for being unlovable.” My eyes were hot with angry tears. I should have known better. 

Drakara responded instantly by standing and wiping her eyes before grabbing my shoulders firmly and turning me to face her. “You think? You think I’m mocking you? Never! I just couldn’t help but laugh.” She caressed my face again and gently tilted my chin so I was looking her in the eyes. “My dear, sweet Adelia: I’ve loved women like you time and time again. I do not know what your era is like, but when my name was on the lips of great civilizations, women like you were among the most revered of my priestesses. I was not alone in this. Who you are shines forth brilliantly and your beauty dazzles me. Do you think that I offer to make just anyone my consort?”

I shook my head, my mouth so dry I couldn’t speak.

“You’re a driven woman. To awaken me, to find my domain, that takes skill, ambition, and tenacity. Those you retrieved the tooth from…they were the holders of that relic for an age and never once did I grant them an audience. The shambling corpses they hurled into my domain were an insult. You, my dear, are a breath of fresh air and a charming one at that.” She hugged me close and brushed my hair slowly. “I can tell that your scars run deep, that you’ve been hurt before, but I promise you that when I say you will be my beloved, I mean it.”

I believed her. Impossibly, I believed every word she said. But it couldn’t be that simple, could it? This had to be a dream, a hallucination. “I…okay. Let’s say I accept the pact, accept everything you offer. I still can’t be what you want…I can’t be–” Say it, you coward. Say what you desperately wish you could be and never will, not with everything that stands against you. “I can’t be a mother, not like I wish.”

Drakara kissed me gently on the head and pulled away. She smiled. “You are an incredibly foolish person, you know that?” Leaning in, she whispered into my ear. “I’m a goddess, you silly girl. Do you really think that I would make you my priestess and not give you the power to live however you desire? Accept my pact and I will reshape your vessel to match the brilliance of your soul, my Adelia.” 

I looked away, thinking. No more cobbled together potions. No more loneliness, no more sneering looks or pitying expressions. I wasn’t worthy, this was too good to be true and it would be better if gifts like this went to some other girl…wait. Fuck that! I’ve come too goddamn far to reject this. This self-pitying drivel is beneath me. That’s the scared girl I left behind back home. I’m the upstart who is going to rock the pillars of power. This goddess wants a consort, a high priestess? I am the only candidate. No other is worthy because the position is mine and I am claiming it. Consequences be damned, I will seize my legacy and nobody will stop me, not even me.

I turned my face back to the goddess and smiled with determination through gritted teeth. “I accept. I will be yours and you will be my goddess, gladly.”

Drakara tightened her grip on me, firmly but gently. “Then, my dear Adelia, let us get to know each other. To seal our pact, all that is required is an exchange of blood, your essence and mine, so that it might mingle and become the altar of faith, the bedstone of worship. If you’ll allow me, I can even make this exchange a little more fun~” Her voice purred with delight.

I quirked an eyebrow, waiting for her to explain. She grabbed hold of the back of my head and bit her own lip, one of her fangs drawing blood. She waited until I nodded my approval, understanding her intentions, and then kissed me slowly, gently. I barely felt the sharp point of her fang as it pricked the edge of my lip and I felt the familiar taste of copper. It mixed with something else, something spicier. Cinnamon, cloves perhaps. Autumnal flavors swirling in my mouth as she kissed me and I kissed her. I ran my hands along her back, tracing the patterns of her deceptively soft scales, the feel of an embossed journal bound in the softest hide.

Her blood coated my mouth and I felt a warm, tingling sensation fill me. My nerves were on fire, pleasantly so, and my awareness contracted to the singular moment, my entire being focused on her. The font of power within me, the arcane wellspring of my will, overflowed with new energy. Drakara’s boundless vitality filled me, washing away my daily aches and pains, forging me anew to her purpose, to her delight. The goddess’ presence filled my mind, a comforting guest at the back of my thoughts. Not intruding, not controlling, but there should I have need of her. Her love and compassion emanated through our bond, far vaster than I could have imagined. On some level, I expected her to be lying, to be sweet-talking me to get what she wanted. But…she cared. She actually cared.

Drakara pulled away as tears rolled down my face, concerned. I shook my head and smiled as I pulled her close for another kiss. We pulled back after a time and I looked around in bewilderment to see the area around us had changed. A vast bed piled high with crystalline pillows and flowing blankets dominated the space where the throne had been. Willow trees formed of precious gemstone surrounded the bed and formed a flowery canopy overhead. The goddess pulled away from me entirely and stepped towards the bed, beckoning me. I took her hand and followed, letting her pull me into its soft embrace.

As I lay there, Drakara looked at me with love and tenderness. “Consummation is not necessary for the pact, you and I are already joined, I’m sure you can feel the bond.” I nodded and she continued. “But, I’m a passionate goddess and would very much like to bestow my blessings upon you. Only if you are ready.”

Was I ready? Yes. No. Yes? Yes. With anyone else, fear and nerves would set in. Had set in, in the past during my fumbled attempts at dating. But with the bond connecting us, my anxieties and fears melted away. I was safe with her. Always. “Yes, please.”

She nodded. “We can stop any time you like, just say the word. My blessings will reshape you and there may be discomfort, so please let me know if it becomes too much.”

I giggled and pulled her down to me, eager to act. She kissed me gently, on the lips, along my neck, as her hands undid the buttons on my dress and her tail removed the rest of my attire. I barely noticed, marveling at how delicate her lips were. Wrapped in a cloud of joy, nestled among the comfortable sheets, I gasped appreciatively as her lips moved lower to my breasts. Smaller than I’d like, barely there, but she doted upon them, no indication of disappointment. She chuckled as she slipped off my dress and spotted my dick straining against my panties, painfully so.

I looked away, ashamed. Other girls may like theirs, but mine always felt like it was stapled on to me, an afterthought placed there by some distracted deity. Ill fitting and unwanted. Drakara took hold of my face and gently turned it back to face her.

“Don’t worry about this, I’ll take care of everything. Watch~” She spoke in soothing tones as she took me in her hand, freeing me from my garments. With that, my body was laid bare before her. She whistled, satisfied with what she saw. “Now we match! Couldn’t have my priestess overdressed for such a wondrous occasion.” 

I chuckled in amusement, enjoying the moment.

Drakara moved quickly as I did, lowering her face to my penis and flashing a wicked grin before taking me in her mouth. Discomfort and pleasure surged through me, a bittersweet mix I was all too familiar with. Something new cut through after a moment and I let out an incredibly loud moan as she brought her face to the base of my shaft. Her mouth opened wider, somehow taking in all of me, and a white hot surge of sensation rushed through me. And then, it was over. Gone. I couldn’t feel it anymore, couldn’t feel anything.

A moment passed, then another. My mind struggled to process, the goddess’ face still pressed against me. Then, suddenly, I felt something new. Something reached into me. Feedback and sensation I had never felt before flooded my system, a blazing flame flowing into my core and I felt my insides change. It felt wondrous. Pleasure beyond anything I’d known. Underneath it all, a feeling of rightness. A gear clicking into place, a forgotten mechanism coming to life within me. This was what I was meant to feel.

Drakara pulled back, satisfied, and gave me a little space as I took in what she had done. My old genitals were gone, replaced with something far better. Aquamarine scales glittered around my new pussy and I reached slowly to touch it, getting used to the feeling.

“Mmm, I do fine work if I do say so myself. What do you think, my beloved priestess? Is it everything you wanted?” Drakara ran a finger along the inside of my thigh, smiling as I shivered.

I struggled to speak, overwhelmed with happiness. “I-i-it’s perfect. I…thank you, thank you so much. Never realized just how much the old thing bothered me until now.”

She purred. “Yes, yes, praise me. Adore me, worship me, as I shower even more blessings upon you.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Still, such a shame to get rid of such a nice specimen. I suppose I’ll have to make use of it, instead.”

“What–” I didn’t finish my thought as all my attention was taken up by watching her as she sat back and gestured at her crotch. Shimmering waters manifested out of the air and surrounded her, glowing brightly before vanishing and revealing a rather familiar looking cock.

“Well, sweet Adelia, how many girls can say they’ve actually fucked themselves~?” She wiggled her eyebrows at me suggestively.

“Are all gods as silly as you?”

She snorted. “No, unfortunately. Some were fun, but others were stuffy and boring. Rules this, laws that, sins upon sins to feel bad about. Forcing their followers to earn their love. Bleh, no thank you. I’d rather share my love personally and with great enthusiasm. Allow me to demonstrate~”

She kissed me fiercely as she entered me, distracting me from the tide of sensation that followed. I was unmade and rebuilt, over and over, my thoughts collapsing as I was swept away by her love. A distant part of me noticed that my body continued to change with her rhythm, hips widening and breasts growing as the pieces of myself that I despised and detested were scoured away, replaced by the blessings of my goddess.

Bliss, absolute bliss. Moments, hours, eons passed in the embrace of the goddess, sheltered in her bower. I could spend an eternity like this, let her do whatever she wanted with me. But, all things come to an end. She stroked my hair and kissed my face gently as we cuddled. I felt sore, full, happy, spent. Safe and loved, for once. It was in that state that sleep crept in like a thief and stole away my consciousness. 


Chapter 4: The Dragon’s Lair Invaded

The pounding surf crashing against the shore and the wind whistling through the trees were the first things I noticed. My body was sore and my eyes encrusted with the remnants of sleep. I tried to recall what had happened. There was the ritual…and then something strange. Visions, fragments, memories danced in my mind. A dream, perhaps? An oneiromantic trap laid upon the fang, ensnaring anyone who dared to tamper with it?

I sat up slowly, opening my eyes and wincing as the sunlight stabbed into them. It was bright, so very bright. Midday perhaps? How long had I been asleep? What had happened— ouch! My tail hurt as I accidentally shifted and put weight on it, pressing it between the ground and my ass. Didn’t help that my whole lower body was especially sore.

I caught the faint sound of giggling in my ears and looked around, but could see nobody else around. Ignoring it, I stood slowly, my joints popping and creaking. Limping carefully along, I spotted the fang in the scorched remnants of the ritual circle and slipped it into my pocket before making my way to my house. As I stepped into the inviting shadows of the cavern that formed the entrance to my home, I blessed my foresight in building within one of the small mountains that dotted the island. My skin throbbed with the unpleasant sensation of sunburn, itching here and there. I must have been out for a while if it was already itching.

“Pfft, hehehehe~”

There was that giggling again! I closed my eyes and allowed my magic to leak out into my surroundings, searching for any sign of life other than myself. Nothing. Strange, I may just be hearing things as a lingering effect of the failed ritual. Wouldn’t be the first time. Scratching absently at my shoulder, I let out a shuddering sigh of relief as the itching abated. Looking over, I saw the glistening shimmer of my aquamarine scales poking through the dead skin I was scratching off. Ah, so that was it; I wasn’t sunburned, I was just molting a little. One mystery answered at least.

I made my way into the bathroom and swiftly filled the tub with a burst of will, my magic activating the arcane machinery of my home to summon forth perfumed water that filled the vast, crystalline basin. I peeled off the tattered remnants of my dress, growling in frustration as a bit of it caught on my tail, before sinking into the soothing waters. Finally able to relax, I turned my attention to the little itch in my mind that something was different. But what?

I hugged my tail as I pondered, marveling at the soft, smooth scales. Wait; scales…tail…soreness…that dream–

“You really aren’t a morning girl, are you?” A smug, feminine voice whispered in my mind in tones of silky delight.

I shot up, splashing water everywhere, my tail thrashing about. “Who goes there?” Arcane circles flared to light around me, my defensive arrays surging into action. I frowned slightly as the effort to cast them was much less than usual.

“Forgotten about me already, beloved? I’d be a little hurt, if I wasn’t the one who wore you out so thoroughly that you can’t even think straight.” The voice giggled again. “Straight, that’s a good one.” 

The voice was certainly familiar, but where had I heard it before? Think…think…where– wait!

“The dream was real??!” I let my magic fade as I sank back into the bath. It was all coming back to me now: Drakara, her domain, the pact.

Warmth filled my mind as she replied. “Of course it was real, silly. I’m sure you are a very clever woman, very imaginative, but I doubt you could have thought that up someone as grand, as beautiful, as divine as myself~”

I couldn’t help but grin. “You certainly aren’t hurting for confidence.” Holding up my hand, I marveled at the small patches of scales along the back, the crystalline gleam of my nails…claws? I flexed and the slight points extended into fearsome weapons, sliding back as I relaxed. Oh yes, I liked that very much.

“I’m glad you approve. It’s always a bit exciting to see what changes my blessings will bring. Everyone is affected a little differently, according to their natures.” I felt the impression of being watched as the goddess spoke, but I still couldn’t see where she was. Her sigh filled my mind as she continued. “I can sense you trying to figure out where I am, but I’m afraid your eyes are the wrong tool to use. I’m in your head, silly.”

“Ah, I see. Or rather, I don’t see, I suppose.” More giggling as I continued. “How come you’re in there and not out here? Something to do with the bond?” 

“Mmm, a little yes and a little no. The bond is what lets me deliver my lovely voice into your mind so intimately, but the lack of form has nothing to do with that.” I got the faint impression of pouting. “It seems that in my long slumber, my faith has dwindled a bit. A few followers here and there, worshiping echoes of my presence, and then there is you. Within my own domain, my powers reflected the height of my faith, but in your quaint little hovel, I have to make do with the strength of your worship.” She sighed. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, beloved, but it isn’t much to work with.”

I nodded as I focused on scrubbing my body and taking stock of the changes. Gods pulling power from their worshippers made sense. Lacking the full power of a divinity at her height made the deal between us a little less satisfying than when I’d made it, but if the problem was a lack of worship then that was a solvable problem.

“I heard that, you know. Your thoughts are an open book to me right now, with the bond so newly made. Having second thoughts? I’m insulted! You seemed quite pleased with the power of my love last night.” Drakara purred, softening her words.

I blushed and sank lower into the bath, hiding in the bubbles. A thought occurred to me and I plunged my head underwater, gasping in amazement to find that I could breath as easily as I could before. My eyes twitched in an unfamiliar fashion and a transparent lid slid shut, making my vision clear and sharp. I started to speak, to respond to Drakara, but breathing underwater didn’t mean being able to talk. Instead, I focused on my thoughts.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you or your gifts.” I hesitated, my old anxieties bubbling up within me. “You’ve been kind to me. I was just taking stock of the resources at my disposal, to plan for the future.”

Soft, gentle warmth filled my mind and body as the presence of the goddess enveloped me. Her voice was calm and kind as she responded. “I was just teasing you, beloved. You weren’t wrong; with my power much diminished, I can’t offer you as much as I would like. Still, the power of a singular worshiper is more than you might think, if we amplify it. I have such secrets to share with you, secrets that mages the world over would kill to know even a fragment of.”

My mouth curved into a hungry smile at the prospect, fangs poking lightly into my lips. A new hunger burned within me. Old ambitions falling away like ash in the flames of my new dreams. A mage legacy was one thing, but reigniting a long lost faith was something else entirely. Drakara’s approval washed over me as I plotted and schemed. My mind whirled with ideas as I floated idly along, letting the waters relieve my aches.

That all changed as alchemical mechanisms surged to life, the boundaries of my island transgressed by invaders. I left the bath, drying myself with a surge of intense heat. Thunderous explosions boomed in the distance, as the invaders triggered layer after layer of my defenses. The sickly putrescence of Pacifican necromancy drifted through the arcane network and filled my nose as I started to pull on my battle attire. They must have found me using the tooth. A risk I had accounted for, but it was doubtful that my passive defenses would be enough.

I snarled and groaned as I tried to fit into the rune-carved kevlar and sturdy cloth of my armor. I couldn’t pull on the leggings because of my tail, much less my new hips. The clasps on the tight-fitting top refused to shut because of my now considerable chest and I huffed in irritation. Stupid me, never planning for a radical body transformation getting in the way of my combat preparations.

“I see you’re having a little difficulty. Would you like some help?” Drakara spoke in the carefully modulated and pleasant tones of a computer assistant, which made me groan.

“Running a bit short on time, so yes, that would be appreciated.”

My armor glowed with cerulean light and began to change shape. The familiar all-covering clothing vanished and I blinked to find I was fully dressed, if that is what you could call it. My chest was bound with a dark blue crop top embroidered with unfamiliar script, my midriff bare. My legs were wrapped in sleek opaque tights with windows at the hips, revealing my scales and skin. A long, open cream-colored jacket with a hood completed the look. The leggings had space for my tail and the jacket was divided along the back as well.

I groaned. “Drakara…what is this?”

“Mmm, I’m sure what you had was quite nice, but my envoy to the world should go into battle in style!” One of my mirrors floated in front of me to show the full effect. “Gaze upon the beautiful garb of the Dragon Queen’s High Priestess! Marvel at the flowing lines and how it accentuates her form. Elegance and grace the world has not seen in millenia!”

More explosions thundered in the distance, the invaders getting closer to the shore. I ran to my workshop and fished around until I located a small crystalline sphere full of deep, umbral shadows. With a twinge of annoyance at having to spend such a precious resource, I threw it to the ground, shattering it and the shadows coalesced into an amorphous, humanoid figure. “Fulfill the pact, destroy those who come against me, be free of obligation.”

The figure responded to my clipped commands by nodding and dispersing into a swarm of darkness that zoomed across the landscape. The glow of the enemy’s power diminished as my sensorium relayed the power of my bound servant. The glow was still vibrant as the servant was overwhelmed moments later. A demon would have served better, but spirits of this world were the best I could do.

“You still haven’t answered my question, darling. Do you like it?”

I groaned as I strode purposefully to the shore, my hands tracing symbols in the air as I commanded the fundamentals of existence to form towering walls of ice and a growing spire of obsidian beneath my feet that lifted me high enough to see the enemy. “I…appreciate the gesture, my goddess, but this outfit leaves many of my vital areas…exposed.”

“Never fear, I think you’ll find its defensive charms far more powerful than your old rags. Besides, it’s not like you have to fear mortality anymore.”

Setting aside that last ominous statement, it had taken me a year and a half to make that armor, but I wasn’t the divinity here. I’d have to take her word for it. With my newly elevated perspective, I looked out to see gunmetal gray cruisers shrouded in cancerous green energy slicing through the waves. The ocean was full of rotten, bursting corpses of animated sharks and serpents. So that’s how they’d countered my traps: animated fodder. I’d expected that, but using marine life for it was a bit unusual. Pacifican necromancers struggled with animating human corpses, which had the benefit of sympathetic resonance with their own forms. Bringing creatures like this to unlife would have taken quite a lot of resources with their wasteful methods. They must really want me bad.

I rolled my shoulders and summoned up my power, marveling at the vastly improved energies at my command. Drakara’s smug satisfaction rippled through my mind as I drew alchemical symbols in the air, forming chained arrays of increasing complexity. The wellspring within me shrank slightly as I released my spells, mere drops of power rising out of the deep lake of my mana.

Two of the approaching ships lifted into the air, as gravity itself was rewritten around them. Robed figures onboard held on fearfully as the water in the air coalesced into ice, entombing them all. The other ships swerved away as their mages tried to dispel my work, but their magic was channeled into the snares I had woven and their trapped companions vanished in a flash of light as the ice transmuted into hydrogen and flame.

Four ships remained, their crews throwing up domes of bone and sinew as they surged forward. The same trick wouldn’t work again, but an alchemist like myself always had options. My fingers danced to and fro as I muttered chemical compositions under my breath.

“So, I was thinking. First order of business is building a temple, dedicated to my greatness. I’m thinking smooth pillars, with vines twisting around them, maybe some nice inviting pools and piles of cushions at the entrance, really make the place inviting. Imagine all my cute faithful enjoying each other’s bodies, letting visitors know just how good worshiping me can be. What do you think?” The goddess hummed happily as she continued to list her architectural designs.

I struggled to maintain my focus, but managed to finish the spell properly. Another ship vanished as the water beneath it became full of methane bubbles that deprived the vessel of its buoyancy. The other three ships continued to approach, drawing close to the shore. I had to duck as the deck guns spun and a cloud of bone bullets shattered against my obsidian bulwark.

“Could we talk about this another time, Drakara? If you haven’t noticed, I’m a little preoccupied.”

“And another thing: I want some nice incense burning in the foyer, really add that extra little touch– Oh?” She stopped and I felt a surge within the bond as she looked out through my eyes, blurring my vision slightly as they tried to focus on two subjects at once. “Sorry about that, one moment.” I felt a shifting sensation above my brow as another pair of eyes opened in my flesh. “That’s better, a pair for you and a pair for me. Another annoying little limitation of my current power. Now, let’s see…oh, yes, the corpse brigade.” Drakara snorted in amusement. “You’re worried about them? Fear not, my champion, my blessings have elevated you beyond even their strongest spellweaver.”

Artillery cannons on the largest cruiser fired and I watched as massive orbs of flesh and bone arced towards me. They unfolded midair into festering monstrosities, giants of undead might, that slammed into my spire and began to climb. With a wave of my hand, spikes shot out from the spire and pierced their flesh, but they continued on, tearing huge gouges into their bodies that began to stitch together as I watched.

I assaulted them with roaring flames, crackling lightning, lances of ice; still they continued their implacable advance. The giants’ flesh glowed with sigils that blunted the effect of my magic and repaired the minor damage I caused.

“Dammit! What will it take to bring these fuckers down?”

A low chanting began on the ships as they reached the shore and a figure on the flagship lowered his hood and began to speak. His face had rotten to the point of showing gleaming bone and the marks carved into his skull revealed his high rank in the worship of the Most High. “You have stolen from the land of your fathers, committed grave blasphemies in the eyes of the Most High! In their wisdom and mercy, the Tribunal has declared that instead of shackling your will in service, you shall have the flesh flayed from your bones and your skeleton will become the foundation rock of the Hall. In death, you will repair the damage you have caused to a most sacred sanctuary.”

Dammit, they sent an Elevated Priest. That wasn’t good. Elevateds weren’t particularly strong mages, not on their own, but each of them could wield a portion of the Most High’s power and that made them terrifying opponents. Case in point: a glowing spear of ivory hurtled from his hands through the air and slammed into me, scraping against the wards projected by my garb. I poured power into them even as the spear broke through defense after defense with the sound of breaking glass. Before I could fashion something stronger, it tore through my abdomen and incredible pain overwhelmed me. Looking down, I felt around with hands that came back red. A massive hole torn clean through, dripping with vital fluids. Fuck! That hurt, it hurt so much and– a soothing coolness spread through me and I watched as the flesh began to knit back together. Aquamarine scales spread from the undamaged parts of me to fill the void, before shimmering and smoothing out into pale, unblemished skin. How durable am I now? A slight discoloration is all that remained of the grievous wound.

Drakara’s rage surged through me. “A group of upstarts dares lay claim to divinity and has the audacity to threaten my chosen bride? Adelia, I grant unto you the secret of consecration. Let these pathetic, shambling weaklings know terror at the authority of a dragon! I ask that you rip the head from that wretch so that I may speak with his masters and tell them of their absolutely, colossal fuck-up!”

Knowledge poured into me and I gasped as my wellspring surged with crackling energy. I raised my hands and repeated the words of a forgotten age without comprehension, allowing myself to become a conduit for my goddess’ might. The seas churned and roiled around the island as dark clouds gathered, the air humming with the charged intensity of an impending storm. The first of the giants reached the summit, raising a massive limb studded in ossified spikes to slam into me. I continued to chant as the clouds formed into rivers of surging water that slammed into the giants, their forms collapsing into droplets as the waters made contact.

The necromancers scrambled to escape as the serpentine rivers sought them out, dragons of living water that grabbed their prey in gnashing fangs and cerulean claws. Bodies wrenched apart as flesh failed to withstand the unrelenting force of the goddess. The flagship alone held off the avatars of Her divine judgment, the Elevated glowing with energy as he channeled.

Power coursed through me as I was lifted into the air by the spell. Drakara snarled in my mind, commanding me. “Fly, strike, rip him apart!” Swirling water vapor surrounded me as I obeyed, carrying me towards my prey. My claws glittered with ice and I shot like an arrow through the air. The Elevated panicked at my approach, gesturing as he threw up ward after ward. I crashed through them like paper, ripping my way through with talons outstretched until finally, I slammed into the deck of the ship. The Elevated stumbled away from me, half of his torso ripped apart by my attack.

“You…you dare? I speak with the authority of the Most High! Destroy this vessel and their might will rip you apart! I invoke your True Name! I bind you, Adam!” He stammered as he tripped and fell to the ground, trying to pull himself back up on his remaining arm. His robes of office torn and mangled. Unfortunately for him, that hadn’t even been my deadname, let alone my True Name.

I reveled in the power flowing through me. All my life had been spent in fear that someone like him would take notice of me and strike me down. Pent up resentment transmuted into white-hot rage within me and I leaned down to take his head in my hands, claws gouging into his skull. His screams ceased suddenly as the goddess spoke through me, her presence allowing for no interruptions.

“Adelia is mine. The fang is mine. Your masters are children playing in the realm of the gods. Their presence was tolerated only because of our absence. But a god has returned. I have returned. And they are no longer welcome.” Her voice rang out as the sickly green energy in the Elevated’s eyes turned cerulean and streamed into my hands. I felt the fragment of his masters’ power within him writhe as it was absorbed by Drakara’s divine will.

His head came loose as the rest of his body collapsed into grave dust, his minions sharing his fate as their connection to the Most High was undone. I held the trophy in my hands, panting with exertion as the storm dissipated and the sea cleared. Drakara’s consecration swept the remnants away, leaving only the ships bobbing in the waves.

I stood for a time, listening to the ocean until the goddess spoke. Her voice was smug with satisfaction. “So, about those pillars. How do you feel about quartzite? Perhaps in a lovely shade of pink?”

I tossed the head to the side as I slumped to the deck. Staring up at the sky, I answered with a weary but happy sigh. “I think that sounds lovely.” 


Part 2: The Ignorant Knife


Chapter 1: The Temple and The Mission    

The office was bustling with people hard at work, and Agent Diana Aspen sighed as she looked down at the dossier on her desk. The manila folder was barely visible under various top secret labels and warding seals; something like this could only spell trouble. She looked up at the man who had delivered it to ask questions, but was stopped short by how incredibly vacant his eyes were. His body swayed slightly back and forth as he stood there and she watched to see if he blinked.

Long moments passed and his eyelids didn’t move a single centimeter. She looked down at the dossier and back at him, trying to make out the name on his tag. “Thank you for delivering this, Agent…Jenkins? I will add this to my list–”

“This assignment is top priority and supersedes all other tasks. Operation code Throne-Heirophant-Quartz. Agent Aspen is to acknowledge this order now,” Jenkins interrupted her with a scratchy, unsettling voice. He stressed odd parts of each word, like a text-to-speech program. A low buzzing sound could be heard beneath the background noise of the office.

“Yes, well, I’ll have to take a look… are you alright? You look a little under the weather.” She offered a concerned smile, knowing that it paid to be considerate to your coworkers.

“Agent Aspen will acknowledge.”

“Fine, fine, I acknowledge the order.”

No sooner had she spoken than a shudder ran through Jenkins and he spun in place and walked away. Not even a simple goodbye left in his wake.

“I wonder if he’s new… been getting a lot of strange folks in the office of late. Who knows where they recruit these guys; I’ve seen more life in some of the stiffs down at the morgue,” Diana muttered to herself as she considered the folder. A specific seal caught her eye as its sigils glowed with theurgic energy. She knew what that one meant, even if most of the other symbols were entirely unfamiliar. Classified: Isolation Grade.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as she realized just how serious this was. The last time she’d seen Isolation Grade material had been when her previous boss set out, only to never be heard from again. Isolation Grade meant trouble. However…Diana glanced over at the calendar with tomorrow’s date circled in bright red ink. Her ten-year milestone was coming up, so maybe the higher ups finally considered her ready for some real field work.

Fear warred with excitement as she tucked the folder under her arm and pulled out the stepping stool that would let her hop over her desk with minimal fuss. Ten years and they couldn’t afford to give her a better workspace; ten years of being tucked away in a tiny office with so little room that there had to have been sorcery involved with putting her desk in there. A few passing coworkers slowed their walk to peer through her door and watch her clumsily maneuver over the desk. An errant paperweight caught her foot at the last minute and she tumbled head over heels to the floor, ignoring the loud snickering of her observers.

Whatever. Maybe after this assignment, she might actually get the respect she deserved. The thought was a comforting one as she made her way down the halls and deeper into the bowels of the S&C offices. The deeper she went, the more arcane and bizarre the halls became; dull beige and gray workspaces giving way to blood-red sigils daubed on walls and skulls with glowing eyes. One in particular caught her attention as she passed. The left orbital was covered in cracks, the viridian light within dimmed by the damage. She remembered Cartwright telling the story again and again every time her team went out drinking. Vampire threw a bowling ball at his head, hitting him right in the eye. Healers never could seem to fix it up right.

Diana wondered whether her own skull might adorn these walls someday. A high honor, to be sure. Her reminiscing was interrupted by a nearby door slamming open and an agent stepping out, covered in a writhing mass of tentacles.

“Fucking rookies can’t even manage a class two seal! I’m going to have slime in my hair for weeks,” the agent grumbled as he finally got a handle on the creature and pulled it off with a triumphant yell. A flash of white light and the creature vanished. In its place was a smooth glass orb full of purple smoke. He hefted it with a satisfied look before tossing it her way.

She scrambled to catch it without dropping the folder and just barely managed to do so.

The agent looked her up and down, lingering on her nametag. “Take that down to Lab Epsilon, Agent Aspen. I’m sure you can figure out where that is.” With that, he pushed past her and was down the hall before she could respond.

Not that she had much to say. Everyone always seemed to think her job consisted of doing anything she was asked. Her numerous complaints to HR about that had fallen on deaf ears. It wasn’t worth the trouble to make a fuss anymore. Luckily, Epsilon was right next to where she needed to go, so she continued on and dropped the orb into the lab’s dropbox as she passed. Now it was their problem.

Just past the lab was a series of massive rune-inscribed doors. Their blackened steel gleamed in the low light. Sometimes she swore she could see the shifting spirits bound within. She chose one of the open ones and pulled it shut behind her, watching the indicator above flash from green to red. Isolation Grade material could only be read within one of these chambers, their walls warded from all outside influence.

With hesitant hands, she broke the seal and opened the folder. Within were pages upon pages of notes, dossiers, and photos. Even a couple of sealed bags with what looked like scales and feathers. What in the world was this? She flipped to the beginning and began to read.

Agent [Aspen], you are charged with infiltrating an organization that Sealing and Containment has deemed a Hellfire class threat. Our files show that your background is well suited to this task. Within this folder you will find details on the organization that will aid you in your assignment. You are to assassinate the leader and contain the demon backing the organization or banish it. You will be provided with talismans to aid in this task. Once you have finished reviewing these materials you are to destroy them with [Argentum Disposal Incantation 87]. These materials are not to leave the isolation chamber at any time once opened. Failure to comply will result in immediate dismissal and corporeal termination.

Oh, well, no pressure then. She flipped through the folder and began to study. Minutes turned to hours and Diana nearly pulled her hair out in frustration. Why did they think she was suited for this? If these documents were correct, then they wanted her to infiltrate a Hells be damned cult! One that had already turned the previous three agents! Did they even know that she had limited field experience? The last time she’d been out of the office, her target had been a pixie and they were still talking about the Pixie Incident to this day!

She took deep, calming breaths. The good news was that it looked like the cult was more insidious than violent. It had been in operation for thirty years, flying under the radar, slowly building its forces. Intel stated that the cult centered around a self-proclaimed High Priestess of some mythical goddess of antiquity. This Adelia Wyrmheart was reputed to be a powerful alchemist and accomplished mage, punching well above the weight class of some small time hedge mage. S&C investigations were unable to determine the True Name of her patron, only that it was powerful and secretive. The idea that there truly was a goddess behind the cult was rejected outright by the dossiers. It had to be a demon of some kind or some other denizen of the outer planes. Diana shuddered, hoping it wasn’t another Fae. She hated dealing with the Fae.

Aside from details on the cult, the folder also contained some background information on previous cults S&C had dealt with, especially ones that sported similar iconography or theology. It wasn’t unheard of for some demon to make a bid at establishing a foothold outside of the Hells and a cult was an excellent tool for such matters. Thankfully, S&C had proven time and time again that it was very capable in putting down such groups. How else could the common people be kept safe from entities far beyond their imagination?

This was what motivated her: helping people and keeping them safe. It’s why she joined S&C in the first place. She could do this, she must do this. The Pixie incident was old news! Look out, cult, because Agent Diana Aspen is on the case!

****

The smell of salt and ozone filled her nose as her ship cut through the waves. The sky above was overcast, carrying the hint of an oncoming storm that had yet to arrive. For the fourth time in the past five minutes, she checked her map and coordinates, terrified of getting lost on the open seas. Doing so would be fairly easy since the dossier on the cult’s base of operations stated that it seemed capable of movement, somehow. An island that could move around? Well, that wasn’t the weirdest thing she’d ever heard of.

If her map was accurate, then she should be approaching the last reported location of the base. She scanned the horizon, looking for any sight of land. Nothing but iron skies and choppy waters as far as the eye could see. Except…was that something in the air ahead? Oh dear, it was approaching rather fast–

Diana ducked low as a dark shape raced overhead with a keening cry. The shape circled back and landed on the prow of her ship as she slowed down. Now that it was closer, she could see that it was some kind of winged lizard…with feathers? Fur? Its deep blue scales and white mane blended in with the foamy sea and it looked at her with bright golden eyes. The creature perched on its two talons as it preened its shimmering, black-feathered wings.

Her heart hammered in her chest as it hopped closer. Its fangs gleamed as it leaned its head closer and sniffed her hair. “H-h-hey there, little fella…where did you come from?” She held out a shaky hand and waited.

The creature investigated her hand and made a cute little chirping sound after a moment. It pushed its head against her hand in a very feline way. Its scales were soft and smooth and she couldn’t help but giggled as the creature directed her hand to its ebony horns and , surrounded by tufts of fur. Her fear vanished as it purred in response to her careful scratching. Diana had never seen a creature quite like this. It was similar to dragons she’d seen in fairytales as a child, but the fur and feathers were unusual.

She flinched when the creature pulled away suddenly, worried she’d angered it, but the creature chirped softly as it shifted around to give her a better look at its tail. The tail had a small, sturdy looking device attached to a strap. The surface was very simple: just a speaker and a bright red button next to some smaller buttons. The creature stretched its graceful neck so that it could gently take her hand in its teeth and guide her to the button.

“You want me to press it?”

It nodded.

Just how intelligent is this thing? she wondered. She did as the creature directed and shortly after a feminine voice spoke, loud and clear despite the sound of the surrounding ocean.

“Please be advised that you are entering controlled waters. State your name and business for being here.”

“My name is Diana Aspen and I’m looking for the Temple.” she hesitated. The dossier had advised her to use her real name, as her limited field work meant her identity was unknown and it would be simpler to stick to what she was used to. Supposedly, a version of her was known to the cult and had been invited to the Temple of the Goddess to be initiated into the deeper mysteries. “I have an invitation!”

“Oh, wonderful! We’ve been expecting you–” Upon hearing Diana’s name, her voice instantly shifted from cool and professional to warm and bubbly. “My name is Jem Quartz. We spoke briefly over email and I’ve been very excited to meet you in person. You’re the first new initiate this season! There is so much to share with you, but for now let’s get you safe and settled. One moment!”

The woman rattled off some kind of incantation or blessing in a language Diana didn’t recognize. The waters ahead began to churn and froth as something rose from the depths. The creature sat calmly next to her, showing no signs of alarm as the surface of the ocean pulled away from a great mass, shrouded in mist. As the waves of displaced water slapped against her ship’s hull, the mist pulsed outward and vanished, revealing a beautiful tropical island.

“Welcome to the Temple of Drakara! Just follow Ria, that’s the cute little wyvern we sent out to meet you, and she’ll guide you into the harbor! I’ll see you once you’ve docked.” Jem’s cheerful voice faded and the little creature looked at Diana, waiting for a response.

“So your name is Ria, huh? What a cute name!” She scratched the wyvern behind the ears once more as Ria chirped happily. The wyvern spread her wings and took to the air, gliding low to the boat and motioning for Diana to follow.

She gunned the engine and made her way closer to the island, marveling at the verdant landscape and towering cliffs. Ria drifted lazily on the air currents, guiding her carefully to a section of the cliff face. Diana grew nervous as the creature was leading her to sheer rock, but the walls shimmered as the wyvern flew right into them, vanishing to reveal an archway. As she passed under the arch, she gasped. Beyond was a sheltered bay with white sand beaches and pink stone docks. Past the docks was a mountain, studded with ornate buildings reflecting archaic architecture.

History had never been her strong suit, but the style was positively ancient. Older than Greek, Sumerian perhaps? It was hard to tell as any example she’d ever seen had been worn and weathered by the ravages of time. These buildings were pristine and covered in murals and flowers. The vast temple complex had been built entirely in harmony with nature in a way that fascinated her.

She was pulled from her reverie by a soft nudging on her shoulder; the little wyvern had circled around and was poking at her with a plaintive cry. Looking ahead, Diana saw that she was fast approaching the docks and a small crowd of people were calling for her to slow down. She acted quickly and nearly lost her footing as the ship went from cruising speed to a slow approach. Ria was joined by her kin, a flock of wyverns who darted to and fro to snatch ropes and tie them around the posts on her vessel.

Now that Diana was closer, she could make out the features of the crowd that had gathered to welcome her. Most were feminine, wearing soft garments that matched the archaic style of the temple. A few were more androgynous with more variety in their attire, with some obscuring the lines of the body and others wearing tight-fitted clothes that left little to the imagination. Some others were masculine in ways that only queer people could be. She had read that the cult of the goddess appealed most to those of a sapphic persuasion, even if all were welcome in the arms of the goddess. Still, it was one thing to read it and another to experience it firsthand.

Diana couldn’t help but consider her own attire and lack of makeup. Dull, gray pants and top, a light black jacket to ward off the chill. Completely unnecessary within the bay, surrounded by mountains that protected against the wind. She’d dressed for function, but worried over how out of place she must look. Would a true initiate to the cult have presented differently? Why couldn’t the dossier have mentioned something!

Her fears were dispelled as a friendly woman made her way through the crowd and held out a hand to help her onto the dock.

“Welcome, welcome! We are so happy to have you here!” The woman’s voice identified her as the same priestess she’d spoken to moments prior. Jem continued. “Terribly sorry to make you come out here all on your own, but praise the Goddess that you’ve arrived safely! If you’ll follow me, I’ll give you a brief tour of the Temple and show you to your quarters. Don’t worry about your things; a few Sisters have volunteered to carry them up for you.”

Diana blinked rapidly and tried to remember if she’d left anything incriminating in her luggage, but thankfully that had all been provided by S&C. Her weaponry and talismans were hidden within warded compartments woven into her flesh. Everything should be fine. She realized that the priestess was waiting for her to respond with a concerned look, so she cleared her throat and spoke. “Ah, yes, um, thank you. I’m a little tired from the journey, but I am so looking forward to the tour!” A little detail from the dossier floated to the front of her mind. “Oh! Are we going to perform the Elevation after the tour? I’ve been looking forward to it.”

Jem laughed, a pleasant and comforting laugh without a hint of mockery. “I will never tire of the eagerness of initiates. Putting you through the Elevation right after you arrived? Goddess above, perish the thought. We’ll want you at your very best when you have your audience with our Lady. She is kind and gentle, but She is still a divinity and you’ll want to be well-rested lest She overwhelm your spirit.”

“Ah, I see. The guide wasn’t entirely clear on the timeline for my visit, so I thought I might ask.” Diana said, her voice a mixture of disappointment and relief. She was truly tired from the voyage, but was also eager to finish with her grim business. The less time she had to get attached, the better. 

“I completely understand! I’ve been pestering Sister Emily to clarify some of our information packets, but she’s been so busy writing her own stories to work on them. I’d make more of a fuss, but her works are quite lovely.” Jem’s eyes took on a faraway look as she remembered something. Something that made her cheeks a little red before she blinked and shook her head. “Nevermind all that, let’s give you the tour!”

****

Diana wiped the sweat from her forehead and gulped in shock. The sweat wasn’t from the heat, for the temple complex was cool and pleasant, no it was from the surprise as they passed by a courtyard that featured a full on orgy in progress. The participants were all breathtakingly lovely and it appeared that the typical garb of the Temple was well suited for such displays as they were all nominally still clothed and yet easily engaging in passionate fucking. The sight was almost enough to make her miss that the majority of the participants were not exactly human. Heaving breasts framed in shimmering scales, glittering horns peeking out from disheveled hair, and graceful, elegant tails being put to rather inventive use filled her vision.

Jem waited next to her with a bemused expression on her face, saying nothing as Diana grew more and more flustered. A few of the participants noted their arrival with a beckoning wave to join in. Diana’s face was bright red as she struggled to speak. “N-n-no, thank you! I’m just on the tour!”

“They know, my dear! This is part of the tour. You’re more than welcome to join in if you like, we are in no rush. A bit of sensual bonding might even do you some good; get to know your fellow faithful!” Jem sighed longingly before continuing. “It’s been a few days myself, I certainly wouldn’t mind a little unwinding~”

The offer was incredibly tempting. Diana licked her lips without thinking as an incredibly endowed woman that was just her type blew her a gentle kiss before returning her attention to another woman that was kneading her breast. The other woman’s hand disappeared within the titanic tiddy and Diana couldn’t help but picture herself in that woman’s place. Her pants grew distractingly tight before she remembered that she was here on a mission. Now was not the time for frolicking!

With indomitable willpower, aided at least a little bit by the thought of all the paperwork she’d have to fill out if she indulged, Diana shook her head and turned to the priestess. “I’m good, really. Is this sort of thing…common here?”

“Oh yes, the Goddess encourages her worshippers to love freely and in accordance with their whims. It’s not compulsory, never fear, but a good many of the faithful enjoy such activities quite regularly. Good way to exercise, too.” Jem said with a wry smile.

“Yes, I’d imagine it is…um, what’s next on the tour?”

“We are currently in the residential district, so your quarters are just around the corner. After that, I’ll show you to the cafeteria in case you don’t feel like cooking your own meals while you stay with us.”

Diana nodded. “That sounds great! I’m a little hungry right now, as it so happens.” Her tummy rumbled quietly to lend support to her words.

The priestess took her hand and they left the courtyard behind. They made their way down a broad street filled with flowers and trees, the latter providing each nearby complex with some privacy. It was a beautiful, if overcast day and they passed by a few other people here and there, all of whom greeted Diana with a smile. It was nice to be welcomed. A shame it wasn’t under better circumstances. She tried to remember if anyone back home had been so happy to see her, but a soft buzzing in her ear distracted her before she could recall anything.

At the end of the boulevard was an open air building in which she could see rows of tables and comfortable seating, some of which was occupied by people enjoying a bowl of food. The roof of the cafeteria was covered in bright pink flowers that matched the more subtle hues of the stone. Part of the building was made of some beautifully carved wood that took her breath away. How could the cult afford to build such magnificence? The dossier hadn’t mentioned much in the way of vast fortunes. Perhaps the infernal power of their patron made it possible?

Jem led her up the steps and to the counter staffed by a smiling priestess. Behind her, a group of faithful stirred large pots full of what was clearly curry, going by the rich aroma wafting towards Diana. The priestess at the counter spoke in a deep voice that made Diana forget where she was for a moment. “Welcome to the cafeteria! Today’s lunch is green curry. We have a variety of options, do you have any dietary restrictions?”

Diana shook her head. She wasn’t a picky eater by any means.

“Wonderful. Don’t hesitate to speak up if you need something different, however! The Goddess provides and we are more than happy to make you something else if you like. If curry is alright, would you prefer pork, vegetarian, or fish?”

Jem pulled in close to whisper. “It’s all very good, I love green curry day! You can’t go wrong. Elly here is quite the accomplished chef!”

The other priestess blushed. “I heard that! Don’t think flattery is going to get you extra portions, I’m on to your schemes.”

The two bantered as Diana considered the options. It all smelled quite good and it was a dish she was very familiar with. She cut in during a lull in the conversation. “What kind of fish?”

Elly smiled. “Fish tofu today; it goes well with the curry. Does that sound good to you?”

Diana nodded and before she knew it, her and Jem were seated before steaming bowls of delicious curry and plates of jasmine rice. “This looks so good!” she said.

“I’m a little surprised you didn’t ask for anything different. Some of the Western raised initiates tend to be concerned about the spice level when we serve Thai food.” Jem gave her a nod of respect as Diana dug into the meal.

Diana paused, swallowing before speaking. “I’ve worked the last ten years in Singapore. Took me a bit to develop some spice tolerance, but it was worth it. I know what you mean though; a few of my coworkers from similar backgrounds insist on living on burgers alone. Some of the locals in the office like to sneak chili sauce onto the patties when they aren’t looking.” She grinned as she remembered how Daryl from Occidental Occultism had screamed that he was dying after someone had spiked his meal.

Jem nodded. “You’ll fit right in here. The faithful come from all over, so we try our best to feature a wide variety of cuisine to suit everyone’s tastes. Sometimes, the Goddess Herself treats us to some delights from the last time she roamed the world. That’s always fun.”

Diana tilted her head thoughtfully. “The goddess cooks for you?”

“Oh yes, She likes to mingle with Her worshippers and take a personal hand in things. I used to belong to another faith, but converting is very tempting when you can have a casual conversation with your deity and have them answer back.”

“That makes sense.” Diana took another bite before continuing slowly. “I’ve been wondering…how does the Temple afford all this stuff? If I hadn’t stumbled across some information while doing some obscure research for work, I’d never have heard of the goddess. The cult can’t be very large, can it?”

“You know, I had the same questions when I first arrived, five years ago. The Temple was a little smaller, they were still building this cafeteria at the time, but even then it was magnificent. To answer, it’s rather simple: the Goddess provides. Our High Priestess is a very powerful mage with access to secrets from civilizations long gone, from times when divinities roamed the world beside demons and monsters. That isn’t to say the modern world hasn’t surpassed the magecraft of that era, but the ancients knew a few tricks that we’ve forgotten.” Jem smiled knowingly. “But you knew that, otherwise you wouldn’t have stumbled across Her teachings.”

Diana was quiet for a bit, reflecting on her cover story. “Oh, yes, I guess that would make sense. Still, you wouldn’t believe how many bogus leads I run into in my line of work. Everyone loves to claim they’ve got hidden knowledge that the great Houses are unaware of. You learn to tune most of those out as a researcher.”

“Still, I’m glad you decided to take a chance on the Goddess. We are so glad to have you here.” Jem took a moment to dig into her own meal, her face a picture of bliss as she took a bite. “Mmmm mm, never get tired of that! To continue: not only is our leader quite gifted, but many of the faithful come here with unfulfilled potential. It is a joy to provide them with the tools and knowledge they require to see their skills flourish and prosper. In turn, the faithful contribute to the Temple, for it is home and sanctuary to us all. Most contribute with their skills, but a few have wealth that we use to improve the lives of all. You’ll see, if you decide to stay.”

“With food like this, you’ve made a compelling case for staying! However…will I still be Elevated if I choose to leave?” Diana did her best to look concerned as she spoke, projecting nervousness.

“Absolutely! The Goddess shares Her love no matter how far you roam. Elevation is a recognition of your faith and growth as a worshiper. It is a celebration, not a trial. The Goddess keeps her secrets only to ensure that you are prepared for them before learning them. Knowledge can be a dangerous burden to the untrained.” Jem reached across and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You aren’t the first to be nervous, my dear. Take your time. There is no rush and you are free to ask as many questions as you like. The ceremony will happen when you are ready, not before. There are certain things I cannot share with those who’ve not yet been Elevated, but anything that I can share, I will. It is my duty to care for you while you are here, anything that you need.”

“Thank you, Jem. That’s kind of you. I do have one question…umm, what’s up with the–” Diana paused and lowered her voice to a whisper. “What’s up with the scales?”

The priestess blinked and smiled mischievously as her face shimmered. Her visage was now studded with light blue scales that verged to green at the edges and four similarly colored horns curved gracefully out from her black hair. “Oh, you mean these?” Her tongue was now slimmer and slightly forked, flittering out from between ivory fangs.

Diana pulled away in shock before breathing deeply. She responded in an unsteady tone. “Yes, those. I saw some of the, um, frolickers sporting similar features.”

Jem chuckled, a bit of cyan flame escaping her mouth. “You didn’t think the title of Dragon Goddess was for show, did you?”

“I…might have. Dragons haven’t been seen in millenia and may never have existed at all. Can you blame me for being a little skeptical?” Diana shrugged, attempting to feign nonchalance while her heart was pounding in her chest. The patron could warp the physical features of the cultists? That wasn’t typical. She’d thought the earlier signs were all an illusion for the sake of the orgy.

“A little skepticism is quite alright. Our Lady doesn’t demand blind obedience. I cannot share all the details, some of it pertains to Elevation, but suffice to say that Her blessings can manifest like this if a worshiper so desires. We often try to be quiet about that for new arrivals, but it can be hard to hide in the throes of passion.” Jem shrugged.

Diana stared at the scales and horns with a mixture of fear and envy. “Will…will that happen to me, after Elevation?”

“Only if you want it to. Do you want that?”

Yes, she thought. “I’ll have to think about it…it’s a lot to take in,” she said, a quiet buzzing filling her ears.

“Take all the time you like, initiate. Now, finish up your curry, it’s getting cold!” The draconic priestess flashed a fanged smile that filled Diana with conflicting emotions as she focused on the food.

Will I make it out of this assignment as myself? Why does that sound appealing? Focus, Agent Aspen. Even if you did want that, you’re here to eliminate their dark patron. Don’t forget the mission. The buzzing faded to nothing as she pushed the feelings down.

The rest of the meal passed in quiet, an enjoyable counterpoint to the troubling conversation. 


Chapter 2: Those Days I’ll Always Cherish

“And here we are!”

Diana blinked as she took in the dwelling that Jem had led her to. Built of the same pink-hued stone and carved wood as the cafeteria, the quarters were the size of a studio apartment, with a similar layout. A modest kitchen, comfortable yet roomy looking bed, a living room space with a couch and television, and even a spacious desk with a desktop computer.

“The Internet can be a little unstable as the island travels, so I’ve taken the liberty of adding the schedule to your calendar. That should give some advance warning so you don’t lose access in the middle of something important. The fridge and pantry have a few staples, but we didn’t want to presume your tastes. If you need anything, the cafeteria has a storeroom you are welcome to, just let one of the priestesses know what you require so we can track inventory. Let’s see, what else? Oh! The shower is out the back as well as space for a garden if you’ve the inclination.” The priestess took a deep breath and turned to Diana. “Hope I’m not overloading you with information, I know it’s your first day.”

Overload would be putting it mildly. Diana was used to dealing with a lot of information, it was her desk job back at HQ after all, but the cult was nothing like she’d expected. There had been no mention of payment, nothing required of her but to settle in. Everything she’d read about other cults S&C had put down had prepared her for fever-eyed fanatics who would ask the world of her while promising power. Maybe this was just the honeymoon phase, a way to get initiates to drop their guard. Many people would listen to anything if it meant a comfortable home and free food. She’d certainly done so before – the thought vanished as Diana felt a fierce migraine hit.

“--you alright?” Jem’s voice was distant, hard to hear over the ringing in her ears.

“Just a little headache, I’ll be alright. Might just need to lay down for a bit. It’s been a big day.”

Jem nodded and guided her over to the bed. It was even softer than it looked and Diana let out a satisfied sigh and then winced as her temples throbbed. She closed her eyes and heard Jem messing with something in the kitchen before a cool pressure enveloped her forehead.

“Aaah, that’s helping. Thank you.” Diana felt around until she realized the pressure was a damp cloth, which she adjusted to better relieve the pain.

The priestess gave her a comforting pat on the head and then set something on the nightstand. “Some water and pain relievers if you need them. Get some rest and if you need anything, my contact info is on the computer. Instructions are in the booklet on the desk if you have trouble logging in.”

Diana just nodded in gratitude and listened to Jem’s departing footsteps. Only when she had left did the pain ease and Diana started to feel like herself again. Headaches like that were common for her. Once a day on the bad weeks, at last twice a week on the good ones. She ignored the pain relievers in favor of the bottled water. A couple of refreshing gulps later and she felt right as rain. At least this round had conveniently gotten rid of Jem. The priestess was a sweetheart, but Diana had the distinct impression she would have hung around all day if Diana hadn’t done something.

She eased herself off the bed and took a look at the computer. It was sleek, modern, better than her work computer even. The cult really spared no expense on spoiling the faithful. Diana muttered an activation phrase and the room grew slightly darker. The anti-surveillance charm was top of the line and should fool any prying eyes watching her into thinking she was still resting. With that in place, she bit one of her fingers and pressed the bloody print into a specific spot on her left wrist. A slight shimmer and one of her hidden compartments opened up to reveal a small thumb drive. She left the compartment open just in case as she poked around the tower, looking for a USB slot. It took a couple tries to plug the drive in, always did, and finally she was staring at a blank desktop with the faint S&C logo in the corner.

The drive functioned similarly to the charm: it would fool anyone watching on the network and poke around their systems. Anything the drive found would be beamed to secure S&C servers via magical means. If the cult was hiding something on the network, the drive would find it. At least, that was what she had been told. Diana wasn’t the most tech savvy person in the agency. Why, just a couple months ago, she’d spent hours with IT trying to figure out why her profile was missing all her old records. In the end, IT determined she’d been saving everything to the computer rather than on the network and it got lost during a routine update.

Thankfully, the drive was not prone to such errors. Diana hummed to herself as she poked through what was available to her even without the drive. Pretty standard fare: a browser loaded up with some useful extensions, personalized email that had been prepared for her in advance in case she wanted to keep her life outside the cult separate, and some documents about the cult she planned to poke through later. Chances were nothing it was new compared to the dossier she’d read, but she’d be thorough just in case.

A loud ding noise startled her and she looked around in a panic, terrified that something had broken through the charm. When nothing happened, she glanced back at the screen to see that there was a chat program she’d missed and it was full of notifications.

She clicked through and each one was from a different cultist welcoming her to the temple and offering assistance if she needed it. They…cared about her? Truly cared? A tear dripped from her eye as she let all the enthusiastic kindness wash over her. A small part of her lamented yet again that she was here to tear this all apart. But she had to, didn’t she? As nice as it looked on the surface, surely something evil was going on. That’s why S&C had sent her. Even though none of her coworkers at S&C had bothered to show her anything but cool disdain.

No matter, she had a mission. A mission which involved getting close to the leader of the cult, which meant finding out when her Exaltation would be happening. Diana poked around the desktop for a bit, trying to find the calendar that Jem had mentioned. After an embarrassing hour of failing to find it, she fired up the chat app and found Jem’s profile.

DearDiana: Jem, I’m trying to find that calendar you mentioned…but it doesn’t seem to be on my system?

RadiantJem: Oh, that’s odd, it should be integrated with your email. Did you look there?

DearDiana: …

RadiantJem: Diana? Are you there? Did you find it?

DearDiana: I didn’t think to look there…

DearDiana: I found it.

RadiantJem: Wonderful! Please feel free to ask questions anytime dear, I’m here to help! How are you feeling?

DearDiana: Oh, yeah, fine. Meds definitely helped.

Now that she knew where to find the calendar, she wasted no time in poking through the various entries. The island travel schedule was the easiest to spot as it was the most regular and it looked like it would be a week before it submerged again. Diana scanned through the other entries, trying to find anything about her Exaltation. Nothing. Just cooking classes and movie nights and worship sessions and theology courses. Okay, some of those did sound genuinely interesting, but where was the Exaltation?

DearDiana: Jem, I’m poking through the schedule and it seems like it is missing something…rather important.

RadiantJem: Ah, I know what you are looking for. That isn’t on the schedule because it isn’t scheduled! The Goddess will summon you when the time is right. Exaltation is a wonderful experience, but it can be taxing. You’ll want plenty of rest and energy for the ritual.

DearDiana: Oh, I guess that makes sense.

RadiantJem: Tell you what: why don’t you take the rest of today and tomorrow to rest up and get settled. There is a worship session later in the week that I think will be very enjoyable for you. We can go together!

Diana checked the date in question and found two entries at the same time. Worship through Cultivation and Worship through Creation.

DearDiana: Jem…there are a couple of options that day. Which one were you meaning?

RadiantJem: Oh, well I think Cultivation might be more approachable. Your profile said you liked flowers, yes? We can swing by the Creation group on the way over, if you like, so you can see if that is something you might wish to participate in later.

DearDiana: Alright, if you say so.

Her mind was racing as she stressed over trying to figure out the best way to achieve her mission. Surely fitting in with the rest of the cult was good, right? Lull them into a false sense of security, get them to drop their guard, and then wham! Maybe if she was lucky, she might meet the High Priestess before her Exaltation. The soft buzzing noise quieted away, leaving her in blessed silence as the accumulated fatigue of the day set in. Diana yawned and stretched as she hid the USB drive once again and then set about changing into the soft, fuzzy pajamas that S&C had provided. They were decorated in adorable cartoon bugs that really weren’t Diana’s thing, but at least they were comfortable.

The bed she’d been provided was wonderful, absolutely luxurious. High quality sheets, a mattress that was neither too soft nor too firm, and pillows that sent her instantly off to dreamland. Soon, the only sound that remained in the room was that of Diana’s peaceful snoring; a restful smile on her face.

****

The following day had passed without incident and before she knew it, the day of worship had arrived. Jem woke her up at the crack of dawn, well before the service was to begin, and responded to her grumbling with an indulgent smile.

“Since this is your first time, you’ll want suitable clothes and a nice meal, trust me! I’m here to help you with both of those things.”

Diana groaned as she splashed cold water on her face with a shiver. “How are you so damn chipper this early in the morning?”

“I have four very passionate partners who ensure I am well satisfied and rested each and every day. Besides, I’ve always been a morning person! Rise and shine, sleepyhead, it’s a beautiful day!” Jem took her by the hand and dragged her out into the dawn.

Diana wondered if murdering her mentor would ruin the mission. Probably. The thought faded away as the bright sunlight stabbed at her eyes until they adjusted. Once they had…well the sight was almost worth it. Cultists in bright, beautiful clothes greeted the day with praises to the goddess as they tended to gardens and walked through the boulevards. Wyverns soared through the sky, swooping low to be doted upon briefly before resuming their aerial dance. One such wyvern took notice of her and landed gently on her shoulder, nuzzling her face with its soft muzzle.

“Oh, it seems Ria has taken quite a liking to you! She’s a sweet girl.” said Jem.

Diana scratched the little wyvern behind her horns and smiled softly. “It’s nice to have a friend and she’s a cutie. I’ve been meaning to ask…where did creatures like her come from? I don’t think I’ve seen anything quite like her in the bestiaries–errm, I mean, I haven’t seen anything like her online.”

The little wyvern trilled quietly and rubbed against her hand, encouraging her to continue as Jem spoke. “You’ll have to ask the Goddess for details as she’s the one who created them, but I used to see fossils of similar creatures in my old line of work. It’s possible that those fossils are from the last time She walked among us.”

“What line of work was that? Smuggling?”

“Oh heavens, no. I was a museum curator! I was actually in charge of the museum where our High Priestess found the relic that allowed her to commune with the Goddess for the first time! My boss at the time was not pleased, let me tell you! Still, it all worked out in the end. I didn’t even have dental there! Now I’m very well cared for and much happier.” Jem stared into the distance, a blissful expression on her face.

Diana felt a thrill of excitement. The details of how the cult came to be were shrouded in mystery. This might be her chance to obtain some truly valuable intel!

“Tell me more about this relic, I haven’t heard anything about this.” She struggled to keep her voice calm and measured.

“Oh, it wasn’t anything too special.” Jem patted her cheek thoughtfully as she continued. “About thirty years ago now, Lady Wyrmheart broke into that museum and ran off with a fossilized dragon fang. She was hoping to recreate dragonkind via her arts, you see, to make a name for herself. Her attempt to do so brought her into contact with the domain of the Goddess and the rest is history. I’m a little surprised that wasn’t already covered during orientation, it’s pretty basic stuff!” Jem stopped and looked at Diana with concern.

Diana felt dread fill her as she scrambled to think of a reasonable excuse. “Ah, well, you see it has been a while and I don’t have the best memory. I think I remember hearing about that, now that you’ve mentioned it.”

The priestess looked at her for a moment longer before shrugging. “Ah, well, that is understandable. It took you so long to reach us and you were out of contact for some time; it’s understandable that some details would slip your mind. Never fear, we’ll get you back up to speed in no time!” Jem took her by the hand and pulled her gently off the main avenue and down a side street surrounded by trees. Ria took off with a soft trill as she rejoined her kin.

Deeper and deeper they went as the foliage grew denser until they reached a wooden door set into a rocky hill, covered in moss. The air was warm and humid; the scent of fresh flowers filling her nose. The priestess knocked on the door in a rhythmic pattern and stepped back. The door opened to reveal a dark skinned figure who glared at them.

“You should know better than to bother me this early, Jem. What is it?”

Jem gestured at Diana. “Our newest arrival, Diana, is in need of something suitable for Cultivation service. I was hoping you might be able to find something in her size.” She looked over to Diana and whispered. “This is Weaver, xe is in charge of all things sartorial in the Temple. Don’t mind the grouchy exterior, xe is a big softy.”

“Weaver? Isn’t that a bit…on the nose?” Diana asked.

The person in question shrugged. “I like my name and I like what I do. Now, let’s have a look at you, c’mon in.” Xe turned and led them into a vast room filled with clothing of all shapes and sizes. A massive skylight in the center of the ceiling bathed the room in soft, gentle light, revealing more details about Weaver. Xe was tall and slight of build, with short pink hair, and an angular face. Grey scruff peppered xer jawline and xer brown eyes were accented with dark pink eyeshadow. Xe wore a simple top that left xer midriff bare and a long apron full of pockets containing needles and thread.

Weaver pointed at Diana as xe spoke. “Strip. I need to see what we are working with.”

Diana blushed. “I, uh, I’m not really, um, comfortable being naked in front of others.”

The tailor’s expression softened. “Ah, I understand.” Xe turned to Jem. “Why don’t you wait outside, I’ll get her taken care of.”

Jem nodded and waved to Diana. “I’ll be waiting for you. Take your time!” And with that, she left and it was just Weaver and Diana.

“We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, but if you let me take your measurements, it will be easier to find something that fits you well. You don’t need to get naked, but I will need you to strip down to your underwear, alright?” All of xe’s former gruffness had vanished, leaving gentle concern in its place.

Diana gulped nervously. “I…I think I can do that. Um, just so you know, I’m, uh, I’ve got–” She gestured down at her crotch as words failed her.

Weaver placed xer hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “Girl, it’s okay. You’ve got nothing I haven’t seen before and you're not the first trans girl I’ve worked with. Heavens, if you’re this nervous, I’m guessing you’ve never been properly fitted for anything, am I right?”

Diana nodded, feeling confused. She had a vague memory of someone she trusted telling her to keep it a secret, but the details refused to come to her. The idea that someone could know and be entirely okay with it was…nice. Feeling safe, she pulled off her dull clothing until she was down to a plain black sports bra and panties.

Weaver worked carefully as xe used tailor’s tape to take her measurements, pausing near sensitive areas until Diana gave xem permission. Xe paused and pointed at her bra. “You can leave that on if you like, but I think you might be compressing too much. Do you want me to find something that fits a little better?”

She took a deep breath and nodded, pulling off the bra, cradling her breasts with a protective arm. “I know they aren’t much–”

Weaver interrupted her with a stern look. “Girl, you’ve really got to treat yourself better. They are lovely, just like you.” Xe gently moved her arm out of the way as xe took her measurements. “Just as I thought, what you were wearing was too tight. I should have just the thing for you, hold on.” Xe slipped into a backroom and came back with a larger sports bra and some all purpose options. “Try these on while I fix up some outfits for you.”

Diana waited until xe left the room again before putting on the new items. Each one fit like a dream, so comfortable it was like she wasn’t wearing anything at all. She had no idea clothes could even be this comfortable! She posed this way and that in front of the nearby mirror, marveling at how cute each bra was before settling on the sports bra. She’d have to wear the others again soon, but for now it felt right to stick with what she knew.

Weaver returned with a stack of clothes of all kinds and a smug smile as xe caught Diana admiring herself. “Looking good, it suits you.” Xe set the stack down and pulled out a pair of dark brown overalls covered in yellow flower designs along with khakis and a bright green t-shirt. “This should be perfect for worship since Quartz said you’d be doing Cultivation today.” Xe looked at Diana’s hair and pulled an autumn themed scarf. “Your hair is a bit of a mess, but this should go with that chestnut shade.”

Diana slipped into the outfit and struggled to tie her hair back with the scarf, having never used one before, but Weaver helped her out with a quiet chuckle over her flailing about. Everything fit perfectly and she felt warm and safe, more so than she could ever recall. When was the last time someone had been this kind to her? “You really didn’t have to do all this for me.”

“Tenet of the Goddess: kindness is one of the greatest treasures in the world and should be shared with all. Even if She didn’t ask if of me, I’d still be glad to help. I don’t know your story, but you aren’t the only one to come here bearing scars.” Weaver held up a hand as Diana tried to speak. “You don’t need to tell me either. The faithful look out for each other. You don’t have to earn love here. The Goddess and Her High Priestess built this place to be a haven of love and peace. It is a home for as long as you want it to be.”

“Thank you…people have been very kind to me and I’m still struggling to process it.” Diana felt a tremor of guilt as she remembered why she came here. No matter how pleasant this place was, it was still the den of a cult that threatened the world. She had to remember that. Another thought occurred to her. “Wait, if all I needed was this outfit for the service, what’s with all these other clothes and why did you need to measure all of me? I could have left my clothes on!”

Weaver laughed, a lovely resonant sound. “Took you that long to notice? Silly girl, Jem didn’t bring you here just for the worship outfit. I don’t half ass things here, if I’m fitting you for something then you are getting a whole wardrobe.” A soft chime rang through the atelier. “Oh, you’ll need to hurry along if you want to get some breakfast before service. I’ll send the rest of these to your quarters. Shoot me a message later to let me know what fits and what suits your style.”

Diana nodded gratefully. “Alright, I will! Thank you, Weaver.”

Weaver waved her off. “Don’t mention it. Oh and Diana? Welcome to the Temple.”

****

Jem whistled appreciatively as Diana stepped back outside. “Looking good! Weaver knows xer stuff; that outfit really suits you!”

Diana blushed. “Thanks. So, what’s for breakfast?”

“French Toast with strawberries! C’mon, we don’t want to be late!” Jem took her by the hand and led her to the cafeteria.

Diana giggled as they walked along at a swift pace, enjoying the feeling of the soft sea breeze on her face and marveling at how comfortable her new clothes were. Every movement felt so much easier and the material breathed so well she remained cool even in the bright sun. Before long, they arrived at the cafeteria and grabbed some plates piled high with delicious food. Diana looked around as they sat and noticed that quite a few cultists were dressed similarly to her, in colors that complemented their features.

“I take it Cultivation is a popular form of worship here?” Diana asked as she took a bite and hummed appreciatively over how the fresh strawberry mingled with the light syrup and hearty bread.

“Oh yes, I think you’ll see why when we get there. Creation is also quite popular, but people attending that service like to take their meals on the go. They tend to be a very eager crowd.” Jem explained in between bites. “I think you’ll see why when we swing by.”

Diana ate quickly, her curiosity and anticipation building. Nothing in the dossier had prepared her for what worship services were like and she was eager to find out. Before long, she and Jem finished their meal and made their way outside. The priestess led her up the hills and deeper into the jungle until they arrived at an archway framed by thick bushes and massive trees. The archway was covered by a thick curtain decorated with floral designs and draconic figures wrapped in tender embraces. The distant muffled sound of a waterfall could be heard through the curtain.

Jem turned to her and grinned. “This is the grove where Creation services are held. We’ll take a quick peek in so you can know what it is like and then make our way to the Cultivation gardens. I’ll let you enjoy the surprise, but try to be quiet and respectful, alright?”

Diana nodded and followed Jem through the curtain.

Within was a sheltered grove around a pool of sparkling water fed by a small waterfall. This was not the part that made Diana gasp and stare in amazement. No, that would be the throng of gravid figures lounging on massive piles of cushions or floating comfortably in the pool. Most of the figures were feminine, but there were a couple of more masculine individuals here and there. Joining them were others who lacked full bellies and curves. These ones doted upon the gravid ones, caressing them and encouraging them. Everyone was humming a quiet, joyful song. The song was interrupted only when a large, beautiful horned woman with an absolutely massive belly covered in ivory scales drew in a sharp breath and spread her legs.

Diana stared in amazement, her face growing hot, as the woman pushed out eggs that matched her scales, letting them fall into the water for her attendants to lift tenderly into nearby nests of blankets and pillows. The woman’s face showed no sign of exertion or pain, just pure bliss. Another woman, with even more draconic features than Diana had seen yet, murmured something to her as she kissed the broodmother on the forehead. They held each other tenderly as the scene repeated with the other participants.

Diana’s whole body grew hot as she watched the display, wondering what it must be like. Images of herself in place of one of the attendants, cheering on Jem as the priestess laid a clutch of eggs that they’d created together, filled her mind. She was confused as to why it was Jem’s face she pictured so vividly, but her reverie was interrupted by the sharp pain in her temple. Another headache?

She had no time to figure that out as it passed as soon as Jem pulled her back out of the grove. The priestess had a dreamy smile on her face as they walked away from the gathering of the faithful. “Lovely, isn’t it?”

Diana blinked rapidly, clearing her thoughts. “Y-y-yes, that was certainly something.” A thought occurred to her, the realization that she had yet to see any children on the island. “Is this a regular occurrence?”

Jem nodded. “Oh yes, many enjoy the blessings of fertility that the Goddess bestows. All of the fun of breeding, none of the pain or complications. I’ve done a round or two myself, it’s very enjoyable.”

“But, um, what happens to the kids? Surely the island would be overpopulated if that many people are participating.”

“Oh! Almost all of those eggs are empty of life. Some couples and poylcules do indeed have children here, but they reside on another part of the island until their children are grown. No, those eggs are laid purely for the joy of it!” Jem stopped for a moment, pondering something, before continuing. “Well, that isn’t entirely true. Those blessed by the Goddess always lay dragon eggs. Dragon eggs, even ones like those, are highly prized commodities that we trade with demons and fae, among others.”

Diana frowned. “Why are they so valuable?”

“Dragons are everlasting and their eggs are potent vessels of stability while being receptive to outside energies. Demons like to store the essence of their home plane within them, to provide relief when our world proves unbearable. I think we had some sirens a year or two ago who found they could store their songs in eggs and sell them as potent therapeutic items. I’m not sure what the fae do with them, but they always pay very well.” Jem explained. “It’s one of the ways that the Goddess keeps us safe. Even powerful mages would think twice before upsetting our trading partners. Some of the eggs are also used to create wyverns, though those are provided only by our High Priestess as the Goddess blesses each one Herself. The mages among us often bond with wyvern familiars to improve the power of their magic.”

The implications of this sent Diana’s mind reeling. No wonder the cult was so prosperous, if they could count powerful otherworldly entities as allies. Not to mention that having such connections confirmed S&C’s suspicions: the cult’s patron had to be a powerful demon of some kind to be able to influence the world like this. Demons being able to corrupt the forms of humans weren’t unheard of, but every account of one had involved a demon of incredible strength. Diana discarded the possibility that these were truly dragons and their eggs. Everyone knew that dragons were a myth, a legend that never existed.

No matter how beautiful this place was and how happy everyone seemed, it was clear with how pervasive the patron’s touch was that this cult was indeed a Hellfire threat. Diana understood fully why she had been sent to snuff it out. It had to be done.

These thoughts occupied her mind as she followed Jem to another grove, this one surrounding a vast garden. Amidst circles of vegetables and fruits, the faithful wandered carefully, checking each plant with an orb of crystal that shimmered with various colors. One grouping of crops had a dry look to them, with wilting leaves and drooping stems. Jem led Diana to this one and pulled an orb from a nearby box. She placed the orb into Diana’s hand.

“Now, while I’m sure you can tell what this plot needs, wave the orb over it and you should be able to tell if there is more going on than we can see.” Jem explained patiently.

Diana did as she was instructed and her eyes grew wide as the orb changed to the color of sand. As it did so, information flooded her mind. Every aspect of the plants was known to her and she could tell precisely how much water they needed and that each was free of disease or pestilence. Just as she realized what the solution was, the orb provided a method of providing it. Without a word, she lifted it high and it flashed with blue light. Symbols sprang into being over the plants and a soft shower of water fell from them to water the garden.

Diana smiled with satisfaction as the plants began to perk up and cultists around her began to clap with approval. Shouts of “Well done!” and “Nice work, newbie!” filled her ears and she couldn’t help but grin as she basked in the praise.

Jem patted her on the head. “Well done, you took to that quickly! Welcome to Cultivation service, Diana. Here we pay our respects to the nature around us by tending to its needs and ensuring that life flourishes under the eye of the Goddess. Plus, it’s very gratifying to grow the food that supplies the Temple, isn’t it?”

Diana nodded. “Yeah, I think it is.” She joined Jem and the others in carefully tending to the plants as the hours passed and thoughts of her mission faded to the background of her mind. Blending in wasn’t so bad at all.

Days passed like this. Some days she spent in worship with the others, finding even more kinds of service to attend, each a joy to experience. Other days she spent working on hobbies she’d long forgotten about, her art, her poetry, even a bit of cooking with the cafeteria staff. After a month or two, she even found herself on a date with Jem, enjoying the company and meeting her other partners. She had yet to join them, but was considering doing so when word arrived.

The time of Exaltation was at hand. 


Chapter 3: The Blade Seeks the Heart

The day had finally arrived. Diana checked her reflection for the fourth time that morning, making sure that she looked presentable. A part of her whispered that it was vital that she arouse no suspicion. Her chestnut hair was neatly combed and tied back with the scarf Weaver had given her. No makeup as was her custom, breaking it would be more suspicious and Jem had assured her that the goddess preferred that her followers be themselves before her. Speaking of Jem…a sinking feeling spread through her gut as she thought about how her plans were going to ruin their budding relationship.

The priestess had been so kind and thoughtful towards her, as had everyone on the island. She was accepted for who she was and people treasured her company. Yet, everywhere she looked, signs of corruption lurked. The smiles of the cultists were marked by fangs more often than not. The hands that held hers possessed claws just waiting to extend at the first sign of danger. Embraces were a dance to avoid constricting wings that glittered in the tropical sun. Some cultists had even shed their human faces in favor of scaled muzzles. Yes, no matter how tempting this place was, it was a den of danger. A threat to humanity.

Yet…had she not delighted in caressing Jem’s soft scales? Had she not looked on with envy as a cultist carved up a fruit with her shining talons? Diana’s head buzzed with pain as she pushed these thoughts from her mind. The mission. All that mattered was the mission. She pulled away from the mirror and quickly dressed in a simple shift and flowing robe. Ceremonial garments in gemstone hues. Green and yellow had quickly become her favored colors. Another gift from Weaver; sent with a wink and a smile. Diana was going to miss xem.

A gentle knock on her door alerted her that it was nearly time. “Come in!” she said.

The door swung open to reveal Jem and her polycule, every face intimately familiar to her now. The priestess dashed over and pulled Diana into a big hug. “You’re going to do great, my dear! I know you must be nervous, but you’ve nothing to fear. Our Goddess is gentle and kind, She will guide you through this and you’ll soon know the joy of Her teachings like never before.”

Diana smiled. “I’m looking forward to it. You all have been so accepting of me, I’ve come to view this place as home. I only hope that the goddess finds me worthy.”

Jem’s partners all crowded around her with cries of “She will, She will!” and Diana had to shoo them away so she could finish her preparations. “I get it, I get it! You all seem even more excited than I am!”

The priestess chuckled. “We’ve been waiting for you for a long time, Diana. I know we haven’t talked about this much, but when you went missing, we all mourned the lost chance to know our newest sister. Seeing you here and knowing you are about to be Exalted, it’s a blessing beyond words.” Jem smiled, eyes glittering with restrained tears. “I’m proud of you and so happy to be here to witness this. Now, we’ll get out of your way. I’ll be out front to guide you to the Inner Sanctum when you’re ready.”

Diana nodded as the polycule shuffled out of her quarters, leaving her alone. She waited to be sure the coast was clear before checking her tools one last time. The USB drive had done great work gathering info, but it was the knife concealed on the outer edge of her thigh that was the most important. Enchanted with powerful sorcery that even a demon would look upon with fear, its potency was enhanced even further against the High Priestess, by virtue of the sympathetic magic woven into the blade. Not much was known about Adelia Wyrmheart, but S&C had managed to collect a few samples of her flesh and blood over the years and such things possessed sympathetic resonance that elevated the blade beyond a mere knife.

Diana pulled it from its flesh sheath, risking detection briefly to ensure the blade was ready. Her concerns were unfounded as the edge of the knife thrummed with barely constrained lethality. She placed it back in its sheath and steadied herself. It was time.

****

The procession up the mountain passed without incident. Jem filled the silence with amicable conversation that Diana only half heard, focused as she was on the surroundings. They climbed higher than she had ever gone. The sight of the summit took her breath away as she gazed upon the magnificent temple that composed the Inner Sanctum. The temple was part house of worship and part residence, composed of beautiful pink stone covered in ivy and flowers and surrounded by pools of crystal-clear water. All around the edifice were floating chunks of rock, some covered in verdant splendor while others spilled gentle waterfalls into the waiting pools. The pools were occupied by faithful, many showing signs of corruption far greater than she’d seen yet. Their flesh had been twisted into convincing parodies of the dragons of legend. Some were larger than life humanoids, with human faces, but framed with horns and scales, their power visible to the naked eye. Others had left their humanity completely behind, favoring bestial appearances that shook her to her core.

Jem paid these figures no mind, even as their eyes tracked Diana with half-interested gazes. The Sanctum itself featured no doors, no gates, framed only in beautiful curtains of rainbow hues. Diana played the part of the wide-eyed initiate, looking to and fro as they proceeded inside. The interior was lit by braziers set with glowing crystal in place of flames and beautiful tapestries lined the walls. All around were comfortable, modern furniture suitable for reset and relaxation. While most were empty, one was occupied by a young, bored woman who greeted them with a half hearted smile.

“Here to speak to my mothers, are you? Aren’t you in for a treat.” The woman yawned, showing her dainty fangs and serpentine tongue. Her hair was bright white, shimmering with opalescent hues that matched her inhuman eyes. Black ivory horns framed her head, adorned with jewelry clearly designed to be worn that way. Deep brown skin contrasted with her scattered groupings of scales the same hue as her hair.

Jem whispered in Diana’s ear. “That would be First Daughter Tia. She can be a little abrasive, but pay her no mind. It’s all bark, no bite.”

Tia’s long, pointed ears twitched and she smirked. “Yes yes, don’t worry about me, initiate. I’m harmless. Mother Adelia on the other hand…well you’ll see.”

A loud rushing sound filled the hall; shadows at the far end stirred and flew towards Diana to surround her in darkness. Golden ophidian eyes bore into her from within the umbral cloud. A mature, feminine voice rang out in a commanding tone. “My, my, so you’re the new initiate everyone has been talking about. What a pleasure to finally meet you.” The cloud coalesced into a tall, imperious woman with ivory skin and aquamarine scales, garbed in an abyssal blue dress accented with gold. Her raven hair was shot through with streaks of white-gold and her eyes were cold, cold as the void. The light buzzing that had filled Diana’s mind silenced instantly as fear seeped into her body. Primal fear, the fear of knowing that danger beyond reckoning stood before her. Lady Adelia Wyrmheart, High Priestess of the Cult, stood before her.

She gulped. “The pleasure is mine, High Priestess.”

The woman before her stared at her with an unreadable expression as she made slow circuits around Diana. “Why so afraid, initiate? Is this not what you wanted? Have you not waited for this moment with eager anticipation?” Lady Wyrmheart tilted her chin up with a clawed hand, forcing her to meet the woman’s eyes.

“Y-y-yes, High Priestess.” Diana steeled herself before continuing. “I was ill-prepared to behold your majesty, that is all.”

The susurration of scales on stone filled the hall as a soft voice rang out. “Come now, Beloved, you’re teasing the poor girl.”

Diana’s eyes were drawn to the end of the hall where she could see a massive altar, now with the shadows gone, and upon the altar was seated a giant of a woman. Her features matched Tia’s, save for skin that was closer to metallic bronze rather than simply tan, and presence that commanded Diana’s full attention. Could this be–?

The woman spoke again with a voice that filled the hall and the inside of Diana’s mind. “I am the Goddess Drakara and you are welcome here in My temple, Diana Aspen. Fear not the menacing aura of my champion and consort, you are safe here.”

The feeling of dread did not diminish at the goddess’ words, only intensified as Diana realized just how much danger she was in. Her body fell to the ground in supplication, hoping to appease the notice of the goddess and maintain her cover.

The goddess laughed without mockery as a graceful finned tail lifted Diana up and placed her back on her feet. “None of that now, my child. You’ll find I’m a very cool goddess, very hip to the ways of the young people.”

Tia groaned. “Divine Mother, that’s not the right slang! Uggh, why must you always embarrass me like this!”

Diana rubbed her arm nervously, unsure how to react to the bizarrely casual nature of the goddess and her spawn. No demon she had ever read about behaved like this. Perhaps this was…normal? For creatures of such power? It was fortunate that she needed only to sever the conduit binding this…Drakara to the world. A glance over at the High Priestess did little to calm her nerves. The ‘goddess’ was playful, but her conduit was anything but.

Drakara smiled indulgently at her spawn. “My treasure, when you’ve existed as long as I have, you’ll find a little comedy goes a long way to putting people at ease. Such is the wisdom of the Goddess.”

Tia threw up her hands in exasperation and stomped away in a huff. The High Priestess watched the whole affair without the slightest change in expression, her gaze cold and unflinching. When she spoke, it was with the authority of iron. “You come before the Goddess seeking Exaltation. You come seeking the knowledge of the divine, the learning of the ancients. The Seeker must stand before Truth alone, bereft of armor and pretense. Are you prepared to undergo these trials?”

“I am.” Diana composed herself as she straightened her stance and met the High Priestess’ gaze.

Jem placed a comforting hand on Diana’s shoulder, gripping her tight for a moment, before leaving the hall along with the others. The crystalline braziers dimmed slightly as Diana was left alone with the goddess and her consort.

Lady Wyrmheart looked down at Diana with a smile that chilled her to her very core. “Good. Follow me to the Chamber of Cleansing.” The woman turned away, her tail slapping against the floor like a whip, as she walked with a measured pace towards a door set behind the altar.

Diana followed her dutifully and snuck a glance at the goddess as they passed. Drakara winked at her before vanishing from sight, leaving only a watery mist in her wake. The goddess’ voice filled her mind. “Do not worry, I will be with you every step of the way.”

The Lady led her into a room containing a vast pool lined with gemstones and water that shimmered with soft luminescence. She stopped at the edge and gestured towards it. “Remove your garments and step into the pool to be cleansed of the filth of the world so that you may stand before the Goddess unburdened by expectation.”

Diana stood still, staring at the waters, her arms locked at her side.

The voice of the goddess spoke. “You can keep your shift on, my child, it’s a ceremonial thing anyway. You aren’t the first one to be a little shy during Exaltation.”

The High Priestess waited as Diana took a deep breath and did as she was asked, leaving the opaque shift on as the creature suggested. As she stepped forward to stand beside Adelia she saw that there was a staircase leading into the pool. The waters were warm and inviting, sending an electric charge through her body as she stepped deeper and deeper. Eventually the steps ceased and she was treading water within the pool, feeling light and refreshed.

“All of you must be cleansed, my child. Immerse yourself, if only for a moment.” The voice bade her.

She obeyed, only to feel a throbbing pain as the waters covered her head as the buzzing returned. Some instinct told her to hide her reaction and she kept her face very still as she resurfaced.

Lady Wyrmheart nodded in satisfaction and extended a hand to help her out of the pool as she climbed. With ritual intonation, she spoke. “The supplicant has been freed of her burdens. Now her strength must be tempered to receive the Truth. Come.” She led Diana into a brightly lit side passage and into a dining room featuring a table filled to the brim with culinary delights. “Eat your fill, for the trials ahead.”

Drakara manifested at the head of the table, smiling at Diana as Adelia took a place beside her. Diana picked the closest chair and sat down, gasping with wonder as she realized the table was full of the food she found most comforting. Pasta soups with greens, savory roasts with gravy and potatoes, and orange bergamot cake lay before her as her stomach rumbled. She began to dig in, feeling ravenous after her immersion in the pool. Before she knew it, the plates in front of her were empty and hunger was barely sated.

“If you’d like more, there is plenty to be had. The cleansing may be ceremonial, but the waters have a habit of washing away more than just dirt and grime. Do not hesitate to ask for seconds.” Adelia said, her voice cold and measured.

Diana shivered but nodded her head. Panels set within the wall opened and more plates floated into the room to land before her with a graceful clink of ceramic. She resumed eating as the goddess spoke.

“Jem tells Me that you are fitting in quite nicely on the island. You were gone for so long after your invitation, We were worried about your well-being. It is a joy to see you safe and sound. Have you been enjoying your time among the faithful? I try to make this place a very welcoming home for My children.”

Diana nodded as she swallowed a bite of a churro covered in warm melted chocolate. “It’s been very nice, thank you.”

“Good, good. You can relax a little, by the way. I know my followers make a big deal out of Exaltation, but it really isn’t scary! Absorbing divine Truth can be a little taxing on the mind and body, that’s why I like to wait until My initiates are ready, so it can be as painless as possible.”

“I have a question about that, um, my goddess.” Diana asked nervously.

Lady Wyrmheart’s eyes narrowed as she turned her full attention to Diana. Drakara responded with a smile. “You may ask anything, my child.”

“Well, it’s just…I’ve seen that many of the faithful are…changed. Is that a result of Exaltation?”

The goddess tapped her cheek thoughtfully before answering. “In a sense, yes. But also no. You see–”

“Glimpsing Truth frees you from the shackles of humanity. What you do with that freedom is up to you. Your blood is transmuted by the process, becoming the burning vitality of a dragon. Any outward expressions of your changed nature are up to you and you alone. Truth cannot be sustained within a vessel of clay. You will be broken and remade. Better, greater.” The High Priestess’ eyes glowed brightly as she spoke, her voice full of passion and fire. “If you wish to fashion your new body to match the flesh of clay you possess now, that is your decision. Though, I do not see the point, personally.”

Drakara chuckled. “Eloquently put, my Beloved.” She turned to Diana. “Don’t fear, my child, I bestow gifts, not curses. Exaltation is about granting you the capacity to free yourself from the whims of nature, to live fully as you desire. It is entirely your will that determines what you will become.”

Diana nodded. “Oh, well, that sounds great. I was a little worried, that’s all.”

The goddess smiled indulgently. “Of course, now eat up! The best part comes next.”

****

After the meal, Diana was led into yet another chamber. This one was vast, the heart of the temple. Columns lined with glowing crystal lit the walls, revealing the intricate murals composed of colored stone and glass. Dragons of all shapes and sizes were depicted in breathtaking detail, soaring through the skies, sleeping in vast caves, and cavorting under the waves. The center of the room was dominated by a massive globe of water, swirling and churning such that whatever lay within was hidden from sight.

Drakara had reverted to mist as they left the previous chamber and Diana stood alone next to the High Priestess before the globe. Adelia turned to her and spoke. “This is the final rite. I will guide you into the domain of the Goddess where She will slowly unveil Her true glory. There will be pain, as there must be with change of this magnitude, but She will shield you from the worst of it. Are you ready?”

Diana’s mouth was dry as she stared up at the globe. This was the moment of truth. “I’m ready.”

Adelia nodded and took her hand, turning away from her.

Time slowed to a crawl as thoughts raced through Diana’s head. Here was the chance she had been waiting for. Her other hand had already slipped down to her thigh, to the flesh sheath that hid the blade. The hilt was cold and heavy in her palm. Was she really going to do this? All of her training screamed that Drakara was nothing more than an opportunistic demon, a monster playing with human lives for its capricious whims. This is what S&C was created to fight, wasn’t it? And yet…everyone here was so happy. Here was peace, here was love, here was acceptance. Was Drakara truly a monster or was there more going on?

Diana hesitated, her will faltering as she began to move the knife back towards its sheath.

“No.” An unfamiliar voice said within her mind.

Buzzing filled her head, louder than she’d ever heard it, and her limbs were no longer under her control. Diana became a passenger in her own body, an eerily familiar feeling, as she watched herself pull on the High Priestess and spin her to face her assassin.

Adelia’s gaze was steady and her expression remained calm, until Diana’s hand plunged the knife into her heart. The hilt stuck out of her chest and burned with a cold fire as Adelia stumbled back slightly, blood trickling from the edge of her mouth. Her golden eyes were wide with shock and she bared her fangs at Diana.

Suddenly, she closed her eyes and stood up straight, wiping the blood from her chin as a rumbling laughter emanated from her. “Well done! Well done indeed, that’s far closer than any have gotten before.” Shadows swirled around Adelia until only her eyes were visible. The cloud grew larger and larger as Adelia’s voice gained new resonance to match. “It’s such a shame, insect, that you were unaware that I possess more than one heart.”

The buzzing lost its rhythm, becoming frantic, as Diana found her body moving away, away from the cloud that began to pull away. Fear took hold as she saw what the High Priestess had become. A colossal dragon of aquamarine and gold towered over her as Lady Wyrmheart opened her six feathered wings. The force of the wind from her wings slammed into Diana, sending her rolling head over heels until she smacked into one of the chamber’s pillars.

The chittering in her skull continued as her body pulled itself up and used one hand to pull charms from another hidden compartment along with a small pistol shrouded in runes. Diana had no idea where some of those had come from, as she had no memory of placing them there.

The dragon laughed as her eyes flashed and arcane circles flashed into existence, sending streams of fire and shards of crystal towards Diana. The agent could only watch as her body dodged, tossing up paper charms and firing bullets through them to empower the shot. The dragon blocked these with pillars of earth summoned forth by powerful magic.

How could she fight such a creature? Why couldn’t she control her body? Could such a leviathan even be hurt? Her body ducked around a pillar and looked carefully at her foe. The dragon was confident, but it was clear the knife had done something. Blood still spilled from the dragon’s breast and she remained at a distance, attacking with magic.

Alien confusion rang through Diana’s mind and she could almost hear the unfamiliar voice grumbling in vexation. Diana tried to regain control of herself, but it was like slamming her will against an iron wall. Whatever held her in its grasp, it was powerful.

“You know, I always respected you, Cecilie. Our paths to power are different expressions of the same idea. You rejected your humanity just as I threw away mine. That takes ambition, that takes strength. But you made a grave error, coming after me. Especially here, now, in the heart of my might.” Adelia’s voice grew closer and closer as Diana remained behind cover. “And you really should have known better than to steal from a DRAGON!” Her roar was punctuated by a vast claw tearing through the pillar to close around Diana.

Diana felt a tearing all around her as her vision went dark only to find herself across the room.

“Oh clever, you’re using her magic to fuel your own sorceries. Very impressive. But you’ve forgotten something, Cecilie.” The dragon lashed her tail against the ground with such force that Diana stumbled. The great orb of water at the center of the room began to glow as Adelia moved with frightening speed. “I am not alone.”

Whatever held control over Diana called forth blades of rotting ice and clouds of baleful curses, flinging them at the dragon who charged through without faltering. Terror emanated from the alien presence as it was matched by Diana. The dragon took hold of her body with her powerful tail and spun, slamming Diana into the wall of water. She had no time nor way to take a breath as she passed through the surface. Her vision went black for a moment as she passed into the other side.

Within the orb was a throne upon which the goddess lounged, her expression unreadable. Adelia was no longer the colossal dragon from before, but had returned to her mostly human shape. Her claws were wrapped around Diana’s throat like an iron vice. Blood still dripped from the corner of her mouth, but her eyes were burning with inhuman vitality. Her voice was ragged as she spoke. “I’ll be taking back what is ours now. You wanted to see the source of my strength so badly, Cecilie? Here, have your fill. The Goddess would have been gentle. I will not.”

Diana’s gaze was drawn into Adelia’s eyes as the pupils faded, leaving only lambent gold. The gold became all that Diana could see as everything else faded away. Streaks of black and blue rushed into the space and both she and the voice in her head screamed as she was surrounded by eyes. Eyes filled with fangs. Pain filled her skull to bursting as knowledge poured in. Secrets and revelations that she had no context for rushed into her. Her body burned as Eldritch Truth flowed through her. The fanged eyes closed in on her and bit into her flesh, her mind, her entire being. Something within her head shattered and the alien voice vanished, leaving only Diana behind.

And then Diana knew no more.


Epilogue

The sea breeze was gentle as it blew through her window, caressing Diana’s face as she rested in the infirmary bed. The Goddess sat in a chair next to her, dressed in a simple sundress. She listened as the Goddess spoke.

“We almost lost you there. How are you feeling?”

Diana raised a hand and stared at the small grouping of emerald scales on the back of her hand. “I feel…good.” She flexed her hand and turned it this way and that, marveling at the subtle changes. It was slimmer than she remembered, stronger, and if she twitched her muscles just right; out popped claws the color of pearl. “What happened? My memory feels so hazy.”

Drakara took her hand gently in hers and patted it with her other hand. “Over a year ago, you reached out to us after finding My teachings. Jem served as your priestess, guiding you in the ways of the faith. You were such a bright light among the faithful. Everyone adored you and it wasn’t long before you were invited to join the Temple. You told us so much about how you’d struggled to find acceptance in your life and how all your attempts to learn magic had been met with scorn. You were not the first nor will you be the last to come to Me like this. Your faith was true and I formed a bond with you. It was this bond that told Me why you never arrived on the expected day.” The Goddess looked away, sorrow in Her gaze. “A rival of My Beloved had caught wind of you and took you for her own purposes. A living hive of hunger and ambition. She was not able to scour away your identity, not with My blessing upon your soul. But she could take your body.”

The door opened and Adelia stepped through, closing it quietly behind her. The High Priestess looked tired, yet she graced Diana with a kind smile. One that looked out of place on her normally harsh face. She walked next to Diana’s bed, checking something on the monitors, before speaking. “Cecilie stole from me. She stole you. I myself had taken an interest in your skills and was looking forward to mentoring you. I do not know her well enough to know why she took a year to strike, but I would guess that it took that long to cement her control over you and to forge the knife. Clever bit of magecraft, that. Bits of my own essence infused into the blade.” Adelia winced. “It almost worked. No matter, the important thing is that by attacking when she did, she delivered you right into our trap. If she’d struck anywhere else, she might have won, but the center of the Sanctum is where I am the strongest. And the Goddess’ bond with you was the most potent it could be.”

Diana’s mind whirled as she struggled to follow along. “So, you’re saying…all those years working for S&C? That wasn’t real?”

Adelia and the Goddess looked at each other in concern.

“S&C? That’s where you were? We never would have guessed…” Adelia’s voice trailed off as she pondered.

“We’ll have to look into that later. Do you remember anything of your old life?” The Goddess asked.

Diana closed her eyes and thought as hard as she could, but all she could recall were dim memories, vague impressions and shapes. She shook her head. “All I can remember is working for S&C for a decade and being so excited for my mission. Yet…it feels hollow. Details are missing. Anything before that is vague.”

Drakara nodded. “I was afraid of that. We could try to restore your memories, but that would risk undoing the person you’ve become. However, with time, they should return on their own as Cecilie’s handiwork fades away.”

“I’ll wait. As interested as I am in finding out about my past, I don’t want to lose my memories of my time here. I…I matter to people here.” Diana’s eyes opened wide in panic. “The others! They’ll hate me!” She looked at Adelia. “I tried to kill you!”

Adelia looked at her in bemusement before laughing so hard that she doubled over, tears falling from her eyes. “Oh, she doesn’t know! Ahahahaha, oh that’s hilarious.” She composed herself and grinned at Diana. “You should ask Jem about how she came to join the cult. You’ll see why it’s so funny.” Adelia pulled out a phone and glanced at the clock. “Speaking of…”

The door crashed open as Jem burst through, a throng of cultists behind her. She dashed over to Diana’s bed and kissed her repeatedly on the forehead and all over her face. “You’re alive, you’re alive! I’m so happy!”

Diana smiled and her heart felt light as she was hugged tightly by Jem. A trilling sound filled the room as Ria swooped in through the open window and landed on Diana’s shoulder. The little wyvern rubbed her face against Diana’s and Diana couldn’t help but giggle. “Hey! That tickles!”

Jem pulled back and scratched Ria behind her horns as she smiled down at Diana. “Welcome home, Diana Aspen.”

Diana looked at the wyvern, at the Goddess and her faithful, a horde of smiles and joy beaming back at her and sighed contentedly. “It’s good to be home. Truly home.”

Finally, Diana was where she truly belonged.
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