





[image: The cover shows a large, gray wolf creature baring sharp fangs. The wolf has four arms, spikes protruding from its shoulders, three wolf tails, and one serpentine tail. Its eyes glow yellow and it holds a skull in one of its paws. To the wolf’s right, a cloaked woman stands, surveying the volcanic ground they’re standing on. White skeletal wings extend out from her back. Armored skeletons with glowing red eyes surround the two figures on all sides. A dark gray ruin looms against a smoky background with golden flecks scattered in the air. The series name “Fleabag” is shown at the bottom of the image in a distressed metallic font with the subtitle “A Monster Evolution LitRPG” directly above it. The author’s name “SomeoneToForget” is shown below the title. A number “3” is displayed in the top right corner to denote book number. The Podium Publishing logo is shown in the top left corner.]










[image: A promotional advertisement for the audiobook edition of Fleabag 3 featuring the book’s cover art with performance by Armen Taylor. Bolded text at the bottom of the page states “Want to listen while you read? Check out the audiobook!” with a yellow “Buy Now” button below.]







[image: Title series text for Fleabag]

— Book 3 —

SomeoneToForget


[image: Podium logo]







All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise without prior written permission from Podium Publishing.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living, dead, or undead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Theodoros Zapris

Cover design by J Caleb Design

ISBN: 978-1-0394-5411-8

Published in 2026 by Podium Publishing

www.podiumentertainment.com


[image: Podium logo]








Chapter 1



And I’ll be sure to name my price for that as well. Farewell,   Ironheart,” Mirena said through the bugs’ clicks and hisses and buzzes, and the moment the call ended, she released her control of the swarm, breathing out a deep sigh as she let the bundled cloud of chitin and wings scatter away from the crystal.

She was getting better at doing that, but progress remained glacial. And unpleasant. She rubbed chitin fingers into the edges of her eyelids, trying to soothe that persistent pressure and stall its inevitable buildup to a migraine.

It was an ability that was barely worth the pain and trouble in her opinion, considering that all it did was make her a range-limited version of Arach and her spiders.

There weren’t supposed to be any side effects like a headache, but she’d been an unfinished project when Ghoul and Holocaust got her out, at least according to her file. It was entirely likely that her body wasn’t quite at the stage where she should be doing what she was, but Ghoul needed her.

So even if it rankled her to live up to the name Tillenhall had given her, she could endure being “hive controller” if it meant they could keep themselves in the loop. Informants were only as good as their paycheck told them to be.

The Struggler’s Mantle were the only ones whose info she could somewhat trust, but for the most part, it was just her and Ghoul gathering intel.

Mostly her.

It wasn’t like anyone else could do information gathering like her, not in their group. Holocaust was the exact opposite of “inconspicuous” and currently half comatose, and Ghoul himself was busy all twenty-four hours of the day, every day.

So she would control as many bugs as there were in her range, and use their eyes and ears for their own purposes. She just hoped Ghoul knew what he was doing by telling her to lie to Ironheart. Whatever the hell he wanted a wolf for. She moved a swarm into her work room, keeping only a few fire beetles on Holo’s body, both to absorb her heat and to notify her if she started thrashing or waking up again.

Now, she had a “face-to-face” meeting to attend.

She checked her belts and pouches, her grenades, field generators, her enchantments, the body sleeve spider-silk armor, one by one, and then waited for the swarm to settle around her into the most nightmarish image she could come up with. She took her mask off, the falsehood of her humanity, and set it on the table, letting plague and horror make a new one for her.

The Stranger.

A robed, hooded figure, whose face was but a mess of holes and writhing insects with two large black holes for eyes.

A persona that she both felt fondness and bitterness toward.

Gnats and flies and moths and cockroaches and bees and a million other things settled on her, around her, in the folds of her robes, atop her face. Writhing centipedes covered in spikes and glowing green with acid coiled around her fingers. Arrow wasps lined her mandibles.

She closed her eyes.


The swarm mixed and swirled, settling into a shape. The Stranger opened their eyes, fireflies lighting up on the bottom of the insect-formed pits. A million points of view expanded in her mind, each insect’s muddled senses, muffled sounds, thousands of them. She was going to have a horrid migraine later, but for now, the Stranger had business to attend to.

“Be good, Holo,” Mirena murmured under her new mask, and with a flare of mana, the Stranger teleported out of their base.

Ghoul finally reached the hole in the dungeon’s wall, mere innocuous stone and fading cobbles from a collapsed bridge remaining, and for one last time, leapt up with his hands, nearly fifty feet, and grabbed a hold of the protruding brick.

It cracked a little, so he reinforced it with a brief flare of tagma and nimbly swung himself up. Seemingly abandoned, far out of the way of anything else, and without any way of reaching it beyond climbing or teleporting. It was little wonder they had difficulty finding her den.

Elizabeth’s pet had given him many boons, thankfully. After all, in the maw of a ghoul, flesh had memory, life force, flesh had inklings of soul. And even if the fuzzy memories would fade all too quickly from his mind, Ghoul knew how to catalog such things in mediums less fickle.

He walked forward in the pitch-black tunnel.

Reality dismissed his very existence as tagma stripped him off the world’s mind, his passing leaving neither footsteps nor a brush of wind and breath. A hundred and one eyes swerved, rolling, jerking and racing around the quickly widening tunnel, opening to a vast cavern. Forgotten mining facilities and sparse gutted machinery were sprawled across a hundred feet forward on the path. Abandoned worker suits, helmets, lights, buckets, and carts were sprinkled across the area.

Another eye rolled, glaring into the distance, at a construct of mana, an illusion.


He took the first half of a step.

Reaching into reality’s innards with ice-cold fingers, tagma’s thick, cloying essence oozed from his frozen heart. His foot and shoulder twisted as he squeezed himself through a fold in space, one footstep to carry him a mile, so long as he could see it. And he had more than enough eyes to keep everything in sight.

He took the second half of a step and saw the illusion shift behind him from the sudden disturbance, the cavern’s entrance that he left behind now barely a blink of dim light in the distance. Here though, there was more than enough light. An illusion that hid from the outside and lit up on the inside.

He idly wondered if there was a chance to persuade one of Elizabeth’s pets, whichever one made this, to do some work for him.

After this visit, he doubted it.

Thralls lined the outer walls of the colossal manor, their minds as empty as their eyes, their imprints on the human consciousness all but erased. An eye swerved up, past blacksteel spires and half-lit windows, tracing runes and a crafted, simple mind, artificial, hovering in the sky. A mana-detection field that covered the estate, just beneath the illusion. Alarm circuits, mana conduits racing through the air, blind to human eyes.

Convenient, that he did not have mana. Only this bizarre energy he’d dubbed tagma, a strange opposite to qi, and a thing that nobody in the world seemed to know even existed.

He couldn’t complain much. Qi was so much louder than tagma. So much harder to hide.

Another eye rolled up, to the right. The buzz and static of a radio connection struggling to connect, its waves whispering of curt words, spread across his sight, each different frequency another shade in a palette of colors that he could not even describe to himself, much less to others.

A forty-foot-tall gate of flower-and-thorn-textured metal stood in his way, flanked by four thralls, both a work of art he didn’t care enough to appreciate. Another eye glanced at the electricity racing through each inch of the gates and fences, arcing beneath the surrounding metal’s surface. He stared at the double doors far beyond the entrance, past the gate.

Another step, a yank at space as he felt it fold beneath him, and he was in front of the wooden doors.

A kick to the lock sent them inside the manor in the form of a hundred broken pieces, and he allowed the world to notice him again, idly watching the mana signals start to flare along invisible, immaterial lines as they tried to warn their creators of an intruder.

He took a few steps, just enough to be inside the manor itself, and folded his hands behind his back, waiting. A hundred different gadgets, grenades, and artifacts were buried within his new buttoned coat, dimensional storage cuffs and time-freeze bombs, all manner of things that could render this place into rubble within less than ten seconds.

But he wasn’t here for that. For the moment, he appreciated the architecture. A long hallway, lined with metal pillars that had been shaped into flower and ocean wave patterns from the top to the bottom, a dark-red carpet in the center of the open foyer, and a staircase that split into two, beneath which were iron doors.

He stared through them, waiting.

It took a mere ten seconds for the first monster to tumble through one such metal door, a hideous thing not unlike a gargantuan bat mixed with a ram and something vaguely muscled and scaled, fur lining most of the creature and scales covering the weak points. Its flat triangle-shaped nose flared as it smelled for him, only to give up when nothing entered its nose but broken wood and the vague scent of blood.

Two beady eyes locked onto him.

It shrieked and dug its wings’ claws into the floor to lunge forward, only for the mirror-smooth floor to resist its grip and send it forward in more of a lazy jump. Then it raised its wings off the floor, kicked with its legs, and managed to almost fly for about ten feet.


It was a slow, stupid thing. But it wasn’t Tillenhall’s. So that left one of his suspicions yet unanswered.

After another few seconds of the bat creature rushing at him, covering the massive distance of the entrance, it finally got close enough and folded its wings in a rough imitation of arms, raising them skyward to smash him into the floor.

Tagma pooled at his left foot, into the ground, anchoring him.

He twisted his waist, idly watching the ton of muscle that was about to hit him, and with a twist of his torso and shoulders, kicked with his right.

With speed that most wouldn’t see with the naked eye, his leg slammed through the leg-thick wings, through the left side of its chest and shoulder, the point of his foot digging through organs and flesh before tearing free in a sound not unlike an explosion. The creature didn’t get to vocalize its reaction, flying back thirty feet in a flailing spin as its gore splattered all over the second-floor railing, the pillars, and the smooth marble floor, blood dripping down the metal flowers.

Its mangled corpse rolled to a stop and did not rise again. He lowered his leg from the odd crane-like position, his arms still behind his back, and waited, watching. Two more like the one he’d just killed were bounding up from the dungeons, each accompanied by three things that looked like a mixture between a rat and an oversized monkey-dog, clambering all over the bat creatures as if they were riding it.

Then the person he came here to see teleported on the high point of the stairs opposite him.

Wreathed in a dozen different spells and effects, a scaled tail, and two massive curling horns of obsidian-colored bone curled over her head like a crown while a skintight halter top dress barely contained her curves, leaving little to nothing to the imagination, cutting off mid-thigh.

Her lips curled into an annoyed sneer. Had he caught her while she was at a social event?


“Elizabeth,” he said in greeting, and her tail lashed behind her, as immaculate as the rest of her. The monsters below halted and immediately reversed direction, as did the hundred or so rushing thralls behind him, all of them turning around to calmly walk back to their stations.

“Ghoul,” she said back, annoyance fading into a searching look, her slitted amber eyes scrutinizing him. The lack of violence between them likely confused her. Good. He wanted her unbalanced, off her tempo.

An eye not unlike a black pearl peered into her surface thoughts. She had assumed he was here to try and kill her because of her betrayal. She was correct on about half of that, but she didn’t need to know that yet. Above him, on the third floor’s balcony, he saw a gargantuan spider leg slowly curl over the railing.

“Arach. Did you receive my message?” he asked, and the leg stiffened before retreating over the railing and reappearing on the opposite end of the third floor, behind Elizabeth.

Then the leg was followed by seven more, each several feet long and pointy as spears, revealing a woman seemingly fused with a giant black widow spider, her body sunken into the spider to the waist in the middle of its back.

She was as pitch black as the spider half, her skin looking only a little softer than the spider’s chitin. Eight beady red eyes covered her head, and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail as a black corset and the conservative top half of a dress covered her supposed modesty.

Neither of her two sets of eyes swayed from their dead stare on the floor as they slowly slid down, but he knew that that was simply because her little children were tucked into every nook and cranny of the manor, watching him with a hundred little eyes.

The spider gently touched down on the left side of the stairs leading to the first floor, a few feet behind Elizabeth, the joints of its legs reaching six feet tall on their own, and the woman on top of it almost ten. The string detached. Then she hurriedly skittered behind Elizabeth as if trying to hide her massive form behind her mother, her hands clasped over her stomach as she hunched forward.

She was scared.

Elizabeth stiffened a little, eyes narrowing. Her finger twitched. It seemed like her other children were coming as well, barring Miaro.

“She received your ‘message.’ Are you here to collect?” she asked with a lidded look of warning.

“Yes. But not in the way you’re probably thinking. I’m here to talk about your betrayal, and the problems it has caused us, then negotiate. Also, unless you want them to die, wrangle your children when they get here. I won’t let them attack me just because they can’t hurt me,” he warned, and her eyes chilled as her bronze-scaled tail went very, very still.

He gestured to her office, on the third floor opposite the door.

“Shall we?”

She took a deep breath. Then visibly relaxed, even as she kept weaving a dozen different new spells to hold at her fingertips.

“We shall. Arach, go gather your siblings and children, and stay outside. Just in case,” she calmly said, her gaze making it no secret that she was telling him to be careful about trying anything in her office.

Not that he was planning to.

A dragon-blooded vampire was something he wasn’t even sure he could beat one on one, even if Elizabeth was young compared to the usual for her kind. They might be equally matched.

But she wasn’t sure of that, and he could always slaughter her children if she tried anything. In her mind, they would probably help her should he decide to try and kill her, when in truth, they’d just be a very, very good meal.

A spell activated to Elizabeth’s side, a rainbow-rimmed portal that made him wish that at least half of his eyes could squint. A lavish dark-wood office contained within, varnished and polished to perfection by a blank-eyed thrall woman that hurried out of sight.

He wordlessly stepped forward.



“First. I want to ask why you took such a chance. It seems out of character for you,” Ghoul said from atop the side of the wide, wingback chair she had presented him.

A very low one, designed as a small power play by making her guests look up at her. Of course, Ghoul just kicked it onto its side before sitting on its left arm and putting his filthy boots on her desk, legs spread and elbows on his knees, his hands steepled in front of him.

“Sometimes you have to shoot before you see the target,” she easily replied.

“And sometimes, you have to finish what you shouldn’t have started,” Ghoul fired back immediately.

She tensed inwardly just a little before working a long sigh out of her nose as she supported her cheekbone with the back of her hand, doing her best to appear bored.

Which meant that she did look bored. She was quite good at acting in her not-at-all-humble opinion.

“Ghoul, I understand attachment. I understand revenge. But you are not unreasonable, generally speaking. You probably understand that this was … an opportunity. The time was ripe, the environment was perfect. You would complete several goals with one lucky swing of circumstance. You knew Holocaust would not care about collateral damage. You knew you could abuse her fear of capture by trying to set her to sleep for maximum results. You knew you could use the distraction to open the way for Ironheart’s rats to decipher the portal locks the kingdom uses, at least in the short time they had before the portals started melting and exploding. You knew tensions were just enough to provoke this war you’ve been after this entire time. You would get your war, you would give Ironheart an opportunity, and claim a favor for yourself.”

He tilted his head, then straightened it, whatever he’d heard quickly losing his interest.


“You also knew that me and my own, we had no interest in participating in this war, so you wished to see if you could provoke us into fighting the kingdom by making us public enemy number one. A very smart move all around. But if one single thing went wrong, you would show your hand with little to nothing to show for it. I suppose I respect that gamble of fate.” Ghoul was calm as always, sounding more like he was talking about the weather than a potential war between themselves.

She nodded with a bored look on her face, not showing her alarm at just how much the bastard knew.

How? Did he have a genuine [Clairvoyant] in his pocket? The kingdom had one on commission terms, and even they could barely afford her services for all but the most important of things.

None of what he knew was ever mentioned besides face-to-face and mana-channel communication crystals. Which were secure enough to make even herself struggle a little in intercepting messages.

“I am indeed not. And I know you care not for pleasantries, so I’ll be blunt,” she said. “Why did you come here, knowing all this? I was expecting you to try and kill us. Judging by the fact my boy is still alive, albeit barely, you’re more amicable to diplomacy than you usually are with those you might see as enemies.” She languidly uncrossed her legs and crossed them once more in the opposite direction, leaning back in her chair and puffing her chest out a little.

Force of habit, really. She knew he wouldn’t look. She was never sure where his gaze was directed, and trying to use her magical senses to figure out just gave her a headache, but she knew it wasn’t on her figure.

“Salvaging this is possible, despite my desire to be … rash,” he said, not moving an inch as he spoke.

“I’ll be blunt too, I suppose. I don’t particularly want to fight you, not until Tillenhall and everything that house owns is ashes and dust. And your stunt has cost us a lot. So you will repay us. Unless you’d rather we focus on you first. I have three simple demands in exchange,” he started, and she raised a single eyebrow at him, curled like a cat’s back before a strike. “Before that, explain your end goal to me. Your condition for all this to have been worth it, a victory.”

Her second eyebrow joined the first.

“That’s an awful lot to ask for with nothing but vague platitudes to offer me in return,” she hummed, glancing down to observe her nails.

“I will offer you nothing but a guarantee that you will not find your children hanging by their entrails from a white-feathered banner,” he dryly shot back, and she slowly turned, her serpentine eyes boring into the numbers scrawled onto metal, where eyes should be, slowly narrowing.

Threatening to drag the Dove down here was unwise for even him, but he could evade them much more easily than she and her own could. Somehow.

“Bold threat to make in my own home, corpse,” she icily intoned.

“It is,” he simply stated, and she settled her unamused, slit-eyed glare onto his faceplate.

She might be able to take him in a fight. But it would never be a certainty which of them would win. It would never be a certainty how many of her children and creations he’d kill before dying either, so even if she won, there was a good chance she might not have really won.

And she knew full well he meant every word.

“The goal is to install House Kervile on the throne and become one of their keys to power. The spear, shield, and cloak and dagger so to speak. The second key, on the religious front, is Fata Morgana and his Crow’s Church, and the third would be the East Xhilatni Interseas Trade Company, which would take over as the main trading force. That would be a ‘victory,’” she admitted, feeling like she’d just been forced to swallow something sour.

He tilted his head a bit, then nodded.


“House Kervile is beloved by the common people, especially with the Crow’s Church’s backing. But I don’t believe you. You don’t settle for seconds. You would either be using House Kervile as a proxy to lead the country from the shadows or hold something over them to make sure they only do as you say. Free of the Six-Winged Dove’s pressure and free to access all you could need to strengthen your covenant, without being in public scrutiny or bound to much duty beyond replacing the Guard, essentially. A good plan. One I’m not even disapproving of. I’d like the Dove to have its wings clipped as much as anyone else. Assuming you achieve your goals, somehow. And your other … ‘allies’?” he asked, in a tone that made it abundantly clear he knew they were no such thing, not really.

“We’d get rid of them, of course,” she replied with an easy shrug. “Every crime lord, gang, and general undesirable. The Syndicate the dungeon barons have formed is a shoddy council formed by necessity and haste. It’ll crumble into infighting the moment we win, and I’ll just mop them up one by one before they realize they’re a dying breed.” She hid how much she wished to remove Ghoul’s head from his shoulders.

She didn’t like being questioned like this. But she had betrayed him by making Arach trail Holocaust and prodding her into kicking down the first domino, and judging from his decades-long crusade to destroy Tillenhall, he was unlikely to ever forget it, so she could do the minimum and try to smooth things over a little. He didn’t seem inclined to be her mortal enemy, but this was a game of interests. She couldn’t be sure.

“I see. My demands are simple, and we’ll seal them in a magical contract, of course. First, unless you want me and whoever follows me to be your enemies until the end of time, you will give us every tiny shred of information you have on House Tillenhall, and you will not ever, for any reason, interfere with what we do with that information. And if we fight alongside you against the upper city, you will even actively assist us in destroying Tillenhall, completely and utterly. And nothing, absolutely nothing that they have worked on, researched, or accomplished will ever see the light of day. They will be scrubbed off the history books.” 

She hummed, staring into space as she considered it. She was planning on getting rid of House Tillenhall anyway. They were too prideful, too secretive, and too powerful for her or any of her genuine allies to be comfortable with the idea of their prolonged existence. Sure, she would lose something of great value, especially considering the possibilities of House Tillenhall’s magitech bioengineering and her own monsters created from witchcraft, but was it worth it to keep a viper around just because one wished to milk its venom?

In her mind she’d plotted for it to be a fast, decisive strike that would ruin them before they could get their bearings, but she’d take what she could get. Then she could use her considerably more weighty resources to get rid of Seven-Six-Two, should it be needed.

Because she had the feeling Ghoul would actively work against her until the end of time the moment Tillenhall was done for. The man’s entire drive and purpose seemed laser-focused on vengeance, and she’d slighted him quite heavily by double-crossing him.

It was necessary, and she’d do it again if it meant getting the same wonderful results it had reaped for her, but that was the obvious negative to it all. And if Ghoul and his team did get involved, having the chance to essentially buy Ghoul’s combat power, even if only once, all in exchange for something that aligned with her goals regardless, like helping them mop up every last Tillenhall associate?

It wasn’t a steal of a deal, due to all the trouble it would cause her, but it was surprisingly even-handed.

After another short moment of thinking, she nodded. “Accepted.”

“Good. Second demand. I want your arm, and I want Arach’s legs. Four of them. If not, four pints of blood would work. I won’t reveal details, but your opportunistic backstabbing did a number on Holocaust. So I have to pick up the slack a little. I’m sure you understand,” he said mildly.

She paused, her eyes slowly narrowing as she tapped her nails on the desk.

The way he worded it made it sound like it would be quite a power-up to consume parts of her. And he would be right, if what little she understood of his absurd nature was right.

Additionally, she was not an idiot. She was a vampire, they made blood magic, and they were thus equally capable of making sure it couldn’t be used against them. She also knew that they were magical creatures, so any attempt at biochemistry would be quite wasted on them, and nobody capable of it existed outside House Tillenhall.

People that Ghoul would rather skin alive than talk to.

So there was little to no risk to give in to this demand.

The thought of her child hobbling around the manor with half her legs made her inwardly seethe with fury, but she could accept it. They’d grow back in a few days, and amputations were painless with Percilicus around, bless his blood-encrusted leaves.

“Would this demand satisfy that promise of ‘drinking her blood’ that you made?” she asked, and he nodded.

“Water under the bridge, so on and so forth.”

“Accepted.”

“Good. Third demand. There will be some people and a beast that will likely come to your attention soon for various reasons. I’ll be helping them along, but they must be independent of us. Me, and you. You will help them from the shadows as well, however. Try to curry favor, communicate with them if you please, but do not try to ingratiate them to you, nor try to bring them into your fold, and of course, if they ask, do not let them into your fold. In less formal words, keep your claws off of them but help them along. All within reason, of course. I do not expect you to show yourself to the world just to keep strangers alive. But a nudge and a prod in the right places can make a lot of difference. Resources and connections, especially.” And as if sensing her apprehension somehow, he shrugged and continued.

“This might sound vague, but the contract demon will deal with any details and technicalities, of course. On both ends, until—”

“I know how a contract demon works, corpse,” she said, her voice terse, and he conceded the point with a tilt of his head.

“One change. You will help us deal with the kingdom and whoever else it might drag down here as muscle, within reason that will be specified, in exchange for our help in extinguishing Tillenhall. No ifs about it. Your wording there seemed rather evasive.”

“Not good enough. I’ll happily lend you Holocaust for a few fights if you please, proportional to how much you help us, but I and my other members have too much on our plates that is too important. I’m only ever going to come fight the kingdom if you personally come down and help me eviscerate Tillenhall. Tit for tat. As for Holocaust, if you do take her for a couple fights, you will give us notice beforehand to see if she can make it.”

He shifted a little, as if stiff, making her wonder if he was acting more human on purpose for some reason.

“I will not send her into a desperate fight without intel or anything like that. I trust you understand that she’ll be retreating the moment things start looking bad, and that she is very hard to boss around. And if you try anything on her, no matter what it is or how you do it, I’ll make sure to give Tillenhall a break as I make sure everything and everyone you know dies screaming before coming for you.” He finished, his voice still as average and calm as ever.

Her lips curled into a mocking sneer as her brows raised.

“Do not presume you can do that much. But,” she emphasized as she dragged her spells back under her skin and let her mana thicken that paper-thin barrier that stopped them from exploding, “that is fair enough. Are we in agreement?”


“We are.”

He took a little box out of his pocket, and with a brief press of a button and a tilt of his head, a rectangular metal chest appeared over her desk and dropped on it with a heavy thud.

Trusting him not to be so stupid as to attack her immediately after hashing out a deal, and recognizing some of those runes on the box, she stayed her hand despite the lack of consent from her end.

A mechanism unlatched, and the chest opened and unfolded like a mechanical jewelry box with a hundred tiny little cabinets, each unfolding to show something different.

She could guess the nature of the objects, considering what he was here to do. The dry eye of a man who died screaming, a lock of children’s hair, broken bottle pieces with flecks of blood on them, a roll of rusted chains, two hearts, each belonging to souls once bound by oaths, and a dozen more things as odd as the rest.

She scoffed as she leaned back in her chair.

“You want to summon the contract demon here? Now?” she asked, and he nodded as he twisted to the side and finally took his boots off the edge of her desk before standing upright, surveying the floor for a good open spot.

“I’m a busy man, Lisa. More so since you pulled your stunt.”

She felt her eye twitch. “Do not. Call me that,” she carefully intoned as she got up, inwardly seething over that stupid nickname.

“Our friendship ended when you decided that chasing revenge was more important than helping me as I lay dying on the floor with a sword in my chest,” she forced out, and he turned his head toward her, just an inch, only to say the absolute last thing she ever expected him to say.

“I am sorry about that. Just as I know that inwardly, you are sorry about what you pulled on me and Holocaust. But we both know that were we to go back, we would do the exact same thing again. What we did, what we must do, and what we will do will not change. So let’s not get into that discussion, and just get this over with.” 


She just stood there for a moment, blankly staring at him. How certainly he said that, that she was sorry about what she had done, that took her entirely by surprise.

How did he know that?

Was he a psychic? She was warded against that, everything within a thousand feet of her dungeons was. He didn’t even have mana, he had no soul.

She narrowed her eyes in suspicion.

“Why do you think I’m sorry?” she asked, her impression of incredulity flawless.

And just like usual, it felt like he saw right through it. Somehow.

Fucking bastard.

He didn’t smile so much as bare his shark-teeth at her, a sight that made her horns itch to ram into his face.

“I know you and yours, Lisa. Now, if you could get a thrall you don’t mind losing?” he said, and pulled his lips back down, reaching for the hearts, before turning around and kicking aside a Peranian rug that she quite liked.

Cleaning her office after this entire debacle was done would take her thralls ages … 

She sent an order to a few of them, as well as a short list of items they’d need that Ghoul hadn’t brought. Then she mutely picked up every single ingredient with her mana, floating them around and skillfully setting them into a perfect four-tiered circle on the floor beside her desk.

Ghoul stared for a second, before mutely offering the hearts to her, which she spitefully took last.

Then they waited.







Chapter 2



Aitra stared at her new bronze-acarite wand beside her new shield,   bright and waxed on the floor between her and Silthen’s beds, gleaming iridescent silver as the enchantment did its work.

Were its price not the lives of half her team, she would have been ecstatic.

In hindsight, her frustration at not being allowed to find that Awakened dog she tried to control next to the Bone Pits with her skill was probably ridiculous. If she had managed to have it as her companion, it would have only added more grief to the whole situation. There was no mere animal that could have survived that.

Her spirit summons had gotten shredded, over and over again until they were wrung dry along with her mana. A flesh-and-bone dog? It would have had no chance. She felt stupid now for having been angry about it.

Her bright blue hair blocked the windows along the top of the room from sight, and that was fine, because it felt like the cheery golden light outside the Adventurer Guild’s rooms was mocking her.

Silthen had a similar empty sort of look on his face, his brown hair as unkempt as the stubble on his jaw, staring down at his mismatched, gore-covered greataxe. The bladed end was a buzzsaw glowing orange with heat as it lay idle, red lightning arcing out of the weapon’s shaft and blade. Torn right out of an abomination’s arm, quite literally.

It looked so small on that horrific pile of flesh and screaming metal joints, yet it was almost as tall as Silthen himself as it lay on the floorboards.

Normally, he would have a large, proud smile on his face. A Factory artifact, on their third tour of the dungeon? A great achievement. But just like her, he did not think the price was worth it. No words were spoken between them, the two empty beds in their room almost accusing in their grim silence.

She wondered if when Ankhan had begun trying to convince them to move a bit farther down, she should have been more adamant in her refusal. More vocal with the fact just because they only made enough money to finish the month and do their maintenance didn’t mean they gained nothing.

In the end, everyone but her agreed to go a little deeper.

It wasn’t like they went down for miles, or anywhere close to entering a different floor than the fifth. Not even a tenth of the way to another floor. But just three hours away from the portals, they were forced to run back, forced to change their objective from “fight and gather golem corpses” to “survive.”

Nakim’s fading screams as she got dragged away into the rumbling darkness played in her ears at night like a cackling, mocking melody.

She didn’t get to see what happened to her. She was glad. She did see what happened to Ankhan. She wished she hadn’t. Just thinking of the sight, that helplessness as she pounded at the glass, not even scratching it, the sound … It made her eyes tear up and her stomach clench in preparation to heave.

A few more minutes passed in silence before Silthen shifted. His eyes met hers as she glanced up at him, equally bloodshot, but not nearly as lost, not nearly as doubtful as her own likely seemed.


“It’s not your fault, you know?” he quietly offered, and she couldn’t help but let her face drop into her palm.

“I know that. You’re projecting. It’s not your fault either, you know …” she muttered, and after a few moments of silence, Silthen made an acknowledging noise, not exactly agreement.

As their leader, he was likely not of the same opinion.

“Ankhan would have called us a bunch of Debbie Downer schmucks for moping around,” Silthen mumbled.

She felt a tiny smile curl her lips.

“Then he would have told us to stop grieving a loss and celebrate that we had something to lose in the first place,” she muttered, thinking fondly of the man she had thought of as vain and materialistic, only to learn of his past and worldview and gain a sense of understanding of his flamboyant, overspending ways.

“Nakim would have told us to bleed the grief out on the training yard and hold our tears for someone less bitchy …” Silthen said.

She snorted, her shoulders shaking in mirth and sadness, tiny sobs mixing with small chuckles as she covered her face with both gauntlets, her shoulders quivering as she hid her tears from the world, palms pressed against her eyes as she fought to stamp down on her emotions with deep, stuttered breaths.

“Yeah. Sounds like her,” she eked out, her voice breaking twice in the process.

She felt bad for crying so much. Silthen had known them for years. She knew them for six months. It felt like she didn’t have the right to be crying and mourning more than he was, that she was somehow undercutting something she barely got to know before it was gone.

She knew them for six months, and they were still the only real family she’d ever had.

“We’ve got enough to take a small break, you know? Regroup, reevaluate. Then, we can get to finding new members for Silk Kin. If you still want to be an adventurer, of course. Or a part of this team at all,” Silthen softly offered, and for a moment, she really began to wonder.

Was it even worth it, being an adventurer? Were the levels and money worth the risk of losing a friend every time they donned their gear?

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t have enough money to afford the next trip out of here. It’s too late to back out now. And I don’t want to live in this shithole if I do. I want to get enough money to where the option of leaving for back home is available. I’ll decide then,” she quietly said. 

Silthen shifted. “Of course. And … maybe by then, we’ll have a decent enough team to leave together, go back to the Labyrinth. Well, not the Labyrinth, exactly, just, any dungeon that’s less … less than the Factory,” he mumbled, and she mutely nodded.

Going from killing stone constructs and living armors to this factory of horrors was like going from swimming in hot water to swimming in magma.

“Let’s go get that drink that Ankhan would have bugged us about. I think he deserves it. Then we can check their storage boxes and see what his will said. Nakim refused to write one,” he muttered with a pained smile.

“Okay,” she replied quietly.

She had forgotten about that last part entirely. How long had it been since Silthen had put down a legal will in front of her and asked her to write what she left and to whom, in case she died? It must have been one or two months ago at most, but it felt like years.

As she got up and wiped her tears off to follow him, she idly wondered what Ankhan’s will might say. Some heartfelt message, some letter to be delivered to a loved one or a past lover?

Two and a half hours later, she could only stare uncomprehendingly at the paper in her hands, the phrase “too handsome to die, baby” being the only thing written on the empty space, in familiar chicken-scratch letters. It didn’t even follow the ink lines, written diagonally, half covering the stamp that assured it was genuine.


Silthen peeked over her shoulder.

Then he started laughing, a slowly increasing, ramping thing, starting from a mild chuckle that upgraded to full-blown laughter over the course of a few seconds.

A long time ago, before he was capable of referring to himself as anything more than “Warden,” without a pronoun or a mind capable of disobeying, he used to know what to do.

A trap snapped shut in the distance, accompanied by the short cry of its prey.

The prisoners needed to remember that he was around. To remember that Compound Four’s warden was ready for them. To hear his chains rattle and scrape against the floor, hear the sound echo across the hallways so they knew to cower in their corners as he continued his eternal march in endless circles.

Another trap snapped shut, followed closely by a second, a third, each with their own sound of something fleshy snapping or tearing.

Trapper shifted, leaning the torso of his armor forward stiffly, his magitech core flexing with his will to move the wooden gears inside his body, which in turn moved his limbs.

Another snap. A tiny spark of satisfaction.

It was the closest he could get to that engineered euphoria he once felt whenever his traps would catch an escaping prisoner. He watched the level he just gained without an ounce of emotion.

The desire to be part of something bigger again was a permanent fixture of his existence by now. Part of something deeper, something more than whatever he had going on, working with people he didn’t know or remember the names of, following the orders of a weak-eyed man who paid him with coins he did not know nor care about the value of.

An administrator to a prison and its warden can be many things. Weak and indecisive was not on that list.


So why did he follow?

A pair of golden orbs came to mind, full of steel unyielding, of potential infinite, fearless and savage and wild, gazing at him as if he was but an annoyance, yanking his trap off its arm with enough force to shatter it with a look of contempt that asked, Is that it?

There was a certain air about that creature, an air of importance and destiny that he knew he’d never find again.

An idea formed, a slow desire building within him.

He rose with a cacophony of rattling chains and bear traps. He turned. He walked away from the landfill, leaving a dozen different types of traps behind for the scavengers to find and provide him with some level of progress, uncaring of their fate, whether man or beast.

They never gave levels like manually fighting and killing did, not even close, and he didn’t know why, but he didn’t much care either. He just liked the satisfaction that even without his eye on them, there were prisoners being caught and killed by his traps, in whatever place he decided his prison would be that night.

Some idle part of Katherine thought that maybe with a bit of time, she could get used to peeking over fur and seeing nothing but bottomless abyss after bottomless abyss, that the sudden lurch in her stomach and that mental gasp of mortal fear would stop happening.

By the time their trip had gone on for an hour and the … the creature had started to pant and struggle with scraping down anything and everything it saw and could reach, its arms starting to shake a little, she realized that fear probably wouldn’t fade anytime soon. If anything, the more tired the monster got, the more the fear grew that it would slip and send them all falling to their deaths.

She hated every second of their descent.

Every time the thing leapt across a gap, or simply swung to the side to grab onto a piece of metal more flat, it made her choke on air and let out sounds she didn’t even know she could make, her bladder feeling increasingly loose.


She knew there was a tentacle around her waist that had proven it could lift her with relative ease, so if she somehow slipped her grip, it would probably not let her fall, but there was a spiked fucking tentacle around her waist, and that didn’t help.

Fear of the unknown was a powerful thing.

But seeing the unknown up close and personal was honestly worse.

It gave her time to note all the absurd things covering the beast, how its forearm was almost as thick as Emhreeil’s thigh and with enough definition to notice through its thick fur, how there were spikes on its arms and shoulders that would jerk away every time she’d accidentally brush against them like they had a mind of their own, how there were two very human arms on it and the one on the right wasn’t holding Scruffy, so it was free to grab stuff and make their descent smoother, which made it impossible to forget that it was there because she kept seeing the damn thing creeping into her field of vision when she least expected it.

Then after a particularly rough landing on a hanging carpet of decorative chain never meant to hold the equivalent of three people made her let out another mortifying sound, Emhreeil reached forward with a hiss of pain to comfortingly pat her back, rub her shoulder.

“Just trust him, all right? He knows his limits. I think. He wouldn’t be doing this if he didn’t think he could do it without killing all three of us.”

As if in agreement to a statement she honestly hoped the creature couldn’t understand, the beast let out a strange chuff filled with a sense of … “trying-to-comfort,” of sorts, a bizarre inflection to it that couldn’t be natural. It leaned its head back as far as it could to rub the top of its head against the top of hers as she tried to cringe away, feeling the dried blood on its fur scratch a bit of the skin on her forehead.

It was actually … oddly comforting. Some of the fear she had of the monster left her.

Then as its head straightened again and a fourth arm crept into sight so it could shimmy down the length of the chain, she noticed a horrifyingly familiar golden ring suddenly open on the base of its neck. She stared at it uncomprehendingly.

The ring blinked, before glancing down past her head to stare at Emhreeil. The fear that left her quickly returned tenfold, mixed with a healthy dose of disturbed anxiety. She felt a little sick.

“Hey, buddy.” Emhreeil reached past her shoulder to rub at the fur beneath the eye, as if this was perfectly normal and expected, and some of her earlier words began making sense.

Why she was so hesitant to speak details of the beast, why she was warning her that she might realize some things about it that would alarm her.

And she was right, it all alarmed her, every inch of the strange creature.

Yet none of it made her mouth dry and forced shivers to crawl up her spine as much as the bizarre, unfathomable ease with which she watched those bloodless claws sink into solid steel like it was literally not even there, over and over and over and over again, leaving behind thin slits inches deep.

She was literally riding on the back of some magical Tillenhall monster that Emhreeil had somehow tamed—or not, actually.

Not tamed. This thing was not fucking tame. If anything it looked more like it was bossing Emhreeil around instead. That realization made everything worse.

Their descent continued, until eventually, while sliding down the smooth backside of a spire, it spotted a thick pillar of steel that led down to a steel bridge connecting two cliffs made of buildings and houses on two opposite dungeon plates, and after another heart-stopping leap, began to slide down, fast and quick.

A second after the smog revealed rough outlines and shapes, she couldn’t help but have a moment of panic as she saw the dozens of people on that gargantuan bridge, mere specks of moving black among steel plates almost two hundred feet wide.


OEBPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		About the Author











Page List





		iii



		iv



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		243



		245













OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
Podium
<





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Podium





OEBPS/images/audioad.jpg
Want to listen

while you read?
Check out the
audiobook!





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
< Podium

——

SOMEONETOFORGET










