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            THE STUDY OF DEATH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, 1 June 2022

        9:59 AM

      

      

      It was minute, so tiny that, were it any smaller, it couldn’t be said to exist at all. A fleck of arcane energy that drifted on imperceptible paths until, suddenly, it winked out of existence. Or did it? No. There it was. A seemingly new speck, ever so imperceptibly larger than the previous, had now appeared, but elsewhere. Was it the same one? Or had the old died to make way for the new, sacrificing itself for that sliver of growth?

      Tyron leaned closer, though it didn’t help. It was with magick that he sensed the minute changes of energy within the bones before him; even so, he felt the proximity made a difference.

      “Come on now,” he whispered.

      There it was again. Another shift occurred, a vanishing on one side, a reappearance on the other, an insignificant growth appearing once more. It was strange to say it, but this really was magick to Tyron. Casting spells was like constructing a building, the means and methods were known, the materials reliable and understood. They could be employed gracefully, even artfully, but ultimately it was construction all the same. But this? This was unknown, this was mysterious. The process of taking that which was strange and breaking it down to something that was understood was intoxicating.

      New materials, new tools to work with. A fundamental shift in what was possible and what was not. The strange new wonders he could create if he were to extract even a fraction of useable knowledge from this investigation were almost beyond imagining. Impossible towers of arcane majesty. Spells that pushed into territory once thought to be fanciful and impossible. A glittering bridge made of glass. A castle formed on an unyielding foundation of air.

      Who knew?

      For the moment, it was simply tiny bubbles of Death Magick, vanishing in one place and growing in another, but he hoped it could become much, much more.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he chuckled as he continued to lean over the collection of bones in front of him. “One step at a time.”

      “It’s fucking creepy when you talk to the bones. You know that, right?”

      The strange, detached voice of Dove rang out from his right. His concentration disturbed, the young Necromancer leaned back and turned, frustration written on his features.

      “Dove, I’m also talking to bones when I speak to you, aren’t I?” he pointed out.

      “That’s true.”

      The skull sat proudly atop the open pages of a book, the glowing orbs within its eyes the only sign of the spirit confined within. A proud silver-ranked Slayer, a Summoner, forger of contracts with celestial beings from the Astral Sea, reduced to a ghost bound within his own remains.

      “By the by, I’m not sure if you ever explained why you stuck me in just my skull. Not that I’m complaining… all right, I am, but it’d be fucking nice to have, you know, hands and legs. Nice things to have, hands. And legs! Don’t get me started.”

      Tyron pressed the heels of both hands into his temples as he fought off a headache. It wasn’t just Dove’s irritating patter, but rather the long hours of concentration he’d put into his latest test.

      “Dove… I’m sure I explained this… several times,” he said. “I was able to stick your spirit into the skull, but I had, and still have, no idea how to connect it to the rest of your limbs in a way that would give you control. I have no idea how to bind mana to more than a single object! The fact I managed to do it at all is…”

      “A miracle, yeah, yeah. You are big on blowing your own horn, kid, anyone ever tell you that? You should stop at any rate. Blowing yourself is extremely bad for your health. You’ll go blind.”

      “Surely, you were living proof that’s not the case.”

      “Oh, ho! Firing back, are we? What happened to the timid little mage boy I first met outside of Woodsedge?”

      A pause ensued as Tyron began to reflect on that question, but before he could say anything, Dove interjected once more.

      “Don’t you dare say ‘he died.’ That would be so fucking cliché I’d have to manifest some guts just so I could puke. Are you kidding me? Not to mention you’re a Necromancer! The dramatic irony alone would force me to kill you and then myself. Again.”

      “Fair enough,” Tyron shrugged.

      He glanced longingly down at his experiment before he sighed and turned away. He didn’t actually have to observe the process, merely measure it after another five hours had passed. Even so, he enjoyed watching it. Measuring the outcome was one thing, but understanding why it happened the way it did was another entirely, and something he was no closer to finding an answer to.

      He walked over to the book sitting atop the fairly flat rock that served as Dove’s throne and collected the skull in one hand.

      “How’s it looking?” Dove asked.

      “Promising. I’ve been able to confirm the phenomenon. Even if only two small bones are placed together, this process begins to take place. Small flakes of Death Magick appear, then begin to pass back and forth between them, growing stronger in microscopic increments along the way. The more bones there are together, the quicker the process starts and the faster it accelerates.”

      “The interesting part is where the Death Magick comes from in the first place,” mused the skull as Tyron carried him back toward the cookpot. “It can’t just spontaneously appear out of nowhere, it has to be converted from ambient energy.”

      “I agree. But we don’t know how that can occur naturally, without outside influence. We change magick all the time when we cast spells, but that’s a manual process with our wills to guide it. Is there an outside influence? Is there something inherent within the remains that causes the magick to change? It’s not like Death Magick is just floating around everywhere, it’s always found in places associated with the dead.”

      “Hence our working hypothesis.”

      “Right. There is something inherently magickal about the dead. Some spark, or influence that causes the energy around them to change. Once the process starts, it accelerates until the bodies, or bones, become fully saturated, and that’s how natural undead are caused.”

      “I’d love to know how skeletons form their musculature in the wild,” Dove said.

      “Are you kidding me? My fingers ache, constantly. If I didn’t have to do the threading myself, it’d save a hell of a lot of time.”

      Neither mentioned the opportunity they’d had to witness the process themselves. When Tyron had gotten carried away and left two full sets of bones laid out beside each other in one of his tests, then passed out from exhaustion as the process continued. When he finally woke, he found the skeletons had been smashed to pieces, his own minions standing protectively around him. After monitoring the process close to its completion, he’d lost consciousness at the precise moment the final transformation had begun. If his own undead hadn’t intervened, he’d have died to uncontrolled “wild” skeletons of his own creation.

      He decided to halt any experiments that dealt with creating fully realised undead until it could be done under safer conditions. His current store of bones had been separated and packed away where they couldn’t interact with each other much. Just to be sure, he still checked on them daily.

      He placed Dove down on a new rock, one of the few that circled the still-smouldering fire and performed a role as serviceable, if uncomfortable, seats. After a quick stir, he pulled up a ladleful of stew and served himself before he sat down.

      “How old is that stew, kid?” Dove asked.

      Tyron stared deep into the reddy, brown muck in his bowl as he thought.

      “Two days?” The rising tilt of his voice made it more a question than a statement.

      “Maybe don’t eat it. Watching you decompose after dying from endlessly shitting yourself isn’t exactly high on my list of ‘things to do once you’re dead.’”

      “It’s fine,” the younger man scoffed before he tucked in. He winced. “It tastes like shit… but it’s fine.”

      “You’re the one who cooked it, kid. You’re only mocking yourself.”

      That was true. Tyron was the only member of the group who still had to eat. Dove being a skull and Yor being… what she was.

      “You know my aunt and uncle ran an inn? I used to drop into the kitchen and get a hot, fresh plate of whatever they had on the go whenever I wanted. Aunt Meg could cook, that’s for sure. Highest skill level in town.”

      “Pah. I’ve been in the capital. The food there makes what your auntie served up look like pig swill after it’s been recycled through the arse of a pig.”

      “Piss off it does,” he scoffed. Then he took another spoonful. “Tell you what, pig swill doesn’t sound half bad right about now.”

      Luckily for him, his constitution was so high he likely wouldn’t suffer any adverse effects even if the stew had gone bad. One of the benefits of being a Necromancer, the Class made sure you were tough enough to survive the deprivation that came from living with it.

      “Any idea where Yor is?” he said after forcing down another mouthful. “I thought she was supposed to be back yesterday.”

      “She was. I suspect she might have been a little more thorough than the task may have called for.”

      The two shared a look.

      “I mean she tortured the shit out of them,” Dove said helpfully.

      “I know what you mean, Dove! Blood and bone, I don’t need you to rub it into my face.”

      The Necromancer pushed a hand through his dark hair as he stared at the coals, a gloom settling over him. The idea of something he had summoned to this realm causing that kind of pain and suffering didn’t sit well with him. Not at all. But what was he to do about it? He couldn’t send her back, he didn’t know how. He couldn’t defeat her in battle, of that he was quite confident. He’d seen the speed she could move at.

      Perhaps after he’d advanced his Class. He was close now, he only needed a few more things to fall into place. Ever since they’d left Woodsedge three weeks ago, he’d worked tirelessly to prepare himself for the change. It was imperative that he raise his core skills to ten before he reached level twenty. That was the basics of proper Class advancement, everyone knew that much.

      Until Corpse Preparation, Corpse Appraisal, and Raise Dead had been mastered, he simply refused to progress.

      Even with the time pressure that bore down on him like a bell tolling his death, he wouldn’t compromise on this. He couldn’t. What did it matter if he reached level twenty if he only had suboptimal choices, stunting his potential from that point onward? That would be one step forward, three steps back.

      “I’ll talk with Yor when she gets back,” he decided. “She can’t keep doing as she pleases.”

      “What pleases me may be beyond your understanding, dearest.”

      The cool voice of the vampire came from outside the cave, and soon her perfect form could be seen approaching from the darkness, a large burden slung over her shoulder. Once she reached the fire, she flung the corpse down without ceremony, flicking dirt from her shoulder with a suffering expression.

      “I do hope you graduate from cave dwelling at some point soon, Tyron. This is a phase I shall soon tire of.”

      “Hey, if that’s the case, I have some great news for you,” Dove enthused. “As it so happens, you have the option, and this might sound wild, to fuck off back to where you came from, literally any time you want! How amazing is that?”

      “I still don’t know why I haven’t extinguished that guttering filth you call a soul, human.”

      “Shut up, both of you.”

      Tyron had placed his food aside to stand and approach the body Yor had brought back. More experienced in the practice than he’d ever thought he might be, the Necromancer passed his eyes over the body as he shifted it, inspecting each limb, the colouration of the skin, even checking the condition of the teeth.

      A man, malnourished, probably in his mid-twenties. Calloused hands suggested regular manual labour, and the missing teeth suggested either terrible dental hygiene, or this individual got into a lot of fist fights and sucked at it. There were no obvious wounds on him, certainly none that would have caused his death. Interestingly, there was actually a cut on his leg that looked as if it had been badly infected. Without treatment, that alone might have killed him….

      The other notable thing about the body was the total lack of blood. He’d been completely exsanguinated.

      “Again?” he asked.

      Yor raised one elegant brow as she looked down at him, crouched above the corpse.

      “I have to eat,” she stated, “you can’t expect me to starve myself to death for these,” she gestured, “creatures.”

      “They aren’t creatures, they’re people,” Tyron said, his chest tight.

      “They are food. And before you complain, we agreed, do you not recall? It is too late to regret your bargain now.”

      The words fell on him like a hammer and he sagged, the anger draining out of him.

      “You’re right. I agreed.”

      “If I’m being honest, kid. You’re taking this a little too hard. These were dead men no matter what. You need to harden up, and that’s the fucking truth,” Dove said.

      They were right. He knew they were right. He just needed time to adjust his thinking, that was all. He couldn’t go from… a regular person, to such a casual view of murder overnight.

      “At least the Mayor will be happy,” he sighed.

      “I don’t think that prick has been happy his entire life,” Dove remarked. “I’ve seen doorknobs with more personality.”

      “I must agree,” Yor sniffed. “Now if you please, I will go to cleanse myself.”

      Well, another set of bones to work with if nothing else. Another bandit to add to the pile. No longer feeling hungry, he tidied up his plate and emptied out the cookpot. In the morning he would need to wash it out more thoroughly, but he wasn’t going to drag it down to the stream in the dark. With nothing else to do, he fetched his butcher’s tools and prepared to work.

      “Hey, kid.”

      “No.”

      “C’mon. You can’t tell me you aren’t curious.”

      “Dove, I am not taking you to peek at Yor while she washes.”

      “You really suck sometimes, Tyron. You know that?”
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      “You sure you got ‘em all?”

      “Ten was what you asked for, ten is what you’ve got.”

      Mr. Allop, the gruff and balding Mayor of Ridgerton, knuckled his moustache and nodded slowly.

      “Thas true,” he said, “I’ll be thankin’ ya then. Tho I can’t see how ya did it.”

      Tyron looked down at the row of ten heads on the ground before turning back to the Mayor.

      “Mr. Allop, I’m fairly sure you don’t want to know.”

      There was a hint of fear in the man’s eyes as he nodded once more.

      “Right ye are. Here’s yer pay. Is all there.”

      He held out a small cloth bag that jingled pleasantly with coin, one that Tyron was happy to receive. “I still need supplies,” he said as he tucked the pouch into his belt, “any chance I can spend my newfound wealth in the village?”

      He tried to employ a disarming smile, the type he’d seen Worthy use so often with truculent customers. It probably made him look constipated, but it was worth a shot. To his relief, the Mayor readily agreed.

      “Folks’ll be mighty pleased fer it. Coin’s tight about now.”

      No doubt.

      After the break wiping out the villages further east and cutting off trade, the bandits had squeezed what little these people had left. In a way, Tyron sympathised with the criminals. Farmers who’d lost crops, Labourers with no way to pay for food, Transporters who’d lost home and family while out on delivery. What options did these people have? For some, the choice had been simple—theft or death.

      The same choice ultimately. If Tyron hadn’t gotten them, someone else would have eventually.

      At least this way, the remains could be put to good use.

      With a cloak on, he moved amongst the town and freely dispensed the coin he’d received from the Mayor. He didn’t haggle on prices, even though a few overcharged him. In exchange, he took food, blankets, a few cookery items, a change of clothes, some rope, and any other travelling supplies he might need for the next few weeks.

      He had no need of the money they’d paid to remove the thieves plaguing them, considering the wealth he’d taken from the ruins of Woodsedge. Much better that he exchange it for things he needed and put the coin back into the struggling community.

      Though they trusted him little, they were more than happy to part with odds and ends and get the silver back in their hands. When it was all said and done, he shook the Mayor’s hand and departed, his goods on his back and little fear he’d be robbed.

      They thought he’d killed ten men, after all.

      It took him an hour to get back to the cave. The light still shone, though weakly, as he ducked his head under the low opening and made his way inside. After navigating a few turns, he found the camp much as he left it, Dove sleeping on a rock and Yor sleeping… wherever she slept.

      At least the skeletons were awake.

      “How are we, squad?” he asked the ten minions, fully aware they couldn’t answer back.

      They existed in the back of his mind, a tiny knot of connections that bound them to him, allowing him to transmit his thoughts and them to sustain themselves on his magick. He’d felt that link so constantly now, he almost didn’t remember what it felt like to be without it. It was like a warm blanket, a reliable presence that could be depended on.

      He was starting to see why Dove argued so strongly in favour of Summoners and the like. Be they Astral beings or mindless undead, it was good to know you had allies on your side.

      He didn’t know how much “sleep” Dove required in his current form, but he decided to let the Summoner rest. In silence, he commanded his minions to help him pack the camp, dousing the embers, tidying the belongings, and packing his bedroll away.

      By the time Yor walked into view as if stepping from a shadow, he was almost done.

      “I trust our business has been concluded in this place?” she asked.

      “All done. Payment collected, goods purchased.”

      “Did you find a suitable dress?”

      Tyron shook his head, apologetic.

      “Sorry, Yor. The people out here don’t have much. Coming across something that you would deem appropriate will be… difficult.”

      She nodded, disappointed but understanding.

      “It is a pity your realm has so small an understanding of my kind. There are places where kings and queens would rush to fill my every desire upon simply learning that I was present.”

      “I suppose you could make more vampires while you were here,” Tyron said, “if you were inclined to do so.”

      She looked at him sideways.

      “Permission is required to bring another into the fold. Doubly so for one of my blood. For the Court to have any sway here at all, a vampire presence is required, but it is clearly still operating in the shadows. It is often done this way. The Court likes to rule openly, with an iron fist, but also enjoys pulling strings from behind the curtain. It appears the latter approach has been employed here.”

      Was a secret cabal of vampires calling the shots? With everything that had happened to him lately, Tyron wouldn’t be surprised.

      “Well, it’s time for us to move on. Once I’m finished packing, I’m planning on heading down to the plains. Get some hunting done, work on a few things. Are you going to travel with us this time? Or would you… rather make your own arrangements?”

      How the vampire got from place to place, Tyron had no idea, but she did it very quickly and very quietly. It seemed as if she wanted to preserve her secrets, however, since she remained assiduously hidden from view as they travelled. After Tyron had set up camp, she would swan into view, not a hair out of place, and sit down by the fire shortly after the sun went down. If she told him she could teleport, he would have come close to believing it.

      “I will travel separately,” she said after a moment’s thought. “I dislike sitting on the… cart.”

      Her expression curdled at the thought of their mode of conveyance. Tyron smiled wryly.

      “It has a certain rustic charm when you get used to it,” he offered.

      “… I’m sure,” she said, her expression letting her doubts be known.

      “It’s your choice, obviously,” he said. “I wouldn’t dream of telling you how to travel.”

      “Wise.”

      Tyron didn’t know exactly what the vampire wanted from her time travelling with him, but he hoped it would be over soon. She was intelligent, articulate, and gave good advice on occasion. Her company could be quite pleasant, so long as he could forget what she was. On the other hand, she was an undead monster that fed on blood, her flawless beauty nothing more than a tool to lure her prey.

      Being around her was unnerving at the best of times, and somewhat terrifying at the worst. He wouldn’t be too sad if she gave up on her quest and turned back to her realm.

      “You should perform the ritual before you leave,” she advised. “I will be interested to see what progress you have made.”

      This would be the first time he’d performed the ritual in a week. Fingers crossed that his hard work had paid off. 

       Events:

      You have engaged with others and forged bonds with them. Race: Human has reached level 13.

      Your attempts at cooking have increased proficiency. Cooking has reached level 2.

      Dismembering remains has increased your proficiency. Butchery has reached level 4.

      Intense study and application has increased your proficiency. Corpse Appraisal has reached level 7.

      Intense study and application has increased your proficiency. Corpse Preparation has reached level 7.

      Your creation of new undead and your manipulation of the spellform has increased proficiency. Raise Dead has reached level 8.

      Your use of the spell Bone Stitching has increased proficiency. Bone Stitching has reached level 6.

      Your use and study of Death Magick has increased your proficiency. Death Magick has reached level 6.

      You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Necromancer has reached level 17. You have received +2 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom, +1 Constitution and +1 Manipulation.

      Your patrons continue to delight in the seeds of chaos that are strewn wherever you tread. Your call is awaited.  

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 13)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 17)

      

      

      
        
        Sub-Classes:

        Anathema (Level 10)

        None

        None (Locked)

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 49

        Intelligence: 69

        Wisdom: 37

        Willpower: 33

        Charisma: 16

        Manipulation: 26

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 5) (Max)

        Concentration (Level 5) (Max)

        Cooking (Level 2)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 4)

        Skill Selections Available: 2

      

      

      
        
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 7)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 7)

        Death Magick (Level 6)

        Bone Mending (Level 3)

      

      

      
        
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 5) (Max)

        Magick Bolt (Level 4)

      

      

      
        
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 8)

        Bone Stitching (Level 6)

        Commune with Spirits (Level 3)

        Shivering Curse (Level 3)

        Death Blades (Level 3)

        Bone Armour (Level 2)

        Minion Sight (Level 2)

      

      

      
        
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 4)

        Appeal to the Court (Level 2)

        Dark Communion (Level 1)

        Suppress Mind (Level 4)

        Repository (Level 2)

        Fear (Level 2)

      

      

      
        
        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus II

        Magick Battery I

      

      

      
        
        Anathema Feats:

        Repository

        Wall of Thought I

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial): INT +3, WIS +3

        Words of Power (Initial): WIS +3, CHA +3

      

      

      As he poured over the numbers, Tyron felt a surge of triumph. His three key skills, the foundational building blocks of Necromancy, were progressing nicely. After weeks of study, he was finally closing in on the coveted level ten. 

      It felt too slow to him, given the pressure he was under, but he could appreciate that this pace was extremely quick. Some took a year or more to master their foundation before they advanced their Class. He’d barely been at it for two months. 

      Just in time too. He’d reached level seventeen after creating his latest minions, just three to go before he advanced his Class.

      It was commonly held that most Classes really only began to shine once they reached this point. Better feats, improved abilities, and more stats per level all contributed to a rapid rise in power for those who managed to advance through this point.

      His father had warned him multiple times that it was also the point where most Slayers died.

      “Overconfident,” he would shake his head and say. “You get your hands on stronger abilities but don’t master them. What else could possibly happen? Some kin kicks your head in, and bam. Another bronze rank bites the dust.”

      It was all moot to Tyron. He had a few steps to go before it was relevant. Master the basic skills, only then would he push to level twenty. To do that, he needed more remains.

      Corpse Appraisal and Preparation were level seven. Just three levels to go… the hardest levels… but still just three. He hadn’t had much time to play with his other abilities, but there were a few gains he was happy to see.

      Cooking going up was unexpected but welcome. He was doing all the food preparation for himself now, and the taste was… less than stellar.

      Another level in his race was amazing. He was closing in on another racial feat. His current choices, Steady Hands and Night Owl, had proven to be inspired choices for a Necromancer. No doubt there were other options that would be just as helpful.

      Raise Dead was level eight, a fantastic result. Bone Stitching had reached level six, along with Mending growing to three. His ability to handle bones continued to grow, and the gains would show when he created his next group of skeletons. Other changes were minor. He’d been happy to max out the Sleep spell and his handwriting skill. All the scribbling he’d done in the back of the cart had paid off. These improvements wouldn’t have a big impact on anything, but seeing the Unseen acknowledge he had reached the limit of what it would provide was pleasant at least. 

      When he’d reached level fifteen, he’d chosen Magick Battery I, deciding to expand his personal magick reserves. Despite the gains he could make in creating more efficient minions, he’d decided that having extra magick to utilise his surprisingly healthy variety of spells in battle would be more useful.

      His new ability, Minion Sight, hadn’t grown, which didn’t shock him. He’d not practised it at all after his initial experimentation. It was a simple spell that allowed him to perceive what a minion did. That was when he’d learned just how poor their vision was. 

      Turns out those glowing purple orbs were pretty poor excuses for eyes. Just another thing he needed to work on to improve his creations.

      He told the others of his major gains and they reacted positively.

      “Looking good, kid,” Dove remarked. “You should reach your goal if you keep at it.”

      “Indeed,” Yor said. “Your speed of development has been… remarkable.”

      Tyron smiled, happy for the compliments and pleased with the results of his efforts.

      “Still a long way to go,” he sighed, “but I’ll get there.”

      He quickly destroyed the ritual, throwing it into the embers of the fire and watching it burn. He had to nudge it with his boot a few times, just to make sure no trace of the writing remained.

      “What’s the plan now, kid?” Dove asked.

      “I need resources to continue to study, and I think I’m ready to increase the number of minions I keep around.”

      “No shortage of dead bodies around,” Dove remarked. “Things are fucked down on the plains.”

      “True,” Tyron sighed. “We’ll head down there and see if we can find a village or farming commune. If they’re alive, I can help out, maybe snag some coin or supplies. If not… more to work with.”

      Shortly after, they hit the road. The cart bumped along the poorly maintained dirt trail, pulled by a team of skeletons as Tyron sat on the back, Dove next to him as he pored over his notes.

      Things were going well. Hopefully, he would get a little more time.
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      The countryside rolled past slowly. Every now and again, Tyron would lift his head from his notes or the chunk of bone he was working on to glance at the ruined landscape and sigh.

      It wasn’t a pretty sight. The hordes of rift-kin unleashed from the break had likely been concentrated to the east, but that didn’t mean none had come south to these plains. In the shadow of the Boundary Mountains, small villages dotted the landscape, farming communities spread out like a patchwork blanket.

      After the harvest, the bulk of the crops and livestock would travel to Foxbridge and from there be taken downriver to the larger cities on packed barges.

      Not this year.

      The small villages were easy pickings. The monsters had ravaged the landscape, ripping through the fields and anyone they’d found along the way. A devastating loss of life and land that would set the development of these lands back decades.

      And for what?

      “I think that’s smoke,” Tyron muttered after another quick scan of the horizon.

      “That’s a little odd. Nothing should be burning at this point,” Dove remarked. 

      “Survivors?”

      “Unlikely, but possible. Tough fuckers if they’re still scraping a living out here.”

      That was true. Without the support of the community and most of the animals slaughtered, there wasn’t much to live off. There was, of course, another possibility.

      “Gold piece says it’s bandits,” Dove said.

      Tyron rolled his eyes.

      “What are you going to do with gold, Dove? You can’t eat, don’t need clothes, can’t have sex, or do anything really. Why do you want my damn gold?”

      “Firstly, that gold belonged to the Slayers of Woodsedge. Don’t say ‘my damn gold’ as if you have some legitimate claim to it. Secondly, that’s hurtful. I don’t need to be reminded of my dickless state. Thirdly, I’m bored and want to bet. You in or out.”

      “Out,” Tyron said as he reached behind to grasp his sword by the scabbard, dragging it forward and onto his lap.

      “Smart.”

      In remote communities like this, the law was often a suggestion more than a guarantee. The only time of year they reliably saw any official of the state was tax time. Now, even that thin veneer was lost. Preying on other survivors, looting farmsteads, doing whatever they could to hold on until civilisation returned. Then, they would sweep everything under the rug and go back to life as it had been.

      “I’ll take the minions and go have a look.”

      “You going to leave me here? I don’t want to miss the fun!”

      “There might not be any fun, Dove. Just a few Farmers trying to eke out a living with trampled crops and trying to bury their dead.”

      “Bury the dead? What a complete waste.”

      “Also, showing up with a glowing skull sort of screams ‘Necromancer,’ don’t you think?”

      “Having ten skeletons trailing along behind you doesn’t?”

      “I won’t stroll in with them!”

      Tyron had his minions stop moving with a mental command and climbed down from the cart. From a bundle tied up in coarse cloth, he extracted the small arsenal they’d amassed and passed it out. The skeletons grasped the arms he handed them in their cold, bony fingers, no sound except the occasional scrape of bone on bone emanating from the undead. The smoke they’d seen was still two kilometres away, too far for anyone to be able to see the true nature of the creatures he stood with. It was risky, but he’d need to leave them a distance away if he wanted to conceal what he was.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he told the skull sitting on the cart. “Don’t do anything crazy.”

      The light in the skull’s eyes flickered disapprovingly.

      “Your attempts at humour, specifically aimed at my expense, are unwelcome.”

      “Thanks, Dove.”

      “Go and get yourself killed.”

      “Fuck you too,” Tyron smiled as he finished buckling his sword at his waist.

      A few copper coins in his pouch, a little food and water in his pack, and he looked just like any other traveller, if a little better armed. Hopefully, they wouldn’t test him with his blade, since Tyron remained quite inept with it. If he needed to defend himself, it would be his spells doing the heavy lifting. As he trudged along the path, the source of the smoke grew clearer in the distance. The source appeared to be a settlement, or what used to be one. Not quite a village, it was a cluster of farm houses built together for protection, which hadn’t done much, apparently. Not long ago, it probably housed five or six families. Now, who could tell?

      Four main houses, a couple of barns, a stable even. Looked like it was a successful community, certainly the surrounding fields appeared as if they’d been neat and well maintained before the break. In Tyron’s mind, you could judge a Farmer by the state of the fences. In Foxbridge, Mayor Arryn’s fences were always straight as an arrow and tight as a drum. The moment a post started to show signs of rot, it was ripped out and replaced, even the older stone fences were upkept religiously. Contrast that with Farmer Connal, who constantly lost stock due to gaps in his crumbling boundary fence, and one could tell who was prosperous with a glance.

      Despite the obvious damage the kin had done on their way through, Tyron could tell these had been good fences.

      His gut soured. If these had been wealthy Farmers, that didn’t bode well for what he would find.

      A cold wind cut through him, and he drew his cloak a little tighter about himself as he continued to walk along the worn path toward the settlement. It was still midday, but the clouds overhead meant the light was more dim than would otherwise be expected. With a thought, he ordered his minions to draw closer. In these conditions, they shouldn’t be spotted if he brought them forward a touch. His eyes scanned the buildings carefully, expecting an arrow to come flying at him any moment.

      The main houses had been built in a square pattern, protecting a small courtyard between them, and it was from there the smoke originated. A bonfire, perhaps? When he stood a hundred metres away, he stopped and waited, watching carefully.

      No movement greeted his eye, nor did anyone hail him.

      For a long moment, he considered turning and walking away. These people had nothing to do with him, he had no obligations toward them, and the setup looked worse and worse the longer he looked at it. If they didn’t greet him outside, it probably meant they wanted to lure him closer, perhaps bring him within the compound before they approached him, and by that time, it would be too late for him to run. Of course, he may just be paranoid. Innocent folk trying to salvage what was left of their life. Perhaps they didn’t have anyone watching this direction.…

      Unlikely.

      Tyron sighed. He would go in, he knew he would. He hoped it was because he wanted to help people. If they were struggling survivors, he could offer some assistance, put them in contact with other groups, maybe do a little trade before he went on his way. He could leave them a little better off than when he found them. It’d happened a couple of times.

      If they were bandits, then he could rid the area of them and make life easier for others who were struggling under their thumb. It wasn’t pretty, but it was necessary if people were going to make it through the next few months.

      It wasn’t because he needed the bodies. He hoped it wasn’t.

      Finished questioning his motives, he firmed his resolve and resumed his slow walk along the dirt path. Soon the buildings loomed overhead, but still, there was nothing to be heard, nor any faces to be seen. The structures had obviously been hit during the break. Scratches in the stonework, wooden window coverings battered in or hanging from their hinges were sure signs of struggle. The surrounding fences had taken a lot of damage. The kin weren’t interested in buildings, but they would have homed in on the signs of life here in the compound. Bodies of fallen creatures from Nagrythyn still littered the ground here and there. Arrows, it looked like, though someone had come to retrieve them after the fact.

      Good sign. Someone had survived the initial attack at least.

      Stepping cautiously, Tyron moved between two buildings, the gap between them only wide enough for a cart to fit through. He could hear the fire now, crackling away as it chewed through the still-damp wood, the occasional pop and sizzle punctuating the sound of flames. He kept a hand on the hilt on his blade as he readied a spell, the magick coiling in him as it answered to his call.

      “Greetings, friend,” a cheerful voice sounded from behind.

      Holy shit.

      Tyron nearly jumped as he snapped around to see a humble-looking man smiling at him from a few metres away. Heart hammering in his chest, he tried to sum up this new figure as quickly as he could. Farm clothes, dirty hands, middle-aged perhaps. One of the owners here, or a farmhand?

      “You near scared me to death,” Tyron said as he pretended to relax his posture, a forced smile on his face. “You creep up on every visitor like this?”

      “As best I can, yes,” the man held both hands up to show he was unarmed but made no move to approach. “Pays to be careful these days. Since the monsters came through, people are resorting to desperate measures in order to eat, you know how it is.”

      This time, Tyron was careful to keep an eye behind him, standing side-on to his welcomer.

      “Of course,” he said smoothly, “it’s most unfortunate.” He gestured to the bonfire behind him. “I saw your fire and wondered if I could help. People need to look out for each other if we’re going to make it through. Is there anything you need doing? Any messages I can carry for you?”

      The man smiled wryly.

      “Well, I can think of a few things you can do,” he said. “Why don’t we step inside and get warm around the fire so we can discuss it.”

      The expression on the young Necromancer’s face grew tight.

      “Sure thing,” he said, then swept his hand before him, “after you.”

      The Farmer’s hands lowered to rest on his hips. He shook his head.

      “You first, traveller,” his voice hardened, “I insist.”

      Minions, come.

      It would take time for the skellies to reach him. He had to delay. Tyron considered attacking the person in front of him but decided against it. There was no chance he wasn’t being watched by others. If he tried to flee, he’d catch an arrow in the back from an upstairs window. Moving slowly, Tyron removed his hand from the hilt of his sword.

      “I don’t need any trouble,” he said. “You can just let me walk away.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to,” the man grunted as others now revealed themselves. Two dirty-looking men with grim faces stepped around the corner and approached Tyron from behind.

      He tensed, spells at the ready, but didn’t let them fly just yet. The two newcomers grabbed him roughly by the arms, one of them reaching around to unbuckle his belt and throw the scabbard to the ground.

      “What do you want us to do wit’ ‘im, Davon?” one said.

      Tyron leaned back. By the five, this guy had shocking breath.

      “Take him in. Monty’ll want to see him before anything gets done.”

      “We can just off him now,” the other beside Tyron spoke slyly, “hide the body and keep the coin between us.”

      The man called Davon shook his head, a frown creasing his brow.

      “And if Monty found out, you’d be strung up and left for the crows. You think it’s worth it for a few copper? Don’t be an idiot.”

      “I’d rather not be offed,” Tyron said, “if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Shut up.”

      A cuff across the jaw was his reward for opening his mouth, and Tyron cursed himself. Dove was rubbing off on him more than he thought.

      Don’t talk smart with the bandits, idiot, he reprimanded himself.

      The two dragged him inside, Davon bringing up the rear. Not wanting to be beaten unnecessarily, Tyron played along, cooperating on the surface but keeping his magick steady. The chances these back country folk had ever seen a Mage were slim, at least one who didn’t work in irrigation. If any of them could sense the arcane energy he held, ready to release in an instant, he’d be stunned. They held his shoulders and arms on both sides, but there was plenty he could do without the use of his hands. A magick bolt might not be enough to kill, but he could hardly miss at this range, and it would surely knock them down. Failing that, he could use Fear. Suppress Mind was another option, but he didn’t want to be caught in a battle of wills when there was more than one opponent.

      With Sleep at level five, there was a chance he could force it onto them even if they tried to resist. All he had to do was delay. Once the minions arrived, he could turn the tables.

      They stepped into the courtyard, and Tyron felt his chest grow cold and his throat constrict. It appeared as though the original inhabitants might have survived the rift-kin in decent shape. The compound was quite defensible, after all. With archers above and barricades between the buildings, they could fight off the monsters quite well. Since none of the bigger, more dangerous ones had come south, it was more than feasible. Sadly, that appeared to have been where their luck ran out.

      The men had been staked.

      They were still there, dead bodies soaked in blood, suspended from the sharpened wood that burst from their chests. It looked as if they’d made some sort of sport or ritual of it. Eight stakes, each adorned with its own corpse, surrounded the bonfire in the centre of the courtyard. The pools of blood that had dripped from their hanging feet had curdled and dried in place. They’d been there a week at least, Tyron judged as he studied the scene.

      “I don’t see the women or children,” he said quietly.

      “Well ya wouldn’t, would ya?” laughed the man on his right.

      “So they’re still alive?”

      “Shut up.”

      Another fist knocked his head sideways as they pulled him around the gripping spectacle. There were a few other men around, lounging near the bonfire. They watched him being dragged in with interest, muttering to each other and laughing raucously at their crude jokes. Tyron counted them carefully: six, seven, eight. Definitely more upstairs in the buildings. It was going to be tight.

      Hurry up, you damn piles of bones.

      The skeletons couldn’t run. The best they could manage was a decently swift walk, close enough to a march. Judging by the drain on his magick, exaggerated by the distance between them, they were moving as quickly as they could. It would be a little longer.

      “Tie him to a post,” Davon said, now clearly bored. “We’ll search him and leave him ‘til Monty gets back.”

      Tyron flicked a glance over his shoulder to see the man who now held his sword, the blade extended from the scabbard as he inspected the edge.

      “Hey, my father gave me that sword,” he cursed.

      “And now you’ve donated it to me. Cheers for that.”

      Without ceremony, he allowed himself to be dragged toward a nearby fence where he was kicked down to his knees, his hands pulled behind his back and hurriedly tied to the post. With that done, the men rifled through his pockets, stripping off his cloak and relieving him of his possessions.

      “He’s got bugger all, mate,” they reported to Davon.

      “Leave him then.”

      A cry of alarm rang out from above.

      “Big group coming. Something’s wrong wit ‘em!” came a call from the second floor.

      The three around him turned to see the cause of the disturbance.

      Tyron smiled.
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      With his captors distracted, Tyron knew it was time to make a move. If they decided to remove a potential complication, namely him, before dealing with the new threat, then it likely wouldn’t go well for him. That meant he needed to deal with the rope. He had a method in mind, though it wasn’t his favourite.

      Magick Bolt was a simple and versatile spell. A ball of arcane energy, shaped and directed to fly and discharge its force into whatever it hit. It was common for a Mage to point or face their hand palm out in the direction they wanted to fire it, but that wasn’t necessary. The point of origin could be anywhere around the person casting it, within a few centimetres of the body.

      Despite the growing din around him, he closed his eyes and concentrated, forming the spell directly above the rope that bound his wrists together. Not being able to see the target added another layer of difficulty, and it required all his focus to ensure the magick took the shape he desired. Once it was ready, he let it fly.

      Immediately he felt a sting along his wrists as the bolt blasted downward, ripping through the fibres of the rope and taking several layers of skin along with it before it hit the ground behind him. Before the rope could fall, he snatched it in his fingers, trying not to let the pain show on his face.

      “What was that?” Davon spun around.

      Tyron didn’t look up, his head hung low as he allowed his arms to bear his weight. He wanted to look defeated, and apparently, he pulled it off.

      “Markus, watch this idiot for me, I’m going to see what the fuss is,” Davon spat before he turned and jogged toward the building the call came from.

      “Aw but…” Markus spluttered as his two companions left him before he kicked the dirt in frustration.

      Then he had a better idea and kicked Tyron in the gut.

      “Hrk!” he grunted as the farmhand’s shoe sank into him.

      The divines bless high constitution.

      “You all tied up. Why’n I gotta watch this shit,” he whined, clearly wanting to sate his curiosity and find out what the disturbance was.

      That’s ten bony boys marching up the road to split your head in, moron.

      Without long to consider, Tyron tried to decide what to do. He could cast Fear, but his good friend Markus might just scream and wail, attracting attention, which was the opposite of what he wanted to achieve. He could use Suppress Mind, but he no longer had a weapon. If he crushed the other’s will and reduced him to a slack-jawed, drooling simpleton… or more of one, then how was he supposed to kill him?

      The other choice would be to pummel him with bolts.…

      He flexed his fingers as he considered what to do and felt the remains of the rope, still held in his grip. That was also an option… he grimaced.

      “Holy Mother,” Tyron gasped, “do you see that?”

      He stared over the other man’s shoulder with eyes wide and, by some miracle, Markus turned around.

      “What?” the man muttered.

      Scarcely believing his luck, the Necromancer quickly intoned the Words of Power, his hands rising from behind his back to flick out a few quick sigils. Before his captor could sound a warning, the spell was ready. Markus’ eyes went wide as he saw his prisoner was no longer bound, but then something slammed into his mind and he knew no more.

      He couldn’t afford to be kind, or gentle, not with people such as these, so Tyron brought the full weight of his mind to bear. Despite being low level, he had more than enough mental might to crush the will of a simple farmhand turned bandit. In moments, Markus was reduced to a sightless lump, his eyes glazed and expression slack as Tyron held his mind in an iron grip.

      He moved to capitalise on his advantage. He’d learned to move while maintaining the spell, but not quickly, sudden movements would break his concentration. He had to be careful. He shifted the rope in his hands until he found a section long enough to use, then looped it over the man’s head and around his neck before he pulled, dragging the limp form of his victim to the ground before he shuffled backward and out of sight.

      It was a difficult thing, holding a mind at bay as he strangled the body. Rather than thrash and fight physically, Markus fought back with his will, forcing Tyron to clamp down ever harder as his grip held firm on the rope. He tried not to watch as the face in front of him turned blue but concentrated inwardly, dominating the mind as it shrieked and flailed before it grew weak, the resistance fading until the consciousness winked out like a snuffed candle.

      The rope slipped out of his shaking hands, the fingers curling inward to fists as the young Necromancer mastered himself. He couldn’t afford to be distracted—he was vulnerable until he could reunite with his minions. They were close now, he could feel it, and getting closer by the second.

      I’m exposed, need to lay low for a bit.

      The others hadn’t come to investigate this side of the courtyard, they’d gone to blockade the opening between buildings on the path Tyron had come in, or headed up to the buildings on that side of the compound. Even so, he didn’t want to take any chances; if someone glanced back and saw him huddling here, he’d have an arrow in his face. He slipped around the fence and found a shuttered window that hadn’t been barred. He pulled it open quickly and jumped inside, scanning the darkness within.

      Nobody inside, that was good. With a moment to himself, he crouched and cast another spell. Minion Sight. Following the link he had with all of his undead, he allowed himself to see what they saw, though only one at a time. He picked the closest and his view was overtaken by the hazy, purple-hued view of the skeleton. They were approaching the farmhouses now, perhaps only a hundred metres away. The skeletons in the lead had their shields up, defending against arrows being shot from the roof and upper floor. The undead did not know fear and continued to advance in the face of the archers, but the humans were not so resilient. Even through the blurred eyes of the dead, he could see the wavering spirits of the bandits.

      There was fear. He could use that.

      He was on the opposite side of the courtyard from where his minions were approaching. If he wanted to help them, he’d need to get closer. Tyron quickly stood and began to make his way through the dark and seemingly abandoned house, wishing he had a weapon. He’d rather not use magick unless he had to, and if he could avoid strangulation… he’d prefer it.

      The noise continued to increase as the men called back and forth amongst each other, bellows of anger, cries of fear. The skeletons would arrive soon, and Tyron knew from experience that staring into the black sockets of the dead was an unnerving experience, one that might break more than one defender.

      When he approached the end of the building, Tyron unbarred the door and swung it inward, only to find a bandit standing in the gap between buildings.

      The two started in surprise, the muddy bandit recovering first and swiping wildly with his rusted blade. Tyron staggered back as pain flared in his left hand, cursing under his breath. A moment later, a magick bolt fizzed forward and slammed into the chest of his attacker, a wet crunch noting the impact. Filled with desperate energy, Tyron rushed forward and slammed his forearm into the throat of the attacker. Unable to call for help, the bandit could do little but wheeze as the Necromancer grabbed him by the hair and pulled him back through the door.

      A minute later, Tyron emerged, a hastily cut bandage tied around his palm and his face creased with frustration.

      The skeletons had arrived and were engaged in a brawl with the bandits. The defenders had hastily blocked off the entrance between the two buildings on the north side where the undead had attacked. Tyron could have all or some of them move to circle around, there were four entrances to the courtyard after all, but he’d rather leave them in place to take the focus while he snuck around.

      If only that idiot hadn’t been watching on this side.

      The hand shouldn’t be a problem, if he was careful. The cut wasn’t too deep, he’d be able to form sigils with it well enough. He snuck inside the courtyard and found another window he could slip through, climbing in gracelessly with his wounded hand. Once inside, he rushed to find the stairs. He needed to reach the second floor as fast as he could. The longer the fight went on, the more damage his skeletons would take from the archers above.

      There was so much shouting, cursing, and clashing of steel that it wouldn’t matter how much noise he made as he stomped up the old wooden staircase. He burst up the final stretch to find a corridor in front of him that ended in a window, a shivering bandit leaning out to fire directly down on the minions below. Without thinking for long, he brought up his hands and formed a magick bolt. The spell whizzed almost invisibly through the air before it cracked into the unguarded back of his target, the force sending the archer tumbling through the gap shrieking into the melee below.

      Tyron didn’t hesitate. He ran toward the window, his hands already moving as the Words of Power rolled from his lips.

      Before anyone could interrupt his cast, he progressed rapidly through the spellwork, forming sigils and constructing the magick with reckless speed. His hand flared with pain and almost threw him off, but he gritted his teeth and forced the digits to align as they should before things could go awry. Even so, cold sweat broke out on his forehead as he finished the spell.

      Death Blades.

      Arcane energy that reeked of death began to coat the weapons of the skeletons, billowing around the blades like a cloud of black smoke. Panicked cries began to ring out amongst the bandits at this new development, but Tyron wasn’t done.

      Can’t have you running away.

      He stepped back from the window and checked his surroundings. In the chaos, it was impossible to tell exactly what was going on, but he didn’t think there were any other bandits on this floor. It was likely they’d gone to the roof once they realised they couldn’t shoot at the skeletons from the outward-facing windows any more. Since that was the case, he decided to gamble that he had enough time to cast one more spell.

      Wary of his near-disastrous slip last time, he took a little more time with his next spell. When the last sigil slipped into place and he completed it, a sigh of relief almost slipped from his lips. He stepped to the window so he could see his target and released the spell with a grim satisfaction.

      Shivering Curse.

      He targeted the men fending off his skeletons on the ground and saw the spell take effect before he leaned back from the opening, lest he be seen.

      On the ground, the bandits felt as if the air itself had dramatically cooled around them before it drove into their limbs, hardening the blood in their veins. Their movements were stiff, joints became locked, and their breath froze in their lungs. Faced with the silent, implacable advance of the dead in front of them, it was the last straw for more than one.

      With a despairing wail, first one, then another at the rear of the fighting turned and began to run. The men left in the thick of it cried out in rage and fear, but it was too late for them. Some of them wanted to flee as well but were too slow, cut down by the merciless bone warriors before them. In a matter of moments, the skeletons had gained access to the courtyard, slicing down the last remaining defenders.

      All that remained were the bandits on the roof, and by the sounds of things, they were in the process of running for their lives, one even throwing himself from the building.

      Tyron did as all proud Necromancers should: he found an empty room and hid in a corner as he mentally directed the skeletons through the remaining buildings and onto the roofs. Only when he was totally satisfied that no bandits remained did he emerge and inspect the damage.

      He’d lost two minions in the fight, their skulls cracked open and the light in their eyes extinguished. It was a loss, but not one he couldn’t absorb. In return, he had six fresh bandits to work with, the rest having fled. There was a distinct possibility that they would regroup and return—it sounded like some of them had already left, along with the leader, Monty. With any luck, they wouldn’t return today, and by tomorrow he could have more than made up for his losses.

      Still, the entire thing left a sour taste in the young man’s mouth.

      In the future, he may well forgo any attempt at concealing his nature and just advance on them with his minions in tow. It wasn’t worth the risk, and things were getting more lawless, not less, as time passed in the plains.

      “Blood and bone,” he cursed.

      With no obvious foes left nearby, he sent four skeletons to fetch the cart and brought the remaining four with him to tour the buildings. Several doors were locked, especially upstairs, and it took him a while to locate any keys. Davon had them, as it turned out; the first person he’d met here was now lying dead in the dirt, an ugly wound in his back and clean out his chest where he’d been run through. Tyron bent down and retrieved the sword with a certain grim satisfaction.

      When he got the doors open and saw what was inside, Tyron no longer felt guilty. He’d found the women and children.
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      Tyron leaned back from the table with a sigh. He moved to wipe the sweat from his brow but hesitated when he caught sight of his hands. He looked around for the bucket of water he’d drawn, then grimaced when he noticed the decidedly red colour of it.

      Were there chunks floating in it as well?

      Once upon a time, such a sight would have sent the Necromancer running for a nearby bush. Now it merely caused his stomach to gurgle in protest. Progress.

      “And yet, I can’t find it in me to be happy about it,” he muttered to himself.

      Holding his two bloodstained hands up in front of himself, he pushed the door open with his hip and glanced around the courtyard. 

      It looked far better than it had two days ago. The first major improvement was the lack of dead bodies on stakes. He’d taken them down and decided he would put the remains to work instead of burying them. The Farmers hadn’t deserved the death they’d gotten, but they didn’t need those bones any longer. The worst damage of the fight had been repaired, and the fallen bandits had more than earned their place on the chopping block.

      He had little choice but to grip the handle of the hand pump with one hand to get the water flowing, and from there, he was able to scrub himself clean. Grime and thick blood clung to his skin, and he had to be vigorous to remove it all. Red water flowed around his feet as he washed, spread across the packed dirt in oily trails. 

      “Ah… sorry to bother you,” a soft voice spoke behind him.

      Tyron whirled to see a whisper-thin, brown-haired woman clutching a bucket behind him.

      “I needed water for the kitchen,” she murmured.

      Tyron cursed himself. He was too distracted and didn’t notice her walking up to him.

      “Uh… no problem,” he said. “I’ll just… get out of your way.”

      He awkwardly stepped to the side and shook his hands dry, trying not to look at the spreading blood water.

      I hope to heck that wasn’t her husband.

      Once the thought struck him, he had to be somewhere else, so he stammered out an apology and beat a hasty retreat. Once he was back inside, he quickly shut the door behind him and took a moment to collect himself.

      “I fucking hope that wasn’t her husband,” Dove remarked.

      “Gods, I know,” Tyron groaned.

      “You could have just buried them. Little cold carving their family members while they’re right across the courtyard.”

      “It was your idea, you bony bastard!”

      “You didn’t have to agree.”

      “That’s… true. I just need the bones.”

      And he did. His tests had to continue. The only way for him to improve his skills was to practise and attempt new methods. In order to do that, he needed a steady supply of remains.

      “I saved their lives,” he said, “so I’m entitled to…”

      He couldn’t bring himself to say it, but that didn’t stop Dove from finishing it for him.

      “Their husbands’ corpses? Fucking hells, Tyron, that is cold. My spiritual nips are shrivelling over here.”

      “Oh, shut it,” he said.

      He resolutely ignored the skull as he set about tidying up. With a few mental commands, he had the skeletons on hand gather up the various buckets and tubs he’d filled to take outside and dump in the midden he’d had them dig.

      With that done, he tried to put his embarrassment behind him as he gathered up the bones and took them to the second floor. Once he’d gotten them upstairs, he moved from room to room, adding bones to his various tests and experiments.

      Having an entire second floor to work with was truly a luxury he hadn’t experienced before. It was certainly superior to crouching over piles of bones on the floor of a cave. It was a shame he wouldn’t be able to stay long, but for now he’d take advantage of the facilities.

      Once he’d disbursed his latest haul, he made another pass through the rooms, checking the progress of his various tests.

      With more time on his hands, he’d been able to carefully assess each of the bones, one by one. Searching for any damage or cracking and repairing it, sealing any magick leaks, ensuring they were clean and dry, everything he could think of to ensure they were in the best possible condition.

      With time and practice, his ability to use magickal senses to detect weaknesses in the bones was becoming more clear. It might not make much of a difference to the end performance of the minion, perhaps as little as a few percent, but that mattered to Tyron.

      To be as efficient as possible, he needed the best possible undead. If they were going to draw on his energy to fight, then they better be using it well. Also, he felt he was being disrespectful to the dead if he didn’t try as hard as he could to create the perfect minions from their remains.

      If he was going to desecrate their bones, he may as well do a damn good job of it.

      He pushed the awkwardness behind him as he stepped from room to room, using his mind to peek at the minute, shifting energies contained in the various groupings of bones.

      He was on the verge of a breakthrough, thanks to Dove, but everything had to be confirmed and measured before he was prepared to celebrate. After he’d checked on everything twice, he walked downstairs and sat heavily in the wooden chair in the kitchen.

      “When was the last time you slept, kid?”

      Tyron thought about it.

      “I haven’t slept since the attack,” he admitted. “I know. I’ll rest soon.”

      The skull was silent for a moment.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      “You killed a fair few people in that attack. It’s going to rattle anyone.”

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it, Dove.”

      “Yeah, and what are you going to fucking do about it? Kill me? You locked me in this prison because you wanted a mentor, so swallow your piss weak pride, suck your balls up into your sternum, and accept my wisdom. If not, that’s fine, release me already.”

      The Necromancer gritted his teeth for a moment and pulled in a deep breath before he released it all at once. He didn’t want to have this conversation, but he also didn’t want to lose the Summoner’s advice. Without Dove, it’d be just him and Yor, and that thought was more frightening than he’d like to admit.

      “Alright. Lay it on me, Dove. What have you got to say?”

      The purple eyes of the skull flared with baleful light.

      “What’s that tone? Am I your fucking dad? Are you in a rebellious phase or something? Tyron, you’re on the run from the authorities, making life-and-death decisions in a race against time to grow your power. You do not have time to sulk about killing a bunch of shithead bandits.”

      “I’m not sulking!”

      “My ethereal-balls you aren’t. You’ve been working yourself, pardon the pun, to the bone over the last two days.”

      “Dove, I always do that. I did that before I’d even Awakened.”

      “And what were you running away from then?”

      Silence.

      “That’s what I thought. Look, I’m not saying you shouldn’t push yourself, obviously you need to go as hard as you can, but you need to work on your fucking mind. If you’re running away from your stress, it’ll affect your work, build up over time, and you’ll blow up at exactly the wrong moment.

      “You’re going to kill people before this journey is done. Probably a fucking ton of them. The sooner you come to grips with that, the better off you’re going to be.”

      “I didn’t want to kill anyone, Dove,” Tyron snapped. “I wanted to hunt rift-kin to level up. I wanted to protect people. I wanted to prove that I can use this Class as a force for good!”

      “Isn’t that exactly what you’ve been doing? Good people tend to limit the number of people they put on a stake to roughly zero. I really don’t think you murdered any saints the other day.”

      “Don’t say murdered,” Tyron flinched.

      “Offed? Killed? Slaughtered? Laid to rest? Pushed off the mortal coil? Sent to the embrace of the Five? Torso-fucked with a sword? I’ve got more.”

      “You know what, murdered is better than some of those.”

      “At least you didn’t try and say it was the minions rather than you doing the killing. That’d be completely gutless.”

      “The minions are literally in my head. We can’t exactly be considered separate….”

      “Cowards will try anything,” Dove said matter-of-factly. “I know you’d rather not face up to this reality, kid, but you’re going to have to. And soon, unless I miss my guess. The survivors will either come back in greater numbers, or they’ll run east until they find the law and come back hunting with the marshals.”

      In truth, the Necromancer had hoped they would come back that same night. With little time to plan or recover from the shock, they would have been easy pickings. Two days with no sighting of the bandits, or their apparent leader, was worrying.

      “How long until we have to move on?” he asked.

      “Two more days at the most. This is a good place to work in, but too many people have seen you and the boneheads. When the Slayers eventually sweep through, they’ll know you were here. You need as large a head start as you can get by that point.”

      “Unless…” Tyron said slowly, “I can find and eliminate all of the bandits. No one can talk if no one is alive.”

      “You were feeling miserable about killing people a minute ago, now you want to mass murder? That’s fucking character growth right there, kid. I’m impressed.”

      “I’m trying to stay alive here, Dove,” Tyron scowled. “That’s different from the other day. I could have walked away.”

      “You probably should have, but here we are. Look, even if you kill all those pricks, you really want to put the women and kids in a position of having to lie to the marshals? That’s a crime, in case you forgot. I think their lives are going to be hard enough, don’t you?”

      Tyron slumped in his chair. It was true. When he’d found the survivors of the farming community locked in those rooms, the things they’d gone through had been written all over their faces. He didn’t think he would ever forget their glassy stares. Even the kids… 

      With their husbands dead and the farmhands having rebelled, it would be almost impossible for them to work the land or even hold onto it. It had taken these families generations to build what they’d had, and now it was lost.

      He couldn’t ask anything of them.

      “You’re talking a lot of sense,” he admitted sadly. “I’ll make plans to head out tomorrow.”

      “If you can, talk it over with Yor tonight. She’ll agree with me.”

      “I will.”

      The two sat in silence for a few minutes as Tyron focused inward and tried to settle his roiling emotions. He felt a little better after his talk with Dove. He didn’t think he would ever become comfortable with the thought of killing people, he certainly hoped not, but he also couldn’t deny the bandits had deserved what they’d gotten.

      He just wished someone else had done it.

      “Enough of that depressing shit,” the skull finally said, “how are the bones doing? Was I right?”

      With a chance to talk about something else, especially his craft, Tyron’s eyes lit up as he sat forward with excitement sparking in his eyes.

      “I think so,” he enthused. “Another day to tell for sure, but yeah, I think you got it.”

      “Hah! Simplicity itself. Don’t underestimate a Summoner, kid, we are a cut above. It’s easier for me to see because I’m looking down from a higher angle, that’s all it is.”

      The skull’s boasting wasn’t anything new, but Tyron had to admit he probably should have thought of it himself.

      The key question they had considered was how wild undead were created. Someone died in the wild, somewhere with strong magick, and the process started.

      That much was obvious.

      They didn’t know exactly how it began, but the magick would begin to change into death-attuned energy, just a tiny mote to start with. Then that speck would start to jump from bone to bone, growing and multiplying over time until the skeleton became fully saturated. At that point, the threading would occur naturally; a simple mind, possibly a remnant spirit, would be infused with the skeleton, and bam, wild skeleton.

      Due to their testing, they also knew you couldn’t start the process unless you had a full skeleton. Tyron couldn’t put a bag full of femurs in a room and then come back to find them bouncing about on the floor.

      Which was a good thing, otherwise how could he store them safely?

      But then Dove had a thought. What if they started the process but then removed part of the skeleton? Would it continue until the bones were saturated and create a half-skeleton? Or would they only half fill with energy?

      Could they take ten skeletons, lay them together to start the process, then take all the leg bones and stick them in a room, all the arms in a different room, the skulls in another, and would the saturation continue afterward?

      Turns out yes, it would.

      Twenty tibiae together in one room were happily bouncing Death Magick between each other. Twenty shins in another were doing the same. It would take another day for them to fully saturate, even with Tyron helping to speed things along, but he couldn’t wait to see what happened.

      Would the skeletons try to pull themselves together from different rooms to form a wild undead? Or would they just stay in place? If he brought them back together, would the bone threading begin to form naturally?

      He hoped not.

      The best outcome would be if the bones didn’t knit together on their own, at least for long enough for him to complete the process himself and then raise the minion as his own.

      He’d be creating a fresh undead with fully empowered remains, soaked in death energy and with all the benefits of his abilities. Better threading meant better movement and greater efficiency. His mastery over Raise Dead meant less wasteful conduits with his minions.

      Perhaps even more importantly, if he didn’t have to empower the bones with his own magick, he could shorten the ritual and cast it using less of his own energy.

      It would shorten the time needed significantly. Or, better yet, he could use that time to make improvements on other parts of the spell. The magick conduit was always a focus, but the mind construct placed in the skull was another place he could make dramatic gains.

      Unfortunately, he had no idea how to get started on that. Mind magick wasn’t something he’d ever looked at. But get started he would. He was confident he could puzzle it out, given enough time and a few clues.

      If these methods proved effective in creating better undead, he was confident that refining them was all he would need to push his skills to ten.

      To say he was excited about it was an understatement.

      “Just don’t perform the ritual until you’re confident you’ve reached the point you need to reach,” Dove advised. “Once you hit twenty, that’s it, you’re cooked. Time to upgrade the Class if you’re ready or not.”

      “I know that,” Tyron scowled, “who in the entire empire doesn’t know that?”

      “Just a little friendly reminder, kid. No need to get your balls in a twist. I’ve seen a lot of Slayers muck up and go too early. After you offed all those guys the other day, you just can’t take the chance. They might have only put you up one level, they might have given you all three. Better not to chance it.”

      “I won’t.”

      The light in the sockets of the skull gleamed.

      “Good. All you have to worry about then is if those idiots come back and try to kill you.”

      Tyron sighed heavily as he pinched the bridge of his nose. He really was tired.

      “I thought they’d have come back already, to tell the truth.”

      “Might be taking them a while to work up the guts. Or perhaps they got scattered and haven’t been able to get all their people back together.”

      The two sat and thought for a while before the Necromancer looked around suddenly.

      “What time is it?” he asked.

      “How the fuck would I know?”

      “You know what I mean, Dove. How long until Yor is back?”

      “Couple of hours, I think. Why? What’s gotten up your arse? Not Yor? I didn’t think she’d be into that… then again, she has a very dominant personality.”

      “Shut. Up. Dove,” Tyron grated. “It’s not that, so much as I’m worried she’ll eat the survivors over there. I don’t want to rescue these people, only to have them sucked dry by someone ostensibly on my side.”

      “I wish she’d suck me dry.”

      “Of what?!”

      “... ectoplasm?”

      “That’s not a thing!”

      “Look. Obviously you’re stressed. If you’re that worried about getting attacked, why don’t you put your fucking skills to use and learn a little more about who these guys were and what they were planning to do?”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Are you a Necromancer or what? Go necromance! You can speak to the dead, can’t you? Aren’t you doing it right this second?”

      “Oh. Right.”
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      It was somewhat embarrassing to have forgotten he had this ability. Tyron had been so focused on perfecting his ability to assess, prepare, and raise skeletons that his other abilities had dropped almost totally from his awareness.

      Specifically, his ability to speak to the dead.

      The spell was certainly an interesting one and something he’d love to study in further detail, but as it didn’t directly lead to the creation of superior minions and therefore wouldn’t help him to level, he’d left it for more important things.

      As night began to fall over the farmstead, Tyron hesitantly wandered over to the house being used by the survivors. When he made it to the door, he took a deep breath, then knocked a few times before stepping back.

      He couldn’t hear much on the other side. It was almost unnaturally quiet over here most of the time, doubly so when you considered the dozen or so children inside. When it wasn’t quiet, it was usually because someone was either screaming or crying, or both. Tyron preferred it quiet. 

      After a few moments, the door swung open and he saw Annette, the lady who had met him by the hand pump earlier. He breathed a quick sigh of relief, though he tried to hide it. Of all the wives who had been saved, she was the most… capable, though she was still quite injured and seemed incapable of looking him in the eye.

      “Y-yes? Is there something we can do for you?” she asked timidly.

      Bit of a silly question really. What could they possibly do for him?

      “No. No, of course not. In fact, is there anything I can do for you? Do you need anything else? I’m happy to go looking if there’s a shortage.”

      The young widow held up her hands.

      “Oh, ah. We’re fine for the moment… thank you.”

      The two fell silent for a moment as Tyron struggled to deal with the awkward situation. He felt terrible for what these people had gone through, but anything he said or did just felt so hopelessly small compared to their needs.

      “I, uh, just wanted to say I was going to use the courtyard for a ritual. I would appreciate it if someone kept an eye on the little ones and made sure they didn’t come out. It may be a little… disturbing for any of you to see it.”

      Anette’s eyes widened in fear for a moment before she looked down and nodded repeatedly.

      “Yes. That will be fine. We will be careful. Thank you.”

      So saying, she stepped back and closed the door softly.

      Job done, Tyron turned around and let out an explosive breath. Every interaction he had with the survivors was painful in the extreme. He’d saved them from a terrible fate, that was true, but it was hard for them to be grateful in the moment. They’d lost their families, their futures, their life’s work. Some of them had lost children.

      They were shattered people who could barely, just barely, take care of each other. Any time he was around them he felt like he had to step carefully, otherwise they may just break, fall to pieces like dropped porcelain.

      He’d done whatever he could in terms of supplies and aid, but that was the extent of his capabilities.

      If his mother and father were here, it would be a different story. They would comfort them, make them food, give them a shoulder to cry on, a sympathetic ear. They’d stay for a week or more and slowly bring them out of their shells, slowly help them pick up the pieces of their lives.

      He just wasn’t built that way.

      Dealing with people was hard. Thankfully, he could now focus on something much simpler. Namely, dealing with the dead.

      He stepped around the courtyard, remembering exactly how it had been laid out after the battle. He’d rather not have used the courtyard at all, but the closer he was to the site of the death, the better he would be able to use the magick. 

      He decided he’d quite enjoy a chat with his old friend Davon. After making brief preparations, he began to incant the ritual.

      Commune with Spirits was a curious piece of spellwork. Truth be told, Tyron didn’t understand half of it. Even now, he didn’t know if what he conjured forth was an actual ghost, the soul of the recently departed, or simply a … psychic imprint left of the ambient magick.

      There was a real chance that the Dove he spoke to every day was not, in fact, his actual departed friend. He might be, but Tyron just didn’t know. It was something he’d rather not think about.

      The words rolled from his tongue, each syllable giving shape and purpose to the magick he drew from within himself, assembling the ritual piece by piece.

      When it was done, he brought his hands together with a sharp clap, cutting off the flow of words. This was the first time he’d used the spell for its intended purpose, and he was a little nervous as he waited for something to happen.

      A mist appeared over the ground where Davon had died. The air grew colder and flowed inward, rapidly building the mist into a swirling column. Tyron studied it. The mist was cloudlike, thick, and it flowed and twisted to unseen currents, but never extending far outside the column.

      Two lights began to glow within, cold and blue. Those eyes did not belong to any living creature. Tyron recognised the look of the dead.

      Speak.

      It wasn’t with words that the shade spoke, or even with its mind, as the Abyss did. It was the hiss of a blade sliding deep into a soul. It was the whisper of winter pulling the heat from a dying man. Tyron had no language to describe how he knew what had been said. But he did.

      “Is that you, Davon?” he asked.

      You have pulled me here. Speak.

      The spirit didn’t seem particularly chatty.

      “You seem to be in a rush, Davon. Got somewhere to be?”

      Normally Tyron wouldn’t mock the dead, but in the case of Davon and his band of merry thugs, he could break with his normal habits. These people deserved no respect, not even in death.

      The mist roiled faster as the shade grew agitated, the eyes narrowing to slits.

      You killed me. 

      “Sure did.”

      I will kill you!

      The fog boiled forward, the eyes and something else suspended within leaping forward to strike him. Except it couldn’t.

      A golden shield sprang into being around the Necromancer, fending off the mist, which shrank back from it instinctively.

      “I don’t think that’s going to work, Davon. You’re stuck here until I release you,” Tyron stated with a wry grin.

      There was something unhealthy about taunting your enemies from beyond the grave. Tyron felt he was enjoying it more than he should. He tried to get back on track.

      “Give me the answers I want and you can return back to… your grave.”

      Speak!

      The mist calmed once more, the current easing until it once more drifted lazily around itself. The eyes remained cold and baleful, but Tyron felt there was not much he could do about that.

      “Your little gang here. How many of you were there?”

      The shade roiled for a moment before it replied.

      Twenty-five. 

      That was more than he’d expected. There hadn’t been that many when he’d arrived. He frowned.

      “How many did Monty take with him when he left? He was the leader of the group, wasn’t he?”

      Half. His idea to rebel. Convinced the others.

      Not what Tyron wanted to hear. He’d only killed six bandits before the others had fled the scene, spooked by his undead. That meant there may well be nineteen still out there.

      “Nearly done with you, Davon. I want you to tell me why Monty left. Where did he go? When do you think he will be back?”

      Those cold eyes burned with a savage light as the shade replied.

      Went to recruit. Farringer farmstead. Two-day trip. More hands. More girls. Back soon.

      The Necromancer’s face twisted. These scum weren’t happy with the little slice of paradise they’d carved out for themselves? Was this Monty trying to set himself up as a bandit lord?

      The glee he saw in the shade sickened him. Were these people even human anymore?

      “You think they can kill me, Davon? When this idiot gets back, you really think it matters how many people like you he brings?”

      You’ll die. Vengeance.

      “After I kill them, I’ll raise their bones as new servants. Then I’ll talk to you again, just so you can sleep forever knowing that I survived.”

      Tyron forced a sick grin.

      “In fact, I might go grab your bones right now. I carved the meat from your corpse, you know? Now I might just raise you so perhaps you might contribute something useful for once in your miserable existence.”

      The shade roiled, the mist twisting this way and that at a furious pace. It went to rush toward him once more, but Tyron ended the ritual with a contemptuous wave.

      At once, the column of fog began to dissipate, falling as if it were being sucked slowly into the ground. The eyes faded as they too were pulled down, a long hiss of anger and despair echoing out as the shade was sent back to wherever it had originated.

      When it was done, no sign remained of the magick he had performed. Tyron stood alone over the dirt and gravel that marked the place Davon had died.

      “Well,” he sighed to himself. “That was creepy.”

      “If you find conversing with a mere shade to be more than you can handle, I am most concerned for your future.”

      Tyron jumped as he heard the soft voice breathe into his ear. He spun to see Yor standing uncomfortably close, her perfect features set in an alluring smile.

      She’d managed to find herself a dress at some point. Humble and plain, it had likely belonged to one of the farmwives, but somehow she made it seem like a ball gown. The dignity and grace of her bearing was such that it likely didn’t matter what she wore, she would look like nobility all the same.

      The Necromancer blushed and stepped back to create a little space, his heart rate accelerating.

      “Oh. Ah. Hi, Yor. I didn’t realise the… uh… sun had gone down.”

      She watched his reaction with mild amusement. For a moment, he feared she would step forward and draw close again, but thankfully, she remained in place.

      “Indeed,” she drawled, “you were most focused on your discussion with that thing.”

      She sniffed.

      “Ghosts and shades. Such ungrateful and undignified creatures. Only when bound to serve can they be relied upon.”

      “Are you saying… he might have lied to me?”

      “That is indeed possible,” Yor smiled, “but that is not quite what I am saying. What I want to communicate …  is that nothing can be relied upon that is not bound to your service by chains stronger than steel.”

      “So I can’t trust you?”

      The vampire laughed, a throaty, musical sound that set his blood racing.

      “Of course not, sweetling. Never trust a vampire. That is simply common sense.”

      A timely reminder. He wasn’t good at dealing with Yor. She was enchanting to look at, her every gesture, every word was designed to draw him in. Which was entirely the point. She wasn’t a woman, she was a poisoned chalice. Every aspect was designed to be a lure, but if you tried to drink, you would die.

      Or in Tyron’s case likely be turned into a creature like her, more likely than not bound to her service by means he didn’t understand.

      Somehow, even knowing she would kill him wasn’t enough to completely kill his attraction. It wasn’t hard to imagine just how quickly Dove would have died by her hands were he still living.

      He’d have invited her to a private room within ten seconds of seeing her. Then been exsanguinated. He would probably say he’d have died happy.

      “Since you admit I can’t trust you,” he said slowly, “then I want to say something clearly. I would … be grateful… if you didn’t hurt any of the people staying here. The women and children have suffered greatly. I would spare them further pain if I can help it.”

      One elegant eyebrow arched.

      “You think I would prey on these people?”

       It was a nice sentiment to hear, but he was confused.

      “You wouldn’t?” he asked.

      From what he knew of the vampire, she didn’t care much for mortals of any variety. They were food to her, little more than cattle.

      Yor sighed.

      “You can put your mind at rest. I have no intention of feeding on these humans. For now I am well sated, I have no urgent need to slake my thirst. They are safe from me.”

      “... for now?”

      Her eyes glinted. Once again, he caught a glimpse of the wild beast that dwelt within that alluring shell.

      “For now,” she confirmed. “If my need grows dire, then I will feed, from whatever source is available. All I can promise you is that, should the need arise, they will not suffer.”

      So saying, she turned and walked away, soon vanishing into the shadows and disappearing from the courtyard altogether. Tyron stared after her for a minute before he shook off his daze.

      That had been far more of a concession than he’d been expecting from her. She’d never indicated anything other than complete contempt for the living before. Was there something about these survivors in particular that Yor would avoid harming them if she could? Or was she just trying to keep him happy in the hopes he would accept her offer?

      The thought worried him, but he pushed it away. He’d learned other things that would need to be dealt with. The farmhouses had grown dark now, only a few candles lit inside the buildings casting a tiny flickering light outside. With a word, Tyron summoned a globe to illuminate his path and rushed back into the home he shared with Dove.

      “How’d it go, kid? Good chat with a dead guy?”

      “In a way. Apparently, the people we fought here were only half of them. The other half went with the leader to ‘recruit’ at another farm.”

      “Well… shit. That’s not good.”

      “No, it isn’t. There could be as many as twenty or thirty coming back, and we have no idea when they might get here. Last time, they got spooked by the skeletons and ran for it, but they’ll be ready this time, assuming they meet up with the others.”

      Without the advantage of surprise, his skeletons wouldn’t be as effective. They were decent enough fighters, especially against former farmhands without any combat skills, but they weren’t reliable in a fight where they were outnumbered. More minions than the enemy was the safest place to be. 

      “I’ve got a lot of work to do,” Tyron fretted. “I need to raise more skeletons. Anything less than twenty won’t be nearly enough.”

      “You’ve got enough remains,” Dove pointed out, “you could even work on some bone armour with the leftovers.”

      A beat.

      “Or you could just run for it,” the skull pointed out. “You have no obligation to be here when those thugs get back.”

      Tyron froze. It was an option, that was definitely true.

      “What about the survivors?” he said.

      “Kid, they don’t have to be here either. They can run like hell back east and they’ll bump into Slayers and marshals eventually.”

      “That’s too dangerous,” Tyron frowned, “with the rift-kin still out there, they won’t make it far. Having to travel with the kids, there’s no chance they’d even outrun the bandits, and they would go looking for them. You know that, Dove, surely.”

      The skull was silent for a moment.

      “Just be careful, kid,” he said finally. “You have no reason to get yourself killed protecting others. You think these people would protect you? From the marshals? From the magisters? They’ll hand you over with a smile, no matter what you might have done for them.

      “You almost died for them already. That should be more than enough. Don’t forget who you are, Tyron. Don’t forget the situation you’re in. You’re an outlaw, just the same as those bandits are, and if the marshals catch up with you, you’ll share the same fate. Don’t make an emotional decision, that’s all I’m saying.”

      Tyron clenched his fists.

      In many ways, Dove was right. He knew that. He understood it, but that didn’t mean he had to accept it.

      “I’m not going to leave them to die,” he growled.

      He stalked his way upstairs, sat down at a table covered in bones, and got to work.
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      Tyron pushed the fatigue away and worked through the night. He pushed his magick relentlessly, examining bones, checking them for leaks, repairing any damage he could and then trying to work out how the Bone Armour spell worked.

      He hadn’t had much time to play with it, just like a few other things he had learned recently. The little he’d been able to understand of what he’d received was that he could use existing bones as a form of protection, but exactly how didn’t quite make sense to him. Was he able to bind them to himself, or to his skeletons? Imagining skeletons wearing bones on top of bones was a strange image.

      Would he be able to fuse the bones together into plates of armour? Or perhaps he could attach them to his minions to absorb damage?

      Out came his reliable aid, the notebook and quill, and he got to work transcribing his thoughts. Over time, he was able to tease out fragments of knowledge he had and begin to piece together a more complete picture. It was absorbing work, and he lost himself in the scratch of pen on paper as he wrote down sigils in certain combinations, crossed them out, and started over again and again.

      After going through this process multiple times, he was able to make more rapid progress than in the past. The pieces might be different, but he’d had a lot of experience putting puzzles together lately, some of the strategies were sure to transfer. Every now and again, he would take a break and work with the bones, emptying his mind and employing his magick before going back to the book to try again.

      Halfway through the night, he had a working model, though he laboured on it further, trying to understand it better before he attempted it. There was little chance he could work on improving or adjusting the spell with a single night’s work, but he would do everything he could to tease out as many wrinkles as he could.

      “Practice makes perfect,” Beory told him. He’d found her playing with flames across her fingers at the kitchen table during one of their stays. He’d been ten years old? Or eleven? She smiled as she watched the fire dance, guiding it with nothing but the force of her will. “It’s foolish to use magick in battle that you haven’t honed to the utmost degree. Even reaching the maximum level isn’t enough, you should be as familiar with it as you are with breathing. The same goes for swordsmanship. Your father practises every day, despite being the best. Why do you think that is?”

      Like everything his mother had ever told him, it was good advice. Unfortunately, his current circumstances made it all but impossible to follow that wisdom. If he had the time, he would gladly refine his techniques to a razor-sharp point before putting himself in harm’s way, but he didn’t have that luxury. If this ability could help keep him alive, then he would use it, regardless of the risk.

      In the hours before dawn, he began to doubt himself.

      Should he be creating new minions right now? He had the bones available, he could stitch a few together at least, bringing his numbers back to an even ten, but he hesitated. He wanted to see the results of his current tests as his next round of skeletons. Ten complete sets of bones were currently separated and spread through the second floor, gradually building up a concentration of Death Magick within each other. Once they were ready, he had a feeling they would become the best servants he’d ever made. At the very least, he expected to learn something significant.

      But if the thugs returned while he waited, what would he do? He didn’t have enough minions to fight off twenty or more men, even if they had been Farmers and Labourers before the break. Unable to contain his fears any longer, he pushed his notes aside and began to prepare two fresh skeletons.

      Despite his fatigue, the work was familiar, and in a strange way, relaxing. Sense the bones, repair them, prepare them, and then move onto the stitching. His hands danced through the air ceaselessly as he wove the intricate patterns necessary to allow his undead to move. Threads of magick connected to the tips of each finger bound and curled around each other as he worked. When the two skeletons were ready, he performed the ritual, his focus in hand, the words rumbling from his mouth to change reality as he created a twisted mockery of life.

      With the two minions ready, he felt somewhat assured and returned to his work. Ten skeletons was hardly better than eight in fighting the sort of numbers he feared would come, but with this many, he may be able to drive them off once more. His support spells were becoming a force multiplier for his undead, and he had a decent reservoir of spare energy now, even when maintaining ten skeletons.

      Perhaps the Bone Armour would take up some of that….

      A few hours after the sun had risen, he began his first trial of the spell. Arranged on the floor around him were a selection of dozens of bones, most of them the longer variety—shins, femurs, radius and ulna—though a decent number of smaller varieties were mixed in. He blinked his eyes a few times, trying to drive away the grainy feeling before he began to work the spell.

      The energy began to flow from his body, into the air, and then to infuse the bones around him. He wasn’t trying to fill them, or bind them together, as he did when creating a minion; instead, he was connecting them, to each other but also to himself. Glowing with the distinct dark aura of Death Magick, the bones drifted through the air before they began to arrange themselves on Tyron’s body.

      When the process was complete, the Necromancer inspected himself with a complicated expression on his face.

      Suffused with magick, the bones added a layer of protection, he couldn’t deny that. They formed a strange sort of armour that covered his arms, chest, back, and thighs. He wasn’t completely encased in it at least, there were gaps between that would certainly allow an arrowhead through if the shooter were accurate enough. Were someone to try and cut him though, they would need to cut at least one bone before they bit into his flesh.

      The spell did what was advertised… it formed a layer of protection formed from bones… which was certainly useful. It was just…

      “Do I really want to walk around covered in human bones?” Tyron muttered to himself.

      To top it off, he probably looked ridiculous. Actually, should he even be worrying about that? Some of these bones belonged to the men the bandits had impaled, the men whose widows were still here on the farm! What in the name of the divines would they think if they saw him? He almost dismissed the spell on the spot but decided against it; he at least wanted to get Dove’s opinion on it.

      “You look like a fucking idiot.”

      “Yes. I was worried about that,” Tyron slumped.

      In truth, it shouldn’t matter if he looked stupid so long as the spell helped keep him alive. Even though he knew that…

      “Hang on, kid, don’t dismiss it just yet. Let me get a better look.”

      The eyes of the skull glowed bright with the characteristic dark purple as Dove took a better look at him.

      “Truth be told, you look stupid all the time, so I’m not sure the bones have much of an impact on that,” Dove said, “and on the plus side, any help surviving is good. It’s not like you have a spare set of armour in your back pocket.”

      “My father told me never to use armour I wasn’t trained for,” Tyron said hesitantly, “so I never bothered taking any.”

      “Good advice,” Dove grunted, “and the weight can make it harder to cast spells. How are the bones weighing you down?”

      “They’re surprisingly light, to be honest.” The Necromancer raised and lowered his arms experimentally. “But how much protection will I really get from this? Bones are nice and all, but I don’t expect them to stop a sword.”

      “Don’t underestimate them. For starters, there’s magick involved, so they’ve likely been hardened by the spell. We may also be able to treat or prepare the bones before you use the spell. This is literally the first time you’ve used the technique, so don’t get too down on it.”

      The Summoner made some good points, and Tyron looked down at himself with new eyes, trying to imagine how effective this new spell could be with more investment.

      “How much energy is it taking to maintain it?”

      “A fair bit,” Tyron admitted, “not that I don’t have enough, but it feels inefficient.”

      Above almost everything else, he had to be efficient with the magick he had available. He needed to have as many minions as possible, and he had to be able to support them to ensure they fought as well as possible. All of it took arcane energy, and no matter how much he had, it never seemed like enough. Finding ways to waste less magick took up much of his time when tweaking his spells at the moment and likely would into the future.

      “Again, don’t stress too much about that,” Dove advised him, “we can improve it over time, and again, a little protection is better than none. Can you use this on a skeleton as well?”

      “Probably, but the cost is too prohibitive for the moment.”

      “That might be another avenue to explore in the future. For now you should definitely spend a little time, if you have any to spare, developing this spell. All of this is for nothing if you die.”

      Tyron nodded, then hesitated.

      “Still… I don’t really feel comfortable wearing human bones… I know it’s useful, but…”

      “Kid, it would be a worrying fucking sign if you were suddenly fine walking around with bits of dead people magickally attached to you. It’s creepy and disgusting. Would I do it? No, not in a million years. Not for all the boobs in all the realms. But you? You’re desperate. That tends to limit your choices. It’s not ideal, but I think you’ll have to get used to the idea. With a little luck, any morons we run into might decide your love of corpses has driven you insane and flee the moment they catch a glimpse.”

      “Unlikely…”

      “Anything is possible.”

      There came a knock at the door, and the two froze for a moment.

      “That’s… not their husbands’, is it?” Dove whispered.

      “Yes, it bloody is!” Tyron hissed.

      “Oh… shit. That’s… I’m going to sleep.”

      The light began to fade from the sockets of the skull.

      “Dove, don’t you dare!”

      “Some things I simply can’t bear to see. This is one of them. Good luck.”

      Tyron cursed under his breath as the glow faded to nothing. The knock came again and his mind raced to think of a way to avoid this scenario unfolding. Perhaps if he stayed quiet? But what if it was important? Could he afford to…

      The decision was made for him when the door handle began to turn.

      With no further recourse, he leapt forward to grip it from the other side and brace the door with his foot.

      “Ah- He- hello,” he stammered. “I… uh… don’t think you should come in right now. I’m… doing magick.”

      It was so lame even he had to roll his eyes. Surely he could have come up with something better than that.

      “Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you…”

      The voice on the other side of the door was soft and hesitant, one he didn’t recognise. Someone he hadn’t spoken to most likely. There was silence for a few moments as Tyron stood, braced against the door to prevent it opening.

      “Yes?” he asked, “was there something?”

      “Ah. Yes. Annette sent me. I-I was to tell you that one of the boys spotted people… from the south window.”

      Her voice trembled with fear as she spoke, and Tyron could practically feel her broken thoughts dart away from memories she didn’t want to touch.

      “Go and lock your building,” he told her, trying to sound confident, “I’ll take a look and see if they want to talk. Nobody is going to hurt you.”

      “Th-thank you.”

      The presence stepped away on unsteady feet as Tyron slowly released his grip on the doorknob. He swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. It was too soon. The skeletons upstairs wouldn’t be ready for hours. He’d gambled they’d be ready in time, and it seemed as if he’d lost. He cursed himself.

      Too greedy, you idiot. Always too greedy. Should have played it safe.

      At least he’d listened to his instinct enough to raise another two minions. He considered waking Dove but decided that he didn’t have the time. With a thought, he summoned the skeletons to himself as he prepared to step outside. His sword belted to his waist, and with a fully armed contingent of skeletons, Tyron opened the door on the outward-facing side of the building. Hopefully, the widows and children were busy boarding up and locking their building, but he’d rather not be seen by them if he could avoid it. There was no need to traumatise the kids any more than they had been.

      He walked around the outside of the farmhouses until he reached the southern side. It wasn’t difficult to spot the group approaching; in fact, they made no effort at all to conceal themselves. There were only five of them, which was a relief. If they meant to attack immediately, surely they would have brought everyone.

      Or they’ve sent the others around the sides.

      Despite being flattened and trampled by the rift-kin, the fields surrounding the farmhouses were filled with places to hide amongst the crops. There could be a thousand men out there and he wouldn’t know it. Tyron frowned and sent five of his minions into the courtyard. Not just to protect the others, but to watch his back. He didn’t want to get surrounded without a path of retreat.

      He watched carefully as the five in the distance continued to walk along the road, only to blink repeatedly when they stopped a hundred metres from the buildings. He waited for them to approach further, but they didn’t move. Apparently they wanted him to come to them. He was willing to compromise, to a point. He walked out, his minions in front, until he had covered half the distance between them, then he stopped.

      The two sides appraised each other for a time.

      Tyron had made no attempt to hide what he was. The skeletons wore no hoods or cloaks, and he could see the unease on the faces of the men as they gazed on his undead. He also noticed they didn’t much like looking at him either. For a moment he couldn’t realise why, then remembered he was still covered in literal human bones. Dove had been right.

      In contrast, the five men before him didn’t seem all that impressive. Humble, dirty clothing covered their sun-darkened, labourer frames. Of the four, only the one in front stood out. More confident than the others, he stood with one thumb hooked into the front of his overalls and a hat pulled low over his face.

      “Are any of you named Monty, by any chance?” Tyron called out and broke the uneasy silence.

      “Aye, that would be me,” the man in front smiled easily, “who might you be, lad?”

      Tyron ignored the question, and the slight insult.

      “Davon says hello,” he said.

      Monty raised a brow.

      “He’s alive?”

      “No.”

      The Necromancer tapped the bones protecting his chest.

      “Though, in a way… I feel as if he’s still with me. Do you take my meaning?”

      The man grinned before he leaned forward and spat on the ground.

      “You’re a piece a work, aren’t ya, lad? Walkin’ in front of us, disrespectin’ the remains of our friend.”

      Tyron could sense his mistake as the bandit leader spoke. The fear remained in the eyes of the others, but there was anger there now as well.

      “Not sure if that’s an insult or a compliment coming from a murdering rapist, Monty.”

      “Ah, now that might be fair enough. S’true after all. I’ve broken the law of the land, all the boys ‘ave, and we’ll hang fer it should the marshals get hold of us.”

      Blue eyes glittered like ice chips beneath the brim of the hat.

      “But that’s something we ‘ave in common, lad. Somethin’ tells me the magick you done with the dead ain’t exactly smiled upon. Seems like we might be in a similar position right now, when it comes to witnesses.”

      Tyron nodded slowly. He understood what the scum was driving at. The bandits couldn’t allow the women and children to survive, otherwise they’d be arrested and killed once order returned. They had always planned to kill them, and in their eyes, Tyron intended to do the same. After all, he couldn’t conceal his passage with all of these living witnesses, and what dark-magick wielding mage would tolerate that?

      The difference between Tyron and the bandits, though, was that they could freely speak to the marshals and submit to a Status ritual. Unless every single one of them had been stupid enough to accept an illegal Sub-Class, they would be able to get the law on their side, something he could never do. He gritted his teeth. If he were even twenty metres closer, he’d likely take a shot with a magick bolt and try to take the man’s head clean off.

      “What do you want, Monty? Speak plainly.” He affected a bored attitude.

      The former farmhand spread his palms wide, an affable expression on his face.

      “We’d be happy if you jus’ decided to walk away. Leave the womenfolk here and we’ll be makin’ sure they don’t have much to say to the law. In return, we’ll keep our mouths shut. No need to go spookin’ the marshals about the walkin’ dead.”

      In other words, move along, let them re-establish their little slice of paradise, and they’d kill everyone and promise not to rat him out. It was bullshit, of course. They had no reason to keep their word and would probably just ambush him on the road when he tried to leave anyway. Besides that, Tyron had decided he would stand for something, and this wasn’t it.

      “Let me be clear,” he said, his voice cold, “if you want these farms back, if you want those women and children back, then you come and take them. Bring everyone you have, and die like the cowardly human filth that you are. I’ll be delighted to rip the bones from your flesh and send your souls howling into the abyss before I raise you to serve my purpose.”

      He leaned forward and spat on the road in front of him before he turned on his heel and strode toward the farms.

      “You sure’n that’s what you want?” Monty called at his back. “No need to be dyin’ now!”

      He didn’t respond, there wasn’t anything to say. Hopefully, they’d give him enough time to prepare his defences. If they waited until nightfall… maybe Yor would like to spend a little time with those gentlemen.
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      “So you had a chat with the bandit leader and told him to fuck off?”

      “Pretty much,” Tyron confirmed.

      “You really intend to die for a group of women and children? I mean, noble as hell, admirable even, but I didn’t think this was your goal. Didn’t you have some shit you wanted to do?”

      Dove sounded exasperated, and he was. He sympathised with Tyron’s position, he wasn’t a monster. The poor widows they’d found had been abused, raped, and forced to watch their families die alongside their children. It was inhumane and cruel on an almost comedic level. Why the hell were a bunch of idiot farmhands putting people through this ridiculous level of suffering? 

      So the kid wanted to protect them, obviously, that was the natural impulse. But Dove couldn’t shake the opinion that if he stayed and tried to fight, he would most likely die.

      “Tyron, as much as you might feel like a badass, you have to keep in mind how weak you are,” the skull tried to explain. “You’re still not level twenty, still with your base Class. Your stat gain is basement-level horse dung, and you’ve no access to advanced skills and spells. You’re as weak as the piss they passed for beer back at the Knight’s Corner.”

      Holy hell, that pub had sucked.

      “Anyway. If you try and fight thirty men by yourself, even Labourers, you are going to get your clock cleaned. That’s not a good thing, by the way.”

      The Necromancer frowned, irritated.

      “And so what if you’re right? Just because I’m likely to lose, I’m supposed to walk away? Leave those people to suffer and then be murdered at the hands of scum?”

      “You’d be alive, which would give you a hell of a lot more agency than if you were dead, you hear me? Once you die, it’s over… for most people. My situation seems to be a little unique. You wouldn’t be around to raise yourself.”

      Tyron placed both his hands flat on the table.

      “I know you’re only looking out for me, and more than that, I know that you’re right. I probably can’t win. I will most likely get myself killed and that’ll be the end of it. But I promised myself, Dove, I promised that when I started this, I would use my Class to help people. It would be almost impossible to find a more clear-cut moral decision than this one. I have to stay and prove that Necromancers don’t have to be evil, that I can save lives and contribute, even with this Class.”

      The young man’s eyes burned with determination, and Dove could only sigh as he realised he wasn’t going to convince him.

      “I hate to break it to you, kid, but I seriously doubt they will ever change their opinion on the legality of Necromancers.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t try,” Tyron stated. “Now, enough of this rubbish, we’re just wasting time. We need to think about how we win. What’s the first move?”

      “Pray?”

      “Dove…”

      “Alright, fine. Let’s wait for nighttime, hopefully they won’t attack before then, and have a chat with Yor. If you’re lucky, she’ll let you lose your virginity to her before biting your throat out. That’s the only way I can see you getting lucky before death, kid.”

      The young man groaned and leaned forward until his forehead rested on the table’s wooden surface.

      “Look, my ability to appreciate the stakes here and take it seriously is a little lacking, and I don’t think I’m entirely to blame for that,” Dove defended himself. “If you want some real advice, even though it won’t get you laid, you should talk to the widows and ask them to help. If any of them can shoot a bow, that’ll be a huge help.”

      “I talked to them before I came back here,” Tyron spoke without lifting his head from the table. “Their lives are at risk, I had to tell them first.”

      “That’s a surprisingly mature move of you. How’d they take the news?”

      “How do you think?”

      “I think they were traumatised all over again.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But, and this is crucial, can any of them shoot a bow?”

      “Annette said they would do what they can. They know they can’t run and aren’t exactly happy about the idea of going back under the thumb of Monty. They’re acting as lookouts for us right now. There’s someone in each of the four buildings on the second floor.”

      “Right. That’s awesome.”

      Tyron lifted his head, the skin having gone red from being pressed into the hard surface.

      “Any other bright ideas?” he asked the skull.

      Dove thought for a moment.

      “Not much, to be honest. You need more minions, you know that much. Either you hold off for a few more hours and use the ones upstairs, or you get to work on some fresh bones now. Other than that, there isn’t much you can do. Unless you have… other magick you can draw on in a pinch.”

      “Uh…” the Necromancer hesitated.

      He could use a ritual and contact one of the patrons. The only issue being, he had no idea if their intervention would be a help or a hindrance. What would happen if he contacted the Court again? Another vampire dropping in on him? Perhaps one less willing to wait before turning him into an undead, blood-drinking nightmare. No thanks. The Abyss? He might be able to learn something useful, but he might lose his sanity in exchange. He wasn’t so foolish as to assume he had experienced the worst of what that strange realm had to offer. As for the Dark Ones… who knew?

      Despite his dire circumstances, he didn’t feel he could justify taking the risk of enacting one of the rituals he had learned from Anathema.

      And he was surprisingly comfortable with that. The decision had been made to avoid leaning on the Sub-Class as much as possible, and he wanted to stick to that.

      “No,” he shook his head. “I haven’t gotten anything I can use.”

      “Then we are back to bony boys,” Dove said. “If someone is looking out for you, then get upstairs and work on them bones. You aren’t much good for anything else.”

      As much as Tyron wanted to argue that point, he couldn’t. At his level, with the collection of skills and spells he had, he wasn’t useful outside of creating minions.

      “Alright, you might as well come up too.”

      He grabbed the skull with one hand and made his way to the second floor. Checking in on his tests, he could tell the bones were nearing full saturation. In a few hours, he’d be able to use them to raise new skeletons, but did he dare wait that long?

      Did he have to?

      “Can you think of a reason I couldn’t gather some of the bones together and start threading them?” he asked.

      Dove thought for a moment.

      “Not off the top of my bald, shiny head. As far as we know, the bones won’t start to form a wild undead unless there’s enough skeleton to create a functional one. If you put the leg bones together, they shouldn’t start to knit themselves and walk around.”

      Tyron pinched his brow as he considered the problem.

      “We can play it safe enough that even that shouldn’t be an issue. I can gather feet and shins together, hands and forearms in another room, then the ribs, spine, and hips in another. I’ll keep the skulls separate and only bring them in at the last minute. That way, I can do almost all the threading in advance, and the bones should gather Death Magick faster, considering there will be more of them in proximity.”

      “Makes sense to me. Crack in.”

      Which is exactly what he did. With the widows and their children on the lookout, he absorbed himself in his work. The Necromancer almost ran from room to room, gathering the bones as quickly as he could and placing them in their new configurations. The moment things were in place, he began to work on the threading, starting with the ankle joints.

      Gathering the many small bones of the feet together and connecting them to the shin was a pain, complex and time-consuming. It was also massively important. Without a properly functioning foot, the resulting minion couldn’t even walk, not especially useful, and Tyron had spent a great deal of time fretting over ways to create a better woven joint. He wouldn’t say that he’d mastered it, but he’d certainly come a long way from the early days. His more recent minions were better balanced and possessed a much smoother gait, which meant they could walk a lot faster.

      Once those were done, he jumped to another room and worked on the hands and wrists. Another finely detailed piece of work. Holding and striking with weapons involved a huge variety of muscles and joints in humans, and although he didn’t need to replicate that level of complexity, he still had to do a lot of threading before his skeletons could articulate all of their fingers and properly rotate their wrists.

      He completed ten pairs of hands in a row before he ran to another room and started working on ten spines. All the while, he kept checking on the amount of Death Magick contained in his specimens, waiting for the moment they reached full saturation. They were close now; the flickering energy that moved between them continued its mysterious jumping, leaving behind traces of magick in its wake.

      Any moment, Tyron expected someone to rush into the room he was working in and tell him the bandits were coming, or to cry out in fear and pain as Monty and his crew sprang out of the long grass and attacked. But it didn’t happen. He continued to weave one segment after another, sweat dripping from his nose while he concentrated fiercely, working as quickly but flawlessly as he could, but still there was no attack.

      Perhaps his threats had scared the bandits? Perhaps they were waiting for nightfall in order to sneak up on them? Or maybe they’d abandoned the farms, unwilling to fight a strange Mage they didn’t know or understand.

      Whatever the case, they gave him enough time to complete his work.

      Tyron and Dove watched anxiously as the bones continued to accrue death-attributed magick, the energy in each climbing until they were full at last. The two nervously observed the bones, Tyron carrying his friend and advisor from room to room as they watched to see if anything would happen. 

      If the arms suddenly came to life and tried to strangle the life out of him, he’d like to see them coming, after all.

      Thankfully, that didn’t happen. Piece by piece, he began to assemble the first skeleton, working on the joints as he brought the legs together, connecting them to the hips, then attached the arms. When everything was in place, he collected the skull and put it down in its place.

      The moment he did so, he could feel a strange energy come over the remains. The air around the bones was different, and he felt a faint stirring of magick within them. Before anything could happen, he hastily finished his work, stitching the neck together and enacting the ritual.

      As he spoke the words and felt the power flow out of him, Tyron was shocked to realise that something was pushing back against him, but as he exerted his will, it quickly faded, and the spell took hold.

      Without the need to laboriously fill the skeleton with his own magick, the spell was relatively easy to cast, not requiring him to invest nearly as much arcane energy. He constructed each of the components required for a complete minion and brought the ritual to an end, watching cautiously as his new servant pushed itself to its feet.

      It sat in his mind just the same as any other minion and responded the same when he gave it instructions. Despite that, he still felt something was… different about it, he just couldn’t put his finger on what it was.

      But since it didn’t try to bite his face off, he decided that was good enough and got to work on the others. For several hours he worked without rest, bringing the bones together and completing the final elements required at a furious pace before completing the process with the ritual. Each time something pushed back on him, but he quashed it successfully and proceeded with the cast.

      By the time the sun fell, he had ten brand-new minions, perhaps his finest to date, lined up before him on the second floor.

      “Anything different about them now that they’re all up and together?” Dove asked.

      Tyron stared hard at the skeletons, then extended his senses toward them.

      “There’s something…. I just can’t tell what,” he muttered. 

      He stepped toward them.

      “Perhaps if I examine them a little closer…”

      A shout went up outside.

      “... or not,” he said and swiftly ordered all of his skeletons to gather on the ground floor.
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      Twenty skeletons. That was the following Tyron had managed to create after his desperate struggles to master his Necromancer Class. He was proud of what he’d achieved. He didn’t want to be boastful, but he felt certain that, under his circumstances, most would struggle to do what he had done or learn what he had learned.

      Each of the minions stood armed with simple weaponry, swords and axes, though only eight had shields. As the skeletons gathered in the bottom floor of the farmhouse, he could feel the drain on his magick rise precipitously. A full twenty might be more than he could support after all. 

      He rushed over to his pack and fumbled around until he found a few arcane crystals and jammed them into his pocket. He’d likely need them before the fight was done.

      “Kid, take me with you.”

      Tyron screeched to a halt. He turned to stare at the skull sitting motionless on the table, his two eyes aglow with magick.

      “You want to come out there with me?” he asked, confused.

      “Heck yes. Do you really think I want to sit here on the table and sleep while there’s a fight to the death going on? Besides the fear of missing out on the fun, I do actually have a valid reason for this request.”

      “Which is?” Tyron prompted uneasily.

      “I refuse to be stuck in this skull for the rest of my afterlife, kid. You agreed to set me free, remember? If it looks like you might lose, I want you to smash my skull and break the ritual. I will not be used as a desk ornament for a horny, murderous farmhand for the next dozen years, alright? So take me with you.”

      “Dove…” Tyron muttered, his hands hanging by his side. 

      He didn’t have time to process how he felt about his friend’s request, so he snatched the skull from the table in his left hand as he rushed to complete his preparations.

      “I need to figure out a way to attach you to my belt or something,” he huffed, “I want both hands free for this.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t. I don’t especially feel the need to get closer to any ‘bones,’ if you take my meaning.”

      “I get it.”

      “I’m talking about your—”

      “I said I get it!”

      Once he was ready, he ordered his twenty skeletons to step into the courtyard and followed quickly after them. He’d rather not parade his undead in the open where the children could see them, but they had bigger things to worry about right now.

      When he stepped onto the sandy gravel of the courtyard, he found Annette outside, along with a few other widows, each of them armed with the short hunting bows common in the frontier farming communities.

      As he drew closer, he could see the fear in their eyes—several were physically trembling—but also their determination. These women were prepared to fight.

      “How are the others?” he asked.

      Annette shook her head. 

      “Not good. I’ve left Donna and Bridget to watch them and take care of the little ones. They’re too frightened to help.”

      “Can’t really blame them,” Dove said, “these bastards need a right kicking in the balls.”

      When the skull spoke out of the blue, the widows jumped, shocked to hear a voice emanating from human remains.

      “Oh. Uh. This is my friend, Dove. I… uh… attached his spirit to his skull… after he died.”

      At his explanation, four sets of horrified eyes turned themselves from the skull, to him.

      “Yeah. I don’t think the explanation really helps you out in this case, kid. Should have just told them you found me or something.”

      “Is he… safe?” Annette asked hesitantly.

      “Who, Dove?” Tyron looked down at the skull clasped in his left hand. “Completely. He can’t even move. He can see, and talk, that’s about it.”

      “Instead of reminding me how shitty my current circumstances are, maybe we should be getting ready to fight off these arseholes? Don’t you think?” Dove broke in.

      “Right! Annette, you and the other ladies should head to the second floor. That’s the safest place to shoot from, even if the view isn’t the best.”

      “What about the roof?” she asked.

      “Too open,” he shook his head. “Do as much as you can, but try to keep yourselves safe. I’ve got more minions with me this time, we’ll be able to hold them off on the ground.”

      He tried to sound more confident than he was. In truth, he had no idea how well his minions would fare against prepared, human opponents. If the once-Farmers were able to shake off their fear, they might overpower his comparatively clumsy skeletons in minutes. He’d have to make good use of his other spells to ensure that didn’t happen.

      The ladies ran to reach their posts and Tyron rushed to do the same. The bandits had been seen coming up the south road, but again, he couldn’t bring every minion to that side in case they circled around. Reluctantly, he left five behind and took the others through the walkway between buildings to stand on the exterior of the courtyard. 

      A group of men were walking along the dirt road, unhurried and making no attempt to conceal themselves. As he counted their numbers, the young Necromancer’s heart began to sink.

      “How many, kid?”

      “Looks like… almost forty.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah.”

      “On the bright side, they have minimal combat skills, probably bugger all levels in anything other than farming, and no feats that aren’t related to vegetables and cows.”

      “That’s true.”

      “On the down side, there’s forty of them and only one of you. Twenty-one, if you include the skeletons. Twenty-five if we include the widows. Also, your skeletons are completely rubbish when they’re outnumbered.”

      “That… is also true. Thanks, Dove.”

      “Any time you need me, kid. I’m here for you.”

      As idiotic as it was, the former Summoner had a point. Tyron’s skeletons were fine, good even, but he knew perfectly well that they were far better off when they outnumbered their opponents as opposed to the other way around. In a three- or four-to-one fight, their clumsy movements and wide openings were hard to exploit, but like this, they would be hard pressed to hold their ground.

      “The odds are what they are,” Tyron said, his expression grim. “We may be able to frighten them off. They’re not professional soldiers, just thugs.”

      “Don’t underestimate them, kid,” Dove warned. “If those farmwives are alive when the Slayers come through, then they’re dead meat and they know it. They might just be thugs, but they are desperate thugs. If you weren’t even more illegal than they are, they’d want you dead just as bad.”

      The idea that he was more wanted than a gang of murderers and rapists was enough to get a wry smile from Tyron, despite the circumstances. If only a person’s crimes showed on their Status sheet. That would simplify a few things. Sadly, that wasn’t the world they lived in.

      As the bandits approached, he overrode Dove’s objections and tucked him into the loose belt that held his scabbard. The skull rode on his right hip, nowhere near his groin, but that didn’t stop the man from complaining.

      “We’re going to have words about this, later,” he grumbled.

      “You want to be close enough that I can crush you, so I have to do this. It’s not like I can wear you like a hat.”

      “... I’d be a fantastic hat.”

      “That’s not the point. Now shut up, I need to focus.”

      The Necromancer stepped forward and looked up to his right and left. In the windows overlooking the road to the farm, the widows, including Annette, had taken up position, bows clutched in white-knuckled grips. He tried to signal something encouraging to them but ended up waving lamely.

      Not for the first time, he wished he had just a dash of his father’s easy charm.

      When the bandits were a hundred metres away, they slowed and stopped as Monty stepped from the crowd and approached another few metres. The man looked much as he had before, except now he carried a crude shield they’d nailed together using loose wood. Against untrained archers without skills and feats, it would probably do… just.

      “Hoy there, lad!” the bandit called, a smile on his face as he waved lazily. “I hope yer don’t mind, I brung a few of me mates back with me.”

      “You could state the obvious, or you could say what you want,” Tyron growled back. 

      He flicked his vision to the minions in the courtyard for a moment. Nothing yet. The crook may be trying to stall him out, so he’d need to keep his eyes open.

      His reply only broadened the grin on Monty’s face as he held his hands wide.

      “Same as before, lad. You can piss off, an’ we’ll be having these here farms back.”

      “The women and children?”

      The group behind Monty laughed and the man himself chuckled openly.

      “Aye, we’ll be havin’ them too.”

      “These guys fucking suck,” Dove muttered. “I’ve seen some real top-grade pricks in my time, but holy shit.”

      “Like I told you before, if you want them, come up here and pay the price. All I want are your bones!” Tyron reached out and grasped one of his new skeletons by the wrist, lifting the limb and making the skeleton wave back and forth at the bandits. “Your friends seem happy with the arrangement.”

      The laughter switched to ugly muttering as he mocked their dead friends. The expression on Monty’s face hardened.

      “Do you know what it’s like, lad, ta be given Farmer as yer Class?”

      “You want sympathy from me?” Tyron called, incredulous. “Might be a little late for that, you piece of filth.”

      “Oh aye. We done terrible things. But that’s what it takes to change yer fate. See, most o’ the lads were raised out here, workin’ odd jobs until we get our Class. Farmer, or Labourer, or Tradesman. Then we supposed to go make a life fer ourselves, but it’s a little hard to be a Farmer when yer family can’t feed ya, let alone buy a farm.”

      The men all nodded, their faces hard as they stared up at the farm houses.

      “So what are we supposed ta do? We sign on as farmhands for richer men an slave away makin’ money for someone else. Not much of a life, if ya ask me. Then the monsters came, an’ we got ourselves a little chance. We can finally make somethin’ of ourselves.”

      “You wanted the land, so you killed the men who owned it? You really think you could just take their place and nobody would notice?”

      “Well now, who’s to say it weren’t the kin who did it? Ain’t nobody around who can say otherwise. Well, there won’t be.”

      “And their wives and children? Did they have to suffer like they did?”

      Monty held his hands up, palms out, and shrugged.

      “That’s just a side benefit, as it were,” he laughed.

      The blood boiled in Tyron’s veins.

      “Come up and die, Monty,” he called back. “I’ve nothing else to say to you while you’re living.”

      “You might be some fancy Mage, lad, but you can’t beat this many of us. Give it up and walk away.”

      Tyron turned his back on the man and stepped back into the protective ring of skeletons. The bandit leader could shout all the nonsense he wanted, he wasn’t going anywhere.

      He quickly ran through the spells he could utilise in this situation and tried to decide which he should prepare first. He was so deep in thought, he didn’t even realise that Monty had started calling to the widows.

      Whatever had been said was lost to him, but the reply certainly wasn’t.

      “Die, you fucking bastards!” Annette screamed as she leaned out the window, her face twisted with rage as she let fly an arrow from her bow.

      The shot sailed through the air in a graceful arc and sank deep into the leg of a bandit, who stumbled to the side with a cry of pain, clutching at his wound. This signalled the other widows, who also fired their first arrows out of the upstairs windows. Under fire, the former farmhands rushed to protect themselves, their crude shields coming to the fore. After a few moments of arranging themselves, they charged toward the farmhouses, giving a ragged cry.

      “If I die today instead of these shitmongers, I’m going to be very upset with you, Tyron,” Dove remarked.

      The young Necromancer gripped the hilt of his sword tight.

      “Me too.”
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      The arrows continued to be fired from above, but little resulted from it. These weren’t professional archers or even casual hunters shooting, after all, but it forced the bandits to approach with a little caution, and Tyron was grateful for the extra time.

      “Any advice?” he asked, his voice shaking.

      “Not really. Try to keep a cool head. Remain aware of your surroundings… that’s about it.”

      “I… I’ll try.”

      “That’s the spirit. Now come on, kill some shit.”

      The words of his friend twisted in his gut slightly. Despite everything that had happened, he still found it difficult to kill people. 

      It’s either them or you, Tyron. You wouldn’t blink twice if Yor killed them. Do it!

      The young Necromancer gritted his teeth and hardened his will. He wouldn’t die here, he refused to allow it.

      The bandits advanced steadily, huddled together with their crude shields held high. Forty metres. Thirty metres.

      The moment they crossed that threshold, Tyron stepped forward. He spoke the words, snapped out a few gestures, and then thrust his palm forward. The magick bolt sped from his open hand, crunching into a leading man’s thigh. The bandit cried out and collapsed to one knee as the others flicked their eyes from the windows to the young Mage.

      Tyron’s hands were already moving when someone, possibly Monty, yelled “Run!”, the second bolt flying out to slam into a shield that dropped just enough to take the blow.

      As a group, they charged, rushing over the final gap as the Necromancer skipped back behind his skeletons, his hands already in motion as the Words of Power rolled from his tongue.

      The two lines clashed with shouts of anger from the bandits and cold, emotionless steel from the skeletons. With their shields up, his front rank of minions absorbed the initial blows but were pushed backward by the belligerent men. Tyron felt his magick reserves drop precipitously as the skeletons drew deeply on his power to strengthen themselves.

      Bony heels dug into the grit and skeletal fingers curled around the handles of their weapons as the purple fire in their eyes ignited all the brighter. 

      In the relatively narrow gap between buildings, the bandits couldn’t use their full numbers to beat down on his minions, but they could brace against each other and push into his line. Unable to match the force being applied to them, his front line began to buckle.

      He couldn’t panic. If he lost his composure and failed to cast, he was dead.

      Words and gestures came together in a final flourish as he completed the spell.

      Death Blades.

      The dark energy of death manifested around the blades of his minions, causing the bandits to pull back slightly. When the skeletons struck, their blades bit deeper than before, empowered by his spell. It was an equaliser, but not enough on its own.

      No time to rest. Tyron snatched an arcane crystal from his pouch and stuffed it between his teeth before he began to cast again.

      The sound of metal on metal, the shouts and screams of combat, the faces twisted with rage in front of him combined to overwhelm his senses. The young Mage pushed his concentration to the limit and took another long step back to put more distance between himself and the brawl as he continued to work.

      The Shivering Curse would help even the playing field even further, slowing and weakening the bandits. Once that spell was in place, he’d be free to cast bolts or attempt to dominate minds to tip the balance even further.

      “Get the fucker!” he heard Monty yell as the bandits surged again, shoving into the skeleton wall, hard. “Once ‘e’s dead, it’s over!”

      You have to get past the minions first, idiot, Tyron sneered in his mind as he continued to cast his spell.

      A dull impact rocked his left side, throwing off his rhythm. Surprised, he glanced down to see a hand axe lodged into his bone armour. A second later, the pain blossomed as blood began to flow.

      He froze in shock for a full second before he ducked to the side, just in time to avoid another axe hurled from the rear of the bandit pack.

      “Fuck!” he cursed as he used his right hand to pull the crude hatchet from his shoulder.

      A roar went up from the bandits when they realised he’d been wounded, and they surged again. The skeletons pushed back, drawing more power from their master to fight. Tyron grimaced and sucked on the Mage candy harder, trying to supplement his own energy.

      A quick flex of his left hand revealed the extent of the damage. He could use it, but it hurt like hell. If he hadn’t had the bone armour on, it would have gone much deeper, perhaps even lodged in the bone.

      You blasted idiot, he cursed himself.

      Of course they could throw shit at him. They might not be trained soldiers, but they were smart enough to throw a damned axe or knife. He’d looked down on them.

      He twitched as he felt one of his skeletons go down. They’d managed to grip its shield and pull it forward away from the others. Exposed, a sharp blow to the skull had been enough to see it off.

      Not going out like this. No fucking way.

      To make himself a harder target, Tyron slid down onto his knees and began to cast the Shivering Curse once more. The pain in his shoulder was fierce, but he forced himself to bear it. He couldn’t afford the delay a one-handed cast would cost him.

      Another skeleton went down as the fighting at the front intensified. Monty was urging his men to push forward, his voice rising above the din as he cursed and roared at them to fight harder. It wasn’t going well.

      Don’t think about it. Focus!

      Nothing mattered but the spell. Finish the spell!

      Shivering Curse.

      The moment the spell completed, he felt the heat around him drain away. In the epicentre of the magick, it was sure to feel much worse. The cold-suffused air began to leach into the bandits, slowing their movements and buying more time.

      “What the hell is this?!”

      The slight hint of fear in that voice was music to Tyron’s ears. If one broke and ran, more would follow. He rose from the ground but kept his head down, wary of being hit again. Blood continued to flow from his wound, and he could only spit in frustration that he hadn’t brought anything to bandage himself or stem the flow.

      He flicked his eyes upward. It was still light, but not for long. Every minute brought the sun lower on the horizon.

      “Ignore it! Push through!” Monty bellowed.

      The second rank of skeletons thrust their weapons awkwardly, not coordinated enough to take advantage of the narrow openings when they appeared. Even so, they’d managed to score a hit here and there. Several of the bandits were bleeding, and several more had suffered from wounds inflicted by the archers above. 

      Annette was still screaming and shouting like a demon, as were a few others, but Tyron couldn’t hear well enough to know what they were saying. Perhaps just as well.

      He clutched at the sword on his waist again but let it go just as quickly. With his poor skill, there was no point drawing it. He needed another spell.

      The Necromancer locked eyes with one of the bandits in the front row, a scruffy-bearded man who looked no older than twenty-five. Muscled like a Smith or Labourer, he sported a savage grin as he rammed his crude shield against the skeleton line over and over, trying to break them.

      You’ll do.

      Deftly, he wove together a shorter magick, desperate to slow the enemy’s momentum.

      Fear.

      Suppress Mind may have worked, but he didn’t want to expose himself to a potentially difficult battle of wills in the middle of the fight. He’d be unable to focus on himself and likely be brained by a thrown brick or some other nonsense.

      Instead, he wanted to weaken the bandit front line. What better way than to inflict them with fear?

      A wry grunt of satisfaction left him as he felt the spell complete and take hold, his target immediately stiffening, eyes going wide. There were many aspects to the spell Tyron didn’t understand, but he knew enough to discern that the magick was somewhat akin to a spike, one that drove deep into the target mind and unleashed something upon it.

      The powerfully built bandit began to shake as his wild eyes flicked around himself, as if seeing things that weren’t there. Low, pitiful moans dripped from his lips, almost inaudible in the din, and his arms fell limp by his side as he tried to flinch away from the skeletons in front of him.

      Magick Bolt.

      The spell slammed into the man’s exposed head with a sickening crunch, and down he went. Confused shouts rose from amongst the bandits as they pulled their man back, but Monty’s voice rose over all of them.

      “Get that fucking kid!”

      Tyron ducked as a wave of thrown weapons came his way, half a dozen of them crashing into his skeletons and throwing them off-balance, the others missing their target entirely.

      “Who’s next?!” he yelled back at them.

      He put all the confidence he could muster into his tone, but inside, he didn’t feel it. He clutched at his wounded shoulder with his right hand. His clothes were slick with blood now, and he was starting to feel lightheaded. That wasn’t good.

      He was preparing to start another spell when he realised someone was tugging on his cloak. He spun quickly, throwing the small boy behind him off-balance and down into the dirt. The kid looked up at him with fear and cringed.

      “What?” Tyron demanded. “Quickly!”

      The boy shivered before he raised a shaking hand, pointing back to the courtyard. 

      “More come,” he stammered. “From the south!”

      Shit.

      “Get back inside, hurry,” he urged the boy as he pulled him up with his good arm and pushed him back toward the house.

      A quick cast of Minion Sight confirmed what the kid had said. His five reserve skeletons could see men approaching, though he couldn’t be sure how many there were. In a minute, they’d be in the courtyard.

      What could he do? By the five, what could he do?! 

      He tried to calm down and think. He could abandon the fight here and try to deal with this new group. His skeletons would fare much worse without his support. Death Blades and the Shivering Curse wouldn’t last forever, and when they ran out, the remaining bandits would make short work of his minions. But if he could finish the others and come back before that happened, he may still be able to hold.

      He could order his minions to return and protect his back from this new group. He’d be fighting on both sides, but at least he’d be surrounded by skeletons and able to influence both fronts.

      But that would mean nothing was preventing the new group from entering the houses.

      “Damn it,” he ground out.

      He ordered his remaining minions to hold the line, turned, and dashed away as he ripped his sword free. His left hand felt numb now, but he could still move it. That would have to do.

      He ran to where his five minions were gathered and directed them forward to confront the new group.

      When they came into sight, his heart sank. There were ten of them, grinning as they swung their crude weapons back and forth in their calloused and dirty hands.

      “Oy there, lad,” one laughed, “ready to get what’s comin’ to ya?”

      Tyron flashed a Magick Bolt straight into his gut.

      “Shut up and die,” he spat, “I don’t have the time.”

      As one of their number collapsed with a groan, clutching at his belly, the smug looks vanished from the others’ faces and they advanced quickly to engage his skeletons.

      No time to work up a spell, Tyron realised his magick was draining incredibly rapidly and crunched down on the crystal in his mouth, shattering it instantly. He snatched another from his pouch and threw it in his mouth before he brought his blade up to divert a crude swing.

      He hadn’t trained in a long time, and it showed in his clumsy form. His father would have shaken his head in despair if he’d seen how slow his son’s riposte had been, but in the moment, Tyron didn’t care. By some miracle, he actually connected and cut a deep line in his attacker’s arm before he shuffled back to make some space. Outnumbered, his skeletons were being battered, and there were still two more men coming after him, as the one he’d injured picked himself up and swapped weapon hands.

      “Yer fucking dead,” the bandit growled.

      “You first,” Tyron growled back.

      The two men rushed him, and Tyron tried to slip to his right, slashing a wide cut to discourage them, but his footing was terrible. Off-balance, the swing lacked power and the farmhand batted it aside with what looked like a woodcutter’s axe.

      Pull it back faster than you send it out, his father’s voice whispered in his ear, attack fast, regain your form faster. That’s the key.

      He moved almost instinctively, pulling the blade back to himself as the axeman brought his weapon high with a bellow.

      The point does more damage than the blade, son. The blade’s the flashy bit, the point is for killing.

      It was a terrible stab. His weight wasn’t fully behind the strike, the line of his arms wasn’t correct, the angle of the blade wasn’t straight, but against an unarmoured man, it hardly mattered. Before the axe could come crashing down on him, the blade slid straight through the bandit.

      Between the fifth and sixth rib, he noted, detached.

      The air burst out of the man and he dropped. Tyron watched the light fade from his eyes for a short moment before his other opponent attacked, slamming into his left side and knocking him off his feet.

      Tyron sprawled in the dirt, trying to avoid landing on his injury as he rolled. He tried to bring his blade up, but the bandit was there too fast. Metal flashed in the dying light and Tyron scrambled to one side, narrowly avoiding the strike. He got back to his feet just in time to catch the next attack on his blade. 

      The bandit surged forward, locking their two weapons together as he tried to use his weight to bear down on him. The man’s stinking breath blew straight into his face, and the Mage quickly realised this was a fight he was going to lose. With his left arm injured and with less physical strength, he’d be overpowered in short order.

      Drop the left and cast a bolt as quick as I can.

      Just as he pulled his left hand from the hilt and began to flick the gestures required, something speared into his opponent in the corner of his vision. The bandit went stiff, just as shocked as Tyron before he collapsed to the side.

      Stunned, Tyron turned to see a furious farmwife, tears running down her face with a pitchfork gripped in both hands.

      “Glynnis?” he gaped.

      “Kill the bastards!” she screamed as she ran forward, half a dozen others on her heels.
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      The furious farmwives crashed into the fight with whatever tools they’d had at hand. Stunned as he was, Tyron didn’t have time to gape at the spectacle. As the man before him staggered with a pitchfork rammed into his side, the Necromancer hastily slashed him across the throat and pushed forward to engage another.

      With Bone Armour providing at least some level of protection, he would rather the bandits targeted him than the unarmoured women.

      But those women didn’t seem to share his concern. As he rushed to fight, he was confronted by the scene of enraged mothers stabbing, bashing, and cutting, making their attacks with no regard for their own safety. The melee was so brutal, he didn’t see an opportunity to throw a Magick Bolt without risking serious injury to the people he wanted to protect.

      “You piece of shit!” Glynnis screamed as she rushed forward, blood dripping from the prongs of her pitchfork.

      Tyron’s five skeletons had already been reduced to three when the help arrived, but now the numbers advantage had tilted in their favour. Cursing solidly, he adjusted his grip and stepped around the melee, looking for an opening.

      The moment he found one, he lunged forward, putting his weight behind the blade as well as he could with one uninjured arm. Once again, he felt the point slide through living flesh as he punctured a human being, the breath rushing out of the man as his lung collapsed. 

      Tyron ripped the blade free just in time to deflect a wide, horizontal swing that threatened to take his head off. The bandit’s eyes were wild, his face twisted into a snarl Tyron didn’t realise matched his own. Bigger and stronger, the criminal bull-rushed him, weapon held defensively and shoulder lowered.

      The Necromancer could barely remember the footwork his father had taught him, but he managed to slide out of the way just in time. His blade cut a clumsy line as he moved, barely enough to draw blood, and he cursed his lack of speed.

      The wound further enraged his opponent, who bellowed like an animal and turned to charge again. 

      Someone was screaming nearby, a high-pitched wail that drilled into Tyron’s ears. Had one of the widows been injured? The thought distracted him for a fraction of a second, enough that, this time, he was too slow to move.

      Wise to his movement, the bandit tracked him better as he tried to sidestep. Tyron’s eyes widened as he saw the steel coming toward him. At the last second, he rotated his wrists and tried to parry.

      Pain ignited across his hip on the right side, and he hissed as the bandit crashed into him, sending them both sprawling onto the ground. Blood welled from the new wound, soaking into his pants. He was already starting to feel cold, this was the last thing he needed.

      He dropped his sword before he landed, thudding into the ground and knocking the wind out of him temporarily. His opponent was more sprightly and scrambled after him on his hands and knees, murder in his eyes. Tyron sucked in a breath before his hands began to move and his tongue obeyed him.

      Magick Bolt.

      He flung his hand forward and launched the missile, where it crunched into the man’s head less than a metre from his palm. Blood splattered across his face, forcing him to blink and wipe at his eyes as he tried to clear his vision. Tyron pushed himself off the ground and gathered his sword before staggering back to the bandit, now writhing on the ground and clutching what remained of his face.

      A swift stab to the chest finished him, and the Necromancer blearily turned to find his next opponent. Except there wasn’t one. The skeletons, what was left of them, shuffled over to him as the widows hurled abuse at the bandits who had turned and fled, leaving half their number dead on the ground.

      Not without inflicting casualties. More than one of the bodies slumped in the dirt didn’t belong to their attackers.

      “Make sure they don’t come back,” he rasped to no one in particular, “I’m going back to the other side.”

      “I can come with you,” Glynnis stepped forward, determined to help.

      Tyron just shook his head.

      “You need to be ready in case the skeletons fall. If I fail, then you need to fight them off yourselves.”

      His wounds burned with pain, but he gritted his teeth and pushed through it. If he fell down now, what would happen to his minions? They’d lose quickly without his support. So he limped and cursed his way across the courtyard and back to where the brawl continued on the other side.

      “Kid, you’re leaking a bit more than a person ought,” Dove remarked from his waist.

      “No shit,” Tyron coughed. “Thanks for the insight.”

      “You should get yourself bandaged. Do it yourself or let one of the widows take care of it. If you bleed out, you aren’t helping anyone,” the skull’s voice was uncharacteristically urgent.

      The young Mage hesitated for a second, and in that moment, he felt another skeleton go down. 

      “There’s no time,” he grunted as he picked up the pace. “Now shut up, I need to cast.”

      He had two minions left from the flank defenders, and he sent them ahead to join the fray. In total, he was down to just eleven skeletons. His time away from this side had cost him dearly, the bandits able to push his creations back and pick them off.

      When he made it to the back ranks, his minions had been forced to give ground to the point they were standing in the courtyard proper. A little further and the bandits would be able to squeeze around them. It would be over if that happened, since Tyron would be trapped in a quickly diminishing circle of undead.

      His thoughts felt sluggish, his tongue thick in his mouth. Complicated casting might be out of the question, given the condition he was in. Best to keep it simple. 

      Being careful not to be an easy target, he picked out a bandit at random and began to cast Fear again. The rebellious farmhands were tiring, but they could sense victory was close. Between the buildings, they were much safer from the archers. If one of the women were to lean out the window to shoot, they made themselves vulnerable to thrown hatchets and knives, which had kept them away so far. All they had to do now was tear apart a few more undead and they would pour into the courtyard.

      It was that confidence that Tyron attacked. Like a dagger to the brain, his spell completed and stabbed terror directly into the mind of his hapless victim. Too weak to resist the debilitating effects of the spell, the man began to shake, his eyes staring sightlessly at terrors that were not there. 

      Which is when a skeleton, directed by Tyron, stabbed him right in the gut.

      As he fell down, clutching at his stomach, the Necromancer had already picked out a new target. As he raised his hands and began to cast, he realised with horror just how low his reserves of magick had become. 

      At some point, he’d lost the crystal in his mouth. Perhaps when he’d been knocked down? It didn’t matter. With shaking hands, he fumbled another from his pouch and between his teeth.

      Rather than absorb its energy slowly, he immediately bit down on it, releasing the contained magick within. 

      “Push, lads! Almos’ there!”

      Monty’s voice rose over the din again and Tyron grimaced. Of course that foul person was still alive. He’d been hoping to find the man dead when he came back, but no such luck. He tried to spot him in the crowd, hoping to brain the bandit leader with a Magick Bolt, or even better, pump him full of terror. Unfortunately, Monty was smart enough to stay covered by his goons.

      Weakened as he was, the excess magick flowing from the shattered crystal in his mouth set Tyron’s body shaking. As soon as the energy entered his body, it was pulled out again, fed to the minions in order to keep them moving. In another few minutes, he’d be completely dry and his skeletons would drop on the spot, unable to sustain themselves.

      Isn’t there anything I can do? he thought desperately.

      He’d done everything he could to strengthen his minions, but even so, they remained clumsy, slow and fragile. Did he really have to rely on them?

      One hand pressed into his side to help stem the bleeding, Tyron pushed forward until he stood directly behind the front line of skeletons. Only a few still had shields; the rest stood exposed, stabbing relentlessly, swords gripped tight in their bony fingers.

      He joined them, one good arm stabbing every time he saw an opening as he ducked and bobbed behind his undead. Over and over again he lashed out, sometimes finding a mark, sometimes not, desperate for the fight to end.

      With the Necromancer so exposed to danger, the bandits redoubled their efforts, trying to strike him with whatever they had to hand. Hoes turned into spears, machetes used for clearing vegetation, crude swords, and whatever else they’d managed to get their hands on thrust toward him constantly.

      He did his best to dodge, but he wasn’t perfect, getting nicked and sliced several times.

      At least it takes the pressure off the skeletons.

      And it did. A minute ticked by, then two, and his line held. Two more skeletons had gone down, but the bandits were suffering as well. It was impossible for Tyron to tell, but he felt their numbers were thinning. He couldn’t see beyond the few right in front of him as he cursed and spat as he stabbed at them. 

      He was so cold.

      The final dregs of magick stirred in his guts. He was running empty. He tried to focus, tried to think about what he needed to do, but it was so hard. Stab, duck; stab, duck; stab, duck. That simple pattern consumed all the attention he could muster, and even that was growing impossible. The sword was so heavy in his grip he almost couldn’t hold it up anymore.

      There was screaming. And yelling. From where he couldn’t tell, but suddenly there was no one in front of him to stab anymore. He turned to try and see where the bandits had gone. Did they get behind him? Had his magick run out? 

      The skeletons were still standing, though, if only just. The light that burned in their eyes was dim, barely a wisp compared to its normal glow. If the skeletons were still here, then where had the enemy gone?

      He tried to turn again, but that was the moment his hip decided it’d had enough. The pain flared, and he staggered to one side until he ran into the wall and slid down. He ended up sitting, his back resting against the wall, and in that moment, he realised just how far gone he was. He felt like he had ice in his veins, his hands shook constantly, and his vision was starting to blur.

      He might have done too much.

      “You’ve had an eventful day, haven’t you?” a cool voice cut through the fog in his mind.

      He looked up to see Yor staring down at him, her lips drawn back to reveal her fangs, eyes burning with wild need.

      “You will die soon if you aren’t treated,” her eyes bored into his, capturing his attention. “Are you willing to die, young Necromancer? Or will you be born again?”

      Tyron frowned. What did she mean? It was hard to concentrate. He was dimly aware of another voice speaking, someone he knew. Dove? He couldn’t make out the words, something about those eyes held him. 

      “I don’t understand,” he slurred.

      The vampire leaned forward.

      “Give me permission, and I will change you into one of us. You will live. Changed, yes. But you will live.”

      The young Mage blinked slowly. He wanted to agree, something told him he should. Those eyes were like fire. What was Dove saying? He was louder now.

      Maybe it didn’t matter.

      Before he could speak, Tyron slumped to his left as the light faded. Darkness claimed him and he knew no more.
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      The wheels creaked ominously as they rattled over the half-sunk stones that littered the road. Not for the first time that day, Elsbeth had to slap a hand to her head to keep her hood from falling and another hand to the post beside her so she didn’t fall from her seat. She’d learned from experience that Munhilde wouldn’t stop the wagon when Elsbeth lost her perch, expecting her to catch up and jump back on.

      “Figure it out yourself” seemed to be a way of life for the older woman.

      “Do you think we’ll be stopping soon?” she asked, working to inject some cheer into her voice.

      “Not long,” Munhilde grunted, “Long Field farmstead about thirty minutes away.”

      Then silence.

      She was a woman of few words, this priestess of the dark gods. Elsbeth found getting information from her was akin to pulling teeth. Since she’d hoped that this person would be her teacher and mentor, she was endlessly frustrated with her lack of progress.

      Patience, she schooled herself. 

      If she wasn’t being told much, there had to be a reason for that. Maybe she was simply supposed to learn by watching. Except it had been weeks since they had left the village behind, and she had learned almost nothing! 

      Patience is a virtue, but she felt she was quickly running out of hers.

      In truth, she hadn’t learned nothing. The two had spent their time travelling between remote villages and farmsteads where they were always welcomed, if somewhat reticently. Munhilde would speak to people, tend to illnesses with poultices and herbs she kept in the wagon, peddle goods, and exchange news. 

      In many ways, they were like travelling peddlers, and Elsbeth had found the experience to be pleasant. She met new people, cared for the horses, Tum and Rum, and slept in the wagon at night. It was peaceful, it was quiet, and she felt she was helping people.

      But what had been shocking had been the number of people they met who spoke to her teacher about the Dark Gods. Men and women, old and young, came forward to converse with Munhilde in hushed and reverent tones, asking for blessings, asking for intercession or for prayer.

      Elsbeth hadn’t known what she’d expected to see in the followers of the Three. She’d thought they would look different somehow, be marked apart from the others, but, of course, they weren’t. She would never have known of these people’s secret faith if she hadn’t come in the company of a Priestess of the Dark.

      Which was also her Class now. 

      The revelation, when she had finally completed the Status ritual and saw it written down on the page, had been bittersweet. Things had not worked out the way she’d hoped, but she had still found gods who were willing to accept her. Just not among the pantheon she’d worshipped all her life.

      “Have you spent time with these people recently?” Elsbeth continued in her dogged attempt to draw her teacher into conversation, the bright smile on her face showing perhaps a few more teeth than she intended.

      “I haven’t seen Long Field for two years,” Munhilde replied after thinking for a moment, then fell back into silence.

      Elsbeth felt her face start to hurt.

      “Is there anything you can tell me about the people we might meet there?” she asked cheerfully.

      She tried to say it cheerfully. Her teacher eyed her for a moment before she snorted.

      “Avery runs the place, generally speaking. He’s a good enough sort, for a follower of the Rot,” she said. 

      Elsbeth almost jumped. The other woman seldom mentioned anything to do with the gods without being prompted.

      “Do they tend to have a particular temperament then? The people who worship Rot?”

      She spoke as casually as she could, fearful that her teacher would clam up. Munhilde grimaced.

      “There’s a certain outlook that comes from being close to it. It’s not uncommon for Farmers who follow the Dark to go that way. Any sort of job where your hands are wrist deep in the cycle of life and death tends to have Rot worshippers amongst them. Tanners, Butchers, Lumberers and the sort. Healers too.”

      “Healers?” Elsbeth was surprised. “I thought they would want to avoid decay as much as possible.”

      “Everything is in a state of decay,” Munhilde shook her head, her eyes still on the road before them. “From the moment we are born to the moment we die and then well afterward, we are rotting. This goes for all things living or dead. Even stone is subject to erosion, being worn down over time. Nothing is permanent, in this realm or any other.”

      “It sounds… like a rather unpleasant way to look at the world,” Elsbeth hesitated to say. “Is there no hope or joy found in creation?”

      Munhilde spat over the side of the wagon. Rum flicked her tail at the wet sound.

      “That’s nonsense talk of the five. It’s not unpleasant, or bad, or good, or anything of the sort. It just is. Talking pretty words like hope and joy don’t change what is. It’s only when we accept the way of our world that we can start to do something with it. There is no room in the thoughts of the Dark Ones for wishing. Acknowledge reality and move from there.”

      This was more than the older woman had said on the subject of their shared gods for days, and Elsbeth listened with a keen ear. She didn’t always like what she heard about those she served, but she never ignored it. 

      This certainly fit what she knew of them already. The three were cold, indifferent gods, uninterested in changing the day-to-day reality of the people who worshipped them. In many ways, they were alien, completely divorced from the human experience she and others shared with the Five Divines.

      It gave her pause.

      “Why do people worship the three?” she asked, her voice low and reflective. “They don’t like to answer prayers, they don’t like to help people. What do their followers gain?”

      It was a thought she’d had several times but hadn’t been bold enough to utter out loud. Now that her teacher was in such a talkative mood, she dared to ask for an answer.

      To her surprise, Munhilde actually laughed. She’d never heard this woman laugh in a month!

      “You followers of the five imposters are all the same,” she wheezed. “You view your ‘gods’ in such a transactional way. What can I get out of it? What’s in it for me? How are they going to help and influence my life? Pah!”

      She spat again.

      “Do you expect a real god, a truly divine being, to fly down from the sky and ask for your devotion? To bargain like a street whore? Don’t be ridiculous. We worship them because that is what they deserve, and because they are beings of whim. There is no harm in currying favour with beings so much greater than ourselves.”

      The older woman eyed her sideways.

      “They are not above bestowing gifts on those who serve them well, you know. I, for example, received a blessing of the Crone many years ago.”

      As much as she wanted to ask, Elsbeth held her tongue. It wasn’t her place to ask for such personal information. Even if she burned to know. Munhilde watched her wrestle herself for a full minute before she sighed.

      “You’re damned nice. I don’t think I’ve ever met a Priest or Priestess of theirs who was so pleasant in my entire life.”

      She looked pensive for a moment before she shrugged to herself.

      “Perhaps that explains their interest in you. They want to make the first ever kind Priestess of the Dark.”

      “I wish that was the reason.…” Elsbeth muttered.

      Munhilde waited for the girl to elaborate, only to be met with silence. So she clicked her tongue and urged the horses up the broken road.

      “Nearly there,” she said. “You can see the farmhouses up there, clustered around each other. We’d be there already if the roads hadn’t been torn up by the kin.”

      Elsbeth grew quiet when the rift-kin were mentioned. They had heard word of the break just in time to seek refuge in a nearby village. It had been a horrible sight. She shuddered to recall it.

      “Wait.” Something in Munhilde’s tone brought her from her introspection. “Something’s off.”

      When Elsbeth studied the distant buildings more carefully, she could see the damage. Broken window frames, cracked masonry, and shattered tiles evidenced the carnage that had swept through this area.

      “It seems they suffered dreadfully during the break,” she said softly.

      “Not that,” Munhilde snapped, “look at the fences.”

      She did, puzzled.

      “They’re broken. Is that shocking?”

      “They should be fixed by now. Even right up next to the farmhouses, they haven’t been repaired. Avery runs a tight ship up here, there’s no chance he would have let things lie for this long.”

      With a pull on the reins, the horses stopped and the two Priestesses waited and watched the houses in the distance. The younger with a quizzical expression, the other more irritated.

      “Hold on a moment,” Munhilde muttered before she closed her eyes.

      Communing with the Dark Gods was nothing like what Elsbeth was used to. Her teacher needed no kneeling or elaborate ceremony to speak with them. In a rare moment of generosity, Munhilde had confessed that she didn’t so much “speak” to them as gain an impression of what they wanted to convey, which was usually nothing.

      She held her breath as the other woman sat, hands folded in her lap and eyes closed, communing with powers older than civilisation. Finally, she breathed out a long sigh and urged Tum and Rum on again.

      “There had to be a reason they pulled me out this way,” she said. “This might be an eye-opening experience for you, girl.”

      Something about her expression told Elsbeth that questions wouldn’t be welcome, so she steeled herself and kept her eyes open as they approached. Surprisingly, there were no signs of life within the compound until they were right on top of it. 

      “Wait right there!” A woman yelled down from the second floor as they entered the shadow of the building. “I have an arrow trained on you. Identify yourself.”

      “Annette Avery. You should recognise the woman who married you,” Munhilde huffed, scowling up at the window. “Put that bow down before you hurt yourself.”

      A scrambling could be heard overhead.

      “Is that you, Priestess?” the same voice asked, shocked.

      “Obviously. Are you going to show your face, or am I going to talk to an open window?”

      “I’ll be right down!”

      A minute later, a red-faced middle-aged woman raced between the buildings to stand beside the horses and stare up at them. A myriad of emotions passed over her face and then, taking Elsbeth by surprise, she burst into tears.

      Munhilde climbed down from the cart and folded the wailing farmwife in a tender embrace.

      “There, there,” she said. “I can see you’ve been through a great deal. Let’s go inside and you can tell me all about it.”

      “No, no,” Annette cried, “it’s the boy! Please, Priestess, you have to heal him!”

      Minutes later, they stood over the sweating, pale form of a young man, unconscious in bed. His breath came in shallow gasps as he lolled back and forth, his limbs trembling at the extremities.

      And six undead skeletons watched them, their eyes burning with purple light.

      Elsbeth brushed away the tears welling in her eyes as she looked down at Tyron. 

      “We have to heal him,” she pleaded with her teacher, “I know him.”

      The Priestess stared at her with hooded eyes.

      “The Dark Ones are known to grant favours,” she said, “but always for a price.”
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      Tyron slept. Wild magick, absorbed from the crystals, ran rampant throughout his body. It invaded his muscles, poisoned his blood and tore at his tissues. Without proper treatment, his wounds festered. Waves of heat rolled from his head to his toes, the pain prodding at the edges of his feverish dreams.

      Magnin clapped him on the shoulder, his face filled with pride. His father slid his blade between his ribs with casual ease while his mother watched, her face cold and impassive. A brand burned into his arm, seared into his flesh against his will. Teeth in his neck, red ambrosia being pushed into his veins. Walls opened up, peeling away like the layers of an onion, whispers and madness enveloping his twitching form.

      All of these images and so many more flashed through his awareness, and he could not grasp them whole. He felt adrift, the waters sometimes still and sometimes churning with wild frenzy.

      He craved those moments of oblivion, when his consciousness faded to black and the visions could torment him no more.

      Rarely, he felt lucid enough to ponder his experience. Had Yor infected him with vampirism? Had the denizens of the Abyss damaged his mind? Or was he simply dying? Without proper treatment, his injuries might not have been enough to kill him, given how tough he had become, inhumanly so, but combined with crystal poisoning, he was vulnerable.

      But such moments of lucidity were few and far between. No sooner had he drawn his thoughts around himself and begun to see clearly than they were ripped away again, casting him back into the dreams.  

      How long did it go on? He couldn’t know, he only knew when it ended.

      In the grip of a vision in which a pragmatic Hakoth carved away his flesh, the Butcher deboning him like a fish, Tyron found himself suddenly in control. The delirium faded, as if someone had lanced the boil and pus were draining out.

      Before he could appreciate what had happened and organise his thoughts, he shifted. From floating in the darkness, he found himself suddenly in a new place. He couldn’t see clearly at first, but as the seconds stretched out, he began to recognise the shapes around him.

      Trees. Ancient, ferocious trees. Gnarled and bent, they nevertheless exuded an inexhaustible tenacity, as if a thousand storms wouldn’t be enough to blow them down. Twisted roots broke the dark, loamy soil around their trunks, forming shadows that felt lake-deep, just as still and filled with danger.

      Is this a dream? Or did I just die?

      Perhaps he’d finally succumbed to his injuries and this was the afterlife. If so, it wasn’t what he’d expected, though if anyone should have an idea what they would find after death, it should be a Necromancer. He’d have to ask Dove at some point.

      “You’re a difficult one to get hold of, young Mage.”

      The voice was soft, yet reverberated in the air with a power that couldn’t be denied. Tyron whipped around to see a figure standing not three metres away, robed and hooded, its face wreathed in shadows.

      He tried to speak, only to find he couldn’t. No sound came from his throat, no matter how many times he tried.

      “Unfortunately, you may not be permitted to speak in this place,” the figure apologised. “It is a privilege that you have been brought here at all, but as one who does not follow the Dark Ones, there are limits.”

      Tyron scowled. Not permitted to speak? Had he been summoned in dreams to be lectured at? He wished Dove was here so he could tell this figure of shadows to fuck off.

      “There is much of your parents’ attitude in you,” the figure chuckled. “You share their lack of respect. Let me tell you, then, where you are.”

      The thing gestured to the surrounding woods.

      “This place is known by many names, but you may call it the Dark Forest. This realm is the residence of the Old Gods, the Crone, Raven, and Rot. I am their humble Messenger.”

      I can’t call it anything if I can’t speak, Tyron grumbled. And what was that about Magnin and Beory? Have they been here before?

      He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. The air here felt thick with age and secrets, rich in darkness. It smelled like danger and adventure in equal measure.

      “You have not called to the Old Gods, despite earning their blessing,” the Messenger continued. “You have invited danger down upon you, danger of the most terrible sort. You will thrive so long as the Dark Ones find you interesting, but since you have failed to reach out to them, they have begun to grow bored.”

      The Messenger leaned forward, and Tyron shrank back from it as its power pressed down on him.

      “Due to your… reticence, they have chosen to be more direct. Now that you are here, you may listen to their demands.”

      He could feel them, in that moment, far away beyond the horizon, but watching. They loomed at the edges of his awareness, titans staring down on an ant to watch it struggle. 

      In the seat of their power, they can kill me with a thought. He was sure of it.

      “The purpose of the Anathema class is to give you hope of survival, to support you in your growth against the odds the five have stacked against you. It is also to give you an opportunity to decide upon a master.”

      The Messenger raised a slender, warped finger and moved it back and forth.

      “You have run out of time to make your decision, so it has been made for you. Swear allegiance to the Dark Ones, abandon any ties to the others, and serve as you are destined to serve. That is their demand.”

      The three titans shifted oh so slightly, yet waves of power rushed through the forest, bending branches and sending leaves flying, ripped from the branches on which they’d hung. They were leaning in.

      What the hell is going on? he thought desperately. Why had they brought him here? What was so special about him that they would be so interested?

      “If you agree, in principle, to their request, then you will be healed. Even now, two Priestesses of the Old Gods are by your side. Once you have recovered, perform the ritual and bind yourself to them formally. That is the price,” the Messenger whispered gleefully before it waved a hand.

      An image appeared, fading into existence from the shadows. Golden haired, pale-skinned, someone he remembered well.

      Elsbeth?

      “I believe this young servant of the Old Gods is known to you. Should you require any… extra persuasion, then know that her life also resides in your hands. If you refuse the generous offer that has been put before you, then she will pay for your insolence. With her life.”

      You piece of….

      No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t speak a word of protest, the air simply wouldn’t move in his lungs. Even if he could shout and yell his anger and protest, what good would it do? To the three figures who presided over this place, he was less than powerless. Even their Messenger could annihilate him in an instant. They had no need to threaten Elsbeth at all, he was completely within their power, yet they did it anyway.

      He slumped. He didn’t have a choice but to accede to their demands. He looked into the shadow, ready to acknowledge his submission.

      “This is poor form.”

      A new voice emanated through the domain, one he did not expect.

      Yor?!

      And there she was, elegance personified, dressed regally in red, her snow-white skin shining like a beacon in the shadows. She stepped between the trees gracefully and came to stand next to him. He might have found her presence comforting, if not for the beastly glow to her eyes.

      The Messenger grew still at the vampire’s approach, disapproval radiating from its warped form.

      “Why are you here, dead-thing? You have not been invited.”

      The threat was clear in its tone, and the darkness thickened around them. The forest reacted poorly to Yor’s intrusion, but Tyron welcomed it. Would she be able to extricate him from this situation? He held his breath as she confronted the emissary of the Old Gods.

      “I would not have needed to come if your patrons had not become so impatient. The Anathema class is not granted by them alone; there are three who have a claim to this one. You are breaking the rules.”

      “You speak to me of rules,” the Messenger hissed, “standing alone in the realm of my gods? They could destroy you in an instant.”

      “Indeed, they could,” Yor agreed, and for the first time he noticed a tremor in her voice. She hid it well, but she was afraid. “But you have erred in one respect. I did not quite come here alone. The Mistress would like a word.”

      She held up a hand and revealed a blood-red gem in her hand. The jewel began to shine as a scarlet mist seeped from it, taking shape as a glowering, bloodshot eye.

      “Forgive my intrusion.”

      The voice that emanated from the eye that hung over Yor’s head as a bleeding moon was anything but apologetic. Radiating age-old authority and the expectation of being obeyed, the voice alone was almost enough to drive Tyron to his knees.

      “I come as an honoured guest,” it continued, “to remind you of your obligations. To attain the loyalty of an Anathema through such base manipulations is… beneath us, and against the agreement.”

      The Messenger hissed softly, the two points of light deep within its hood narrowed to slits as it glared back at the eye. 

      “Your Court has no authority in this place,” it stated as the ghostly image of Elsbeth dissipated, “you cannot prevent us from doing as we wish.”

      “You are right, I cannot prevent it,” Yor’s Mistress admitted, “but should you insist on this course of action, I will be forced to inform our other partner of your… transgressions. I would be most interested to see what happened next.”

      The Messenger radiated fury as it listened to these words, but from the distant titans, Tyron could sense the faintest hint of… amusement? The three shifted again and the forest rocked.

      “You and your servant may depart in peace,” the Messenger grated.

      Yor closed her hand and the gem faded, along with the eye. She bowed, hands clasped together before the vampire too vanished from the forest.

      “You are in luck, boy,” the Messenger said, all traces of anger gone. “The Old Gods are once again amused. They will allow you to be healed, though they expect you will remember this favour.”

      The creature waved a hand.

      “Wake,” it said. 

      And he did.

      Disoriented and confused, he shot upright in bed, gasping for air as he glanced wildly around. All the panic and terror he had felt in the Dark Forest rushed through him, and he felt as if he would fall back into unconsciousness at any moment.

      “Breathe, Tyron, just breathe,” a voice said from beside him, and he focused on doing just that. He dragged in slow breaths as his heart slowly calmed and the trembling in his limbs ceased. His hands found his side, only to recognise that his wound was gone and his shoulder was fine as well.

      He’d been healed? Just as the Messenger had said?

      “I’m so glad you’re alright,” the person beside him said before two arms were thrown around him and that familiar golden hair was right beneath his nose.

      “Elsbeth?” he muttered. “Why are you here?”

      “Is that all you have to say to the person who saved your life?” she sniffled, then laughed. “It’s a good thing I arrived when I did, you may not have survived otherwise. I’m surprised you were able to last as long as you did with the injuries you had.”

      She let him go and leaned back, brushing the tears from her eyes. She looked just as she had in his dream, when they’d said she served them. 

      “Elsbeth…” he reached out a hand to rest on her shoulder, “what’s happened with you? Why aren’t you in Foxbridge?”

      She smiled, and despite everything, he felt his heart warm at the sight.

      “There’s a bit of a story to tell.”
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      “Rufus was always a self-centred prick, but even I didn’t expect him to go that far.”

      Elsbeth tried not to wince at the naked dislike in Tyron’s tone. She felt much as Tyron did about Rufus after all that had happened, but somehow, it still hurt to think of how her childhood friends had hated each other without her noticing.

      “Was it always like that?” she asked, her voice soft. “I believed we really were friends, the four of us. I have so many happy memories of the time we spent together. I can’t believe it was all a lie.”

      The Necromancer blinked, perhaps taken aback by her naivety. Even now, she didn’t understand? What else would have to be done to her before she threw away her desire to see the best in people?

      “I wouldn’t say that we hated each other…” he tried to find the words to explain it, “... more that we were just waiting, wasting time until the Awakening. Until you get a Class, it’s almost as if you haven’t been born. All the plans in your head, every ambition you’ve ever had, every dream, are just that, dreams. The four of us hung out together, and I think we genuinely did have good times, but, to me, none of that was real. We were just waiting, sitting inside a little bubble. The day of the Awakening, that bubble popped and real life began.”

      He scrubbed a hand through his dark hair.

      “Take Laurel for example. She and Rufus have been sleeping together for years, but does she really care about him? Not really. She was just bored, twiddling her thumbs and waiting for the day her life truly began.” He paused for a moment as he recalled just what he was speaking of and to who. He hung his head. “Sorry. I forgot.”

      The last time they’d met, he’d thrown Laurel and Rufus’ relationship in her face to upset her, helping him escape as he rattled the Swordsman and drove a wedge between them. 

      Elsbeth drew a shuddering breath.

      “It’s fine,” she said, though her eyes were a little damp. “I still can’t believe I had no idea.”

      “I think you were just too kind to see the three of us for who we really were,” Tyron said. “Rufus is an angry prick who’ll do anything to get out from under the thumb of his father. He has big dreams and doesn’t care if he hurts people to achieve them. I think you saw him as bright, filled with energy and hope, but you couldn’t bring yourself to acknowledge what lay underneath.

      “Laurel is just selfish,” he chuckled to himself, “like a cat. She’ll go with the flow as long as she gets what she wants. She’s nice enough, good for a laugh, and can get along well with people, but I don’t think she invests much of herself in others. She’s just chasing the warm spot as the sun moves around.”

      Picturing the tanned forest girl as a lazy feline fit more than the Priestess expected. She smiled as she imagined Laurel hissing as someone tried to shift her away from the hearth.

      “As for me,” Tyron smiled a lopsided smile, “I was a moody, withdrawn prick who was terrified he wouldn’t live up to the expectations he’d put on himself. Any future in which I didn’t achieve what my parents had achieved was a complete failure in my eyes.”

      “That’s a freakishly high bar,” Elsbeth observed.

      The Steelarms were… legendary. Famous Slayers throughout the province, and perhaps even beyond. Magnin was talked about as possibly the finest swordmaster alive. Trying to live up to that standard was… impossible.

      “Which is why I was such a gloomy bastard,” Tyron confessed. “I was terrified, all the time.”

      “What do you mean was?” A voice rang out from beside the bed in which Tyron sat.

      “Shut up, Dove,” Tyron rolled his eyes.

      “I’m just saying, you’re still a cloud of gloom. You spend more time with dead people than living ones.”

      “Of course I do. I’m a fucking Necromancer, aren’t I?”

      “Somehow I don’t think that completely explains it.…”

      “Tyron,” Elsbeth broke in, blinking, “who is talking?”

      “Oh,” Tyron paused, “sorry. I’ve gotten used to having him around. I probably should have introduced you.…”

      To who? Elsbeth thought as she looked around.

      Tyron pointed to the skull that sat on the table beside him.

      “That’s Dove,” he said. “Dove, this is my friend, Elsbeth.”

      “It’s always nice to meet a beautiful woman. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      The Priestess stared at the skull as the eyes glowed with soft purple light, seemingly leering back at her.

      “Dove was a Slayer, a Summoner,” Tyron tried to explain. “He was going to die. Well… he did die, but I saved him and bound his spirit into his skull.”

      “Saved me?” Dove spat. “Imprisoned me, you mean! You greasy, fuckless twat…. I’m only still around because you refuse to release me and allow my soul to find its rightful place at the bosoms of the goddess! Specifically, the right bosom! I had that spot picked out since long ago!”

      “Dove, shut up for a minute or I’ll stick you in the manure pile,” Tyron grated.

      He waited for a moment, and when no further words came from his skull companion, he nodded.

      “You really are a Necromancer,” Elsbeth said. “I couldn’t believe it for the longest time… despite seeing the evidence with my own eyes. I just. I couldn’t imagine you having to live that kind of life. I always thought you’d be off in a tower somewhere, nose deep in books and never sleeping.”

      The Necromancer smiled ruefully.

      “It kind of is like that. Except you replace the tower with a room filled with bloody bones.”

      Her eyes widened in shock at the admission.

      “Tyron,” she hesitated, “you haven’t been… killing people, have you?”

      He held up his hands and waved them in denial.

      “What? No! I’ve been working with bones that I’ve found. That’s why I went up to Woodsedge. I was looking for the bones of Slayers who’d been lost in the forest. I figured those were the only remains I could get my hands on without anyone realising what I was doing.”

      She looked at him carefully, her blue eyes staring deep into his own.

      ‘Well… I did have to kill the bandits here,” he admitted, “and a few others.”

      “I know what you did here to help these women,” she said and reached out to take his hand in her own. “You did a good thing. I wish nobody had to die, but you protected people who couldn’t protect themselves. You shouldn’t feel bad about that.”

      Tyron looked down at his hand held so gently in hers and blushed.

      “Uh. Thanks. I didn’t want to do it… I mean… I did want to. Help them, I mean.”

      You were doing so well, he groaned to himself, but then she touches your hand and you start stumbling. Pathetic.

      “Ahem,” he pulled his hand free. “Anyway. You’re a priestess of the Old Gods, huh? That must be… different.”

      She hesitated before nodding slightly. 

      “Yes. I don’t really know much about them, but they are the gods who accepted me. If I can serve them and help people, then… I’m satisfied. It’s not the kind of Priestess I expected to be, but I’m still a Priestess.”

      Those gods are willing to sacrifice you in a blink if it gets them what they want. Are you always going to end up tied to something that is happy to throw you away?

      Yet he couldn’t say that. After the pain she went through to get where she was, he refused to throw a wrench in her plans. After all, what would change if he did? Would the Old Gods allow her to escape their grasp now that they had her? Not likely. 

      His resolve to avoid contacting them grew even more firm. If they would treat Elsbeth that way, he wanted nothing to do with them. Not that the vampires were much better. Yor had saved him in the dream, but only to serve her own ends. He was caught in a three-way tug of war between players far greater than he.

      Like a rabbit being fought over by three starving wolves. However it ended, the rabbit never came out well.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Elsbeth said.

      “Just… thinking. Both of us are on very different paths than we imagined. Rufus and Laurel are pretty much where they wanted to be all along, but the two of us are out in the wilderness with illegal Classes.”

      “That’s true. Although mine only shows as Priestess when someone else assesses it.”

      The Necromancer’s eyes sharpened.

      “Are you saying the Old Gods can hide a person’s Status?”

      “In a way, I think so. Their servants would never have been able to survive in the empire otherwise.”

      Damnation. 

      He might have to talk to them after all… although chances were the Court could probably do the same. Vampires would surely be exposed instantly if their Status was tested, yet he knew for a fact they were able to operate in cities, Yor had hinted as much many times. Perhaps even the Abyss would have a method. 

      Why had he never thought of this before?

      Because I want to rely on them as little as possible. Who knows what price they would extract in exchange for this knowledge? Yor would demand I become one of them and serve her Mistress for a thousand years. The Old Gods probably want to use my soul as a chew toy or some nonsense. How can anyone know what the Abyss wants?

      “In truth, I haven’t learned much yet,” Elsbeth confessed. “My teacher, Munhilde, who I came with, is rather close-mouthed. No matter how much I wheedle, she doesn’t seem willing to share anything with me.”

      Tyron snorted.

      “Those gods don’t strike me as the kind to care much for ‘wheedling.’ Don’t they like the direct approach?”

      She eyed him sideways.

      “How do you know anything about them? I thought they were supposed to be a secret. Though I suppose there are worshippers hidden everywhere.”

      She gasped.

      “Are Magnin and Beory…?”

      “What? Of course not!” Tyron spluttered. “They aren’t religious in the slightest.”

      “Oh.”

      They fell silent for a moment.

      “Well, I suppose I’ll be able to learn something today. Munhilde is holding a burial service for those who died in the fighting. I haven’t seen her do one of those before.”

      Tyron stared.

      “She’s going to what?” he squawked. 

      “A… burial service?”

      “No she isn’t,” he said and threw back the blanket.

      He spun in the bed and planted his feet on the floor, only for his head to spin at the sudden movement. Elsbeth reached for his shoulder to steady him.

      “Careful! You lost a lot of blood. Munhilde was able to heal your wounds, but you aren’t ready to get up.”

      “I don’t have time to wait,” he replied as he looked beside the bed for his shoes and shirt. “In fact, I’ve already waited too long. If the marshals or Slayers catch up to me, then I’m dead. I have to keep moving.”

      “You have to heal,” Elsbeth insisted. “If you run off now, you’re only going to fall over in ten minutes. What do you care about the burial anyway?”

      “Because those bodies are mine. She can’t have them.”

      He glared at Elsbeth and she withdrew from him, frightened by his sudden intensity.

      “You want… their bodies? What for?” she asked, wide-eyed.

      He tried to suppress his impatience as he pulled his boots out from under the bed and shoved his feet into them.

      “Because I’m a Necromancer. What do you think I need them for? I lost almost all of my minions in that fight, I have to make more to replace them. Where am I supposed to get the materials I need? You want me to raid the local graveyard and pull some relatives out of the ground?”

      “They aren’t materials… those are people.”

      “They were people. Bad ones. If I can take what’s left of them and turn it into something useful, then that’s a good thing. Besides, I need this to continue to advance my Class. Without creating minions, without having them fight, I’m stuck.”

      Elsbeth wanted to tell him he could renounce his Class if he really wanted to. He could go back to living a regular life, but she knew it was too late for that. Tyron was committed now.

      “I’ll go talk to her then,” she said as she stood. “You need to stay in bed.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll tell her myself.”

      He wobbled the moment he stood, but firmed himself and brushed past Elsbeth on his way out the door. Almost without thinking, he ordered his remaining skeletons to follow behind and the minions shuffled out, drawing on his replenishing magick as they did so.

      He found the Priestess in one of the fields outside the courtyard, helping some of the farmwives dig holes for the dead. The bodies were already laid out, most of them bandits, but some were not. He hadn’t been able to save everyone, despite his determination. In fact, if Annette and the others hadn’t come to the rescue, he would’ve been killed and the attack might have succeeded. Their courage was incredible. They deserved to be buried with all the honour and dignity that could be mustered.

      But not the bandits.

      “Some of these belong to me,” he said the moment he arrived, not wasting time.

      The Priestess Munhilde turned from her digging at the sound of his voice and looked him up and down.

      “You’re looking more sprightly than when I saw you last,” she drawled.

      Tyron frowned.

      “Thank you for healing me,” he said after a pause.

      “Are you sure it’s me you should be thanking?” Munhilde pointed out, matching him frown for frown.

      “I’ll light a candle to the Old Gods later,” he said before he pointed down at the bandits laid out on the ground. “But these are mine. I killed them, so I claim the corpses for my own use. Putting them in the ground is a waste.”

      “You would deny Rot his bounty?” Munhilde asked. “Their flesh belongs to the soil, to break down, be eaten, and turned into something new. This is the cycle, boy.”

      The gathered women watched the interplay between the Necromancer and the Priestess nervously. They didn’t want any conflict between these two who they respected. Nor could they ignore the armed skeletons who stood behind Tyron. Despite all he had done for them, they couldn’t help but feel fear looking at the merciless undead.

      “In that case, we don’t have an issue,” Tyron countered. He gestured to the bandits. “You can have their flesh, every scrap, but I want the bones. This means both of us are satisfied, no?”

      Munhilde eyed the boy as Elsbeth walked up behind him, looking faintly ill in the presence of so much death.

      “You plan on doing that work yourself, boy? Because I sure as hell ain’t going to.”

      “Of course not,” Tyron snorted, “I’ll butcher them myself. You’ll get every bit of flesh and every drop of blood. I guarantee it.”

      “You’ll what?” Elsbeth gasped.

      Munhilde held up a hand to silence her apprentice. 

      “Fine,” she said. “We’ve reached an accord. Rot will be satisfied, and you will have what you need, but you’d best work fast. I want to close over these graves before tomorrow.”

      He only just got up, Elsbeth wanted to protest, you know how badly he was injured!

      “Fine,” Tyron stated. “I’ll start immediately.”

      Without another word, he turned on his heel and left, but the skeletons did not. Instead, they walked to the bodies and, working in pairs, began to drag the bandits away.

      The survivors sighed with relief, glad that the matter had been resolved, and tried not to think about what their young saviour was about to do. Elsbeth couldn’t dismiss it so easily. She walked quickly to catch up with her old friend as he marched back to the building he’d been resting in.

      “Tyron. Tyron! Are you really going to… to butcher those men?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “But that’s… that’s….”

      Inhuman.

      “That’s what I have to do. I can’t raise them as skeletons unless I remove the flesh first. I could’ve turned them into zombies if your teacher hadn’t demanded a cut for your god, but I don’t like zombies anyway.”

      “They’re people, Tyron! You can’t treat them like some animal!”

      The Necromancer rounded on her and Elsbeth stopped on the spot. Suddenly, the young man, her old friend who she’d been swapping stories with, was gone. Every trace of the shy and awkward Tyron had vanished, revealing a cold, determined man with no patience for her meddling.

      “That’s exactly what they are. Animals,” he hissed. “Don’t dress things up and put on airs, Elsbeth. A person is just an animal who’s smart enough to think they’re different, but not wise enough to understand they aren’t. Those men abandoned any claim to being above beasts, and I’ll feel no guilt for treating them as such.”

      She stepped back, appalled at the fury and contempt in his voice.

      “A dead person is just skin, meat, and bones, Elsbeth. That’s the truth. The moment I’m dead, everything special about me is gone. I don’t care if you feed my body to a dog at that point. At least something gets fed. Now if you don’t mind, I suggest you head back over to the other building. You probably don’t want to watch what comes next.”

      He turned his back on her and stepped inside, slamming the door behind him. She stood on the spot and watched as the skeletons arrived, dropping the first two bodies on the ground just outside the door before they turned to retrieve more. From inside, she could hear the rasp of metal on metal, and it took her a moment to realise what was causing it.

      He’s sharpening knives.

      Her stomach roiled at the thought, and she hurried to get away. Despite her disgust, she found what Tyron had said repeating itself in her mind. It reminded her of what Munhilde had said, about accepting reality for what it was, about not adding false meaning to a fundamental truth.

      That’s wrong. People believing in it is enough to make it real. A mother’s grief for her child is real. The respect we pay to the dead might not make a difference to the deceased, but it does to the living. That makes it worthwhile.

      She found Munhilde still in the field, digging. Elsbeth found a spare shovel and jumped down into the pit with her.

      “That friend of yours is an interesting one,” her teacher said.

      “What’s involved in a burial dedicated to the Old Gods?” Elsbeth demanded. “I want to know.”

      Munhilde paused her digging and turned to look at her apprentice, a hint of surprise in her eyes.

      “That’s the first time you’ve asked me directly to teach you,” she observed.

      Elsbeth met her gaze.

      “And?” she said.

      Munhilde nodded.

      “And the Old Gods care only for those who are strong enough to fend for themselves. Listen closely, girl, I’ll only go through this once.”
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      “That friend of yours is awful pretty.”

      “I’m trying to work here, Dove.”

      “I get that, I get that. I’m just saying… that she’s pretty.”

      “Elsbeth is pretty. Congratulations for noticing the bleeding obvious. What’s next? Water is wet? The sky is blue? Yor is impossibly sexy?”

      “That’s quite the compliment. I’m pleased to hear my appearance elicits the desired effect.”

      Oh, shit.

      “Fucking hell, Dove,” Tyron growled. “You knew she was there.”

      “I knew no such thing,” the skull said smugly.

      Despite his burning embarrassment, Tyron didn’t stop moving his hands. It’d taken long hours of work to butcher the bodies, and now he was in the process of preparing the bones. That meant painstakingly examining them with magick, cleaning them until they were spotless, kickstarting their infusion with Death Magick, and doing his best to plug any leaks. 

      He’d already finished working on the skulls, which were sitting in neat rows on a bed upstairs. He had twenty-five bandit bodies to work with in the end, more than enough to satisfy his needs. He wasn’t sure if he would take his numbers back to the twenty he’d had when he was attacked.

      Perhaps he’d be able to have more after he advanced his Class.

      Right now, he was working on a huge pile of finger bones. The most tedious part of the entire process. If he had to restart, he’d probably slam his head into a wall. He wouldn’t stop for anything.

      “I’d almost started to think I was having no effect on you. Nice to see that despite your many gifts, you are still human.”

      Something about the way the vampire spoke felt so intimate. Despite standing across the room, he felt as if she were whispering in his ear. It was more than a little distracting.

      “Stop it, Yor,” he said, “I’m trying to focus.”

      The vampire pouted.

      “I thought you’d be a little more grateful, considering what I had to do for you.”

      That’s true.

      “I am grateful,” he stated. “Though I do wonder if there may be a cost associated with said help.”

      Yor unleashed a throaty chuckle.

      “A vampire’s help is never free. It’s good that you have begun to recognise this.”

      “Didn’t you already help him?” Dove pointed out. “What are you going to do if he doesn’t pay you back, un-help him?”

      “We would simply refuse to help him again in the future.”

      “Which would leave me ankle deep in the shit the next time the Old Gods decided to drop me in it.”

      “It’s nice to see you understand your predicament,” Yor smiled.

      Dove was silent for a moment before he spoke up again.

      “Kid, I know I haven’t asked too much about it, but can we talk about the weird stuff that’s happening with you? You have a ritual to communicate with the Abyss, you managed to summon sexy-legs over there, and now you’re talking about Old Gods? Whatever the hell those are. I’m a little confused.”

      Tyron continued to work but flicked his eyes toward Yor, who shrugged slightly.

      “Alright, I’ll tell you. This was forced on me, and I didn’t want to have anything to do with it, but it looks like I don’t have a choice but to confront the matter.”

      “I assume we aren’t talking about your Necromancer Class.”

      “No, we’re talking about the Anathema Sub-Class I received during my Awakening.”

      “During? You got a Sub-Class immediately?”

      Tyron nodded grimly.

      “Yes. Three patrons bestowed the Class on me. The Abyss. The Scarlet Court. The Dark Ones. My first choices were to obtain a ritual that allowed me to contact them, which they pressured me to do every time I used the Status ritual.”

      “Which explains the shitshow in Woodsedge.”

      “I nearly died that night,” Tyron recalled. “I could feel them scratching at my mind.” He shuddered. “Not something I was keen to repeat.”

      “I can imagine,” Yor drawled.

      “It’s not like talking to the Court was much more pleasant. I had to drain half the blood out of my body to get that to work.”

      “There’s nothing that says it has to be your blood.”

      “Right.” He rolled his eyes. “I’ll just sacrifice a virgin next time, shall I?”

      “Oh no, that’s not necessary at all,” Yor chided him, “unless you are trying to contact the truly old ones. They are a little more traditional than the rest of us.”

      “Well that’s… just great.”

      “That’s a lot to take in,” Dove said. “So if I’m reading the situation right, you are currently beholden to three ancient powers that have an equal claim on you, and some of them are getting impatient. Am I right?”

      “Basically, yes.”

      “You’re fucked.”

      Tyron winced.

      “Thanks, Dove. I think I worked that much out for myself. Any chance you can find a way for me to un-fuck myself?”

      “First, that’s a disturbing image. Second, not really. I don’t know anything about the Court other than what I’ve learned from closely observing our vampiric friend over there.…”

      Yor pulled her shawl a little tighter around herself.

      “... and I’ve never heard of any ‘Dark Ones.’ I mean, I can assume a fair bit, given the name, but I have no clue what they might want or how to appease them.”

      “I notice you didn’t mention the Abyss,” Tyron’s brows rose.

      The skull hesitated to speak.

      “I’m more familiar with that place… it’s true. But… what happened when you contacted them? You’ve done it once?”

      “Twice.”

      “Fuck me, kid. How are you alive?”

      “Luck, mostly. The first time was… rough. I had to draw the circle in some dust, didn’t have a focus, and the ritual wasn’t well executed. There were several sigils where…”

      “Kid, you’re shit hot at casting, we get it. Move on.”

      “Ah, ok. Basically, it felt as if a thousand voices were trying to drill into my head, babbling some sort of nonsense speech I couldn’t understand. When I managed to force them out and regain control of myself, I saw a mass of black tentacles forcing their way through the rift.”

      “Abyssal…”

      “I presume so. I ended the ritual and that was that. The second time, I was much better prepared. I could even interpret the language a little. It felt as if they were communicating in images, flashes of scenes that were difficult to picture or understand. Eventually, I had to force the voices away and end the ritual before anything got through the rift.”

      “By Selene’s sweet supplicants, that is dangerous magick, kid. You’re lucky you weren’t driven insane or eaten.”

      “Communicating with the Abyss is always such a trial,” Yor sniffed, “no elegance or decorum at all. It’s obvious which of the three is more pleasurable to work with.”

      “Putting that aside… look, I’m no expert, but what do you actually know about the Abyss?”

      “Pretty much nothing,” Tyron admitted. “Other than the abyssal entry in my parents’ Slayer manuals, I’ve never read anything about it.”

      “Right, well… actually, am I alright to tell him this stuff?”

      “What do you mean?” Tyron frowned.

      “I’m talking to the vampire, kid. Are you going to interfere if I educate him about one of your rivals?”

      “Not at all,” Yor said. “We aren’t afraid of healthy competition.”

      “Alright then. Let me get into a lecturing frame of mind. Just imagine me with a pipe and a drinking problem.”

      “Got it.”

      “So, the Abyss. So the rifts connect this realm to a bunch of other ones, right? Realms that have been overrun with wild magick and turned into monster-making factories, intent on spreading the love. With me so far?”

      “Everyone knows that much.”

      “We always start from the fundamentals. Now, the Abyss itself is not a realm, it’s not even a place, as such. It’s kind of like negative-space.”

      Tyron frowned as he continued to weave his magick.

      “I’ll need help with that one, Dove. Negative-space?”

      “I’m no expert, like I said. The best way I can frame it is to say that in the places where no realms exist, that’s where the Abyss is. It’s not a realm, or dimension in the sense that we understand them. It’s what exists where those things don’t.”

      “Sounds… weird.”

      “We are only getting started. Inside the Abyss are a host of entities, each of them terrifying in their own little way. Most of them can’t physically exist on this side of the Veil, which is why abyssals are so nasty.”

      “Because they can.”

      “Exactly. And they are a fucking nightmare to kill. But even abyssals are only a medium-sized fish in the nightmare ocean that is the Abyss. If you go a little deeper, push out a little further, you can talk to the big boys, the sharks and whales.”

      “They’re more powerful than abyssals?”

      “Heck yes they are. Extremely powerful, and absurdly dangerous. From what I know, not only can they not exist on this side, they can’t even speak to anything on this side.”

      “Meaning…”

      “If you want to talk to them, you have to go in.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Exactly. And there endeth my knowledge. Every Mage who has anything to do with dimension magick learns this much so we know what to look for in case someone is fucking with forbidden rituals. We are specifically not taught more than that so we don’t start fucking with forbidden rituals.”

      This helps explain why the Old Gods backed off when the Court threatened to tattle on them. They must have a pact with one of these whales in the Abyss. Something so powerful even the gods had to check themselves.

      If he could forge an alliance with something like that…

      “The issue is, what do you have to offer to an entity like that?” Yor said. “You need something to bargain with, something they have need of; otherwise, you will simply be devoured.”

      “And I suppose you know what that is?”

      “I do. I’m even willing to share it, if Tyron is happy to acknowledge the favour he owes us. That is all I ask.”

      “Done,” he said decisively. 

      He could already negotiate with the Court through Yor, and he could possibly do the same for the Gods through Elsbeth or Munhilde, but he had to be able to communicate with all three if he wanted a chance of preserving himself.

      Yor’s lips peeled back to reveal a fang-filled grin.

      “Souls,” she said. “They love souls.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tyron sat at the table and buried his head in his hands. It was well past midnight now, the flickering candlelight the only thing illuminating the empty dining room. That and Dove’s eyes.

      He was getting faster at every aspect of minion creation, including the butchering, but it was still a time-consuming process, especially if he wanted to do it right. These bones were his last chance to improve and refine his skills before he committed to the Status ritual and advanced his Class. Everything had to be perfect.

      “You don’t have a lot of time, kid,” Dove reminded him. “This place is going to get hot soon. And I don’t mean in a sexy way.”

      The weary Necromancer lifted his head and rubbed vigorously at his eyes, trying to wipe away the sandy feeling he got every time he blinked.

      “I know. I should be leaving tomorrow morning, if I want to be safe. The Slayers can’t be far away.”

      “Or the marshals. Heading up to the mountains and laying low for a while is your best bet. Only problem being…”

      “I won’t have access to the materials I need. Unless I make the most out of what I have here, I can’t advance my Class with confidence.’

      “Bingo. It might be worth holding off for a day in order to make preparations. Something to think about.”

      “Just what I needed.”

      His body cried out for rest. He still hadn’t fully recovered, despite whatever healing Munhilde had done, and he was bone weary on top. He had to sleep. With the bones properly prepared and in the process of saturating upstairs, all he could do was wait anyway.

      “I’m heading to bed,” he said as he stood, then paused. “Any idea where Yor went?”

      “Why? You thinking of inviting her to your boudoir?”

      “I still want to live, thanks. I was just curious.”

      “I have no idea. It’s not easy for me to keep track of stuff in my current condition.”

      “Fair enough,” Tyron yawned. “See you in the morning.”

      He raised his palm and created a globe of a light before blowing out the candles about the room. He wouldn’t have many more nights in a proper bed, he had to enjoy them while he could.

      A gentle tapping sounded from the door.

      “Tyron? Are you awake?”

      He turned to the door, surprised. Normally, no one bothered him in this house. The widows and children were happy to give the Necromancer his space. 

      “Elsbeth?” he called. “Is that you?”

      “Are you going to let me in, or leave me on the doorstep in the dark?” she replied.

      The chair clattered to the floor as he stood in a hurry and made his way to the door with haste.

      “Sorry about that,” he said as he saw her standing in the dark. “Usually, no one drops in on me when I’m working.”

      The Priestess hesitated for a moment as she entered the building, before firming her resolve and stepping through. Thankfully, she didn’t see any evidence of Tyron’s “work” in the room. She’d been afraid that she’d find… in truth, her imagination hadn’t been sure where to go. Would she find Tyron wrist deep in cadavers, covered in blood and gore? She’d envisioned him grinding bones to powder and doing gods knows what with it. 

      “Looking for the bloodstains?” he asked as he noticed her glancing about.

      “Oh! Ah… a bit, yes. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Tyron shrugged. “I don’t like it, but this is what I have to do if I want to continue in my Class. It’s disgusting, and I threw up the first few times I did it. Turns out you can get used to just about anything.”

      “We buried what you brought us,” she told him, “or at least what your skeletons brought us. I presume that was all the… the….”

      “The flesh?” he chuckled. “Yes. I kept the bones and put them upstairs. There is a… process that they will go through before I can raise them as minions.”

      He invited her to sit at the table and summoned a few light globes to illuminate the room. Thankfully, he’d packed away his butchering tools and cleaned up. The room had looked far more macabre a few hours ago. He’d learned quickly that you needed to be thorough in these things. The stench of rotting flesh wasn’t something he particularly enjoyed.

      “It’s hard for me to imagine that this is your life now,” Elsbeth admitted, “chopping up corpses, using magick on human bones.”

      “It’s not exactly what I envisioned for myself either,” he wearily smiled, “but it is what it is. This is the class I was given, so I’m going to make the best of it. I can help people as a Necromancer, just like I helped the survivors here. I can fight in the rifts, kill monsters, save lives. If I get strong enough, do enough good, then they’ll have to accept me.”

      He spoke with such confidence that Elsbeth almost believed him, but in the back of her mind, she couldn’t forget the reason she had been rejected by the Divines.

      It was Tyron.

      The Messenger had told her point blank that he was the cause, though she had no idea why. The Five had turned her life upside down simply because she was his friend. What would they do to Tyron to make sure he was never able to succeed?

      “I hope that comes true,” she said. “You’ve done so much already. The women here, they suffered terribly. If you hadn’t come… well, I’m glad you did.”

      He nodded.

      “Me too,” he said.

      The two fell into a companionable silence for a few minutes. For a short while, it felt like old times, spending time together without a purpose in mind as good friends did. It was pleasant. Elsbeth was the one person Tyron felt comfortable enough around to let his guard down, and he’d missed being able to properly relax in the presence of another person.

      “I wanted to apologise,” Elsbeth spoke up. “I didn’t mean to attack you over the bodies of the bandits. I was just shocked, I suppose. I knew intellectually what being a Necromancer meant, but being confronted with the reality of it took me by surprise. I’m sorry.”

      She looked directly into his eyes as she spoke, and he could see she meant it. He brushed a hand through his hair and felt mildly embarrassed.

      “It’s fine. I shouldn’t have snapped at you the way I did. As I said, I had a hard time adjusting to it when I was starting, there’s no reason why you should be any different.”

      Elsbeth smiled, pleased to see her friend had returned.

      “What do you plan to do now? Are you going to stay a bit longer and help protect these people?”

      He shook his head.

      “I wish I could,” he said regretfully. “The Slayers will be clearing out the kin who came through the area after the break, and the marshals will be shortly behind them. I might be doing my best to help people, but I’m still illegal. If they catch up to me, I’ll be dead.”

      What a terrible way to live, Elsbeth thought, and her sense of injustice rose. He hasn’t harmed anyone, only the Class is illegal. And who decides what makes a Class illegal anyway? What someone does with what they’ve been given is the only thing that should matter.

      “Do you…” she hesitated, “want me to come with you? I could help.”

      “That… wouldn’t be right. You need to stick with your teacher and advance your Class. You won’t be able to do that with me. What do you have to do to advance as Priestess of… them, anyway?”

      Elsbeth sighed and leaned back in her chair.

      “Tend to the faithful and perform miracles of your gods,” she quoted, “whatever that means.”

      “Miracles? Do you have any spells?”

      “I had a choice of a few minor things at level two, cantrips, I suppose you can call them.”

      “What did you pick?”

      “Don’t laugh.”

      “I’m not going to laugh!”

      “I have a spell that helps preserve food….”

      “That’s useful!”

      “Is it?”

      “Of course.”

      They continued to joke back and forth, and for just a moment, they were able to forget all that had changed.
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      Tyron heaved the last pile into the back of the cart. He groaned and rubbed his back. His constitution might have toughened him up beyond what would have normally been humanly possible, but his strength remained pitifully weak. 

      “That’s why you use the skeletons to do the heavy lifting,” Dove advised from his position atop one of the poles that rose from the back corner of the cart. “You’re a Mage, it’s undignified to lift things. We have minions and strength-based allies for the manual labour.”

      “I’m still waiting for my magick to top off,” Tyron grimaced.

      The aftereffects of drawing on the arcane crystal too deeply were less than pleasant. Reduced energy replenishment was the lightest of it. Temporarily, his body was effectively intolerant of magick, which didn’t go well when he contained a constantly refilling well of the stuff within his body. As long as he did his best to burn off the energy and reduce the rate of intake, the symptoms were minimised.

      If he’d been unconscious, like he’d been the first time, unable to deliberately rid himself of the energy, he’d have been at risk of death again. He had Munhilde to thank for pulling him out of it this time.

      He was past the worst of it now and ready to fill himself back up, hence trying to reduce the amount of moving his minions needed to do.

      “Is that all of it, then?” Dove asked him.

      “That’s it,” Tyron dusted off his hands. “We’re ready to go whenever.”

      “You’d better go and say your goodbyes, then. Looks like the crew has come out to see you off.”

      Tyron turned to see the women and children gathering just outside the buildings. He groaned. This was not the sort of thing he was comfortable with. Elsbeth and Munhilde were both there as well. 

      Seeing no way he could graciously avoid it, he trudged back toward the courtyard and stood awkwardly for a moment, not sure if he should be the one to speak first.

      It was Annette who broke the silence.

      “We wanted to thank you,” she said. “If it hadn’t been for your help… we would probably all be dead.”

      The Necromancer shrugged nervously. 

      “It’s, ah… no problem,” he said, “and it’s not over. You all need to be… uh… careful,” he finished lamely.

      “We know,” the middle-aged widow nodded. “We’ll keep watch. Those bastards won’t get anything but arrows if they come back here again.”

      He didn’t doubt it. He turned to leave but hesitated.

      “When the Slayers get here…” he started.

      “We won’t say anything,” she assured him, her face determined. “After what you’ve done for us, we won’t sell you out.”

      He was touched by the sentiment, but he didn’t want these people to die on his behalf.

      “... Be careful,” he said, after a pause, “if you get caught in a lie, you’ll be killed. They may… uh… sense the magick used here, so you won’t gain anything by trying to conceal me.”

      Uncertainty flickered in her gaze, and he tried to smile, to let her know it was okay, but it looked more like a grimace. He stepped over to Elsbeth.

      “It was good to see you again, ‘Beth,” he said. “I’m glad things… sort of worked out for you.”

      The blonde girl smiled sadly.

      “I hope everything sort of works out for you too,” she said and stepped forward to hug him.

      He gave her a light pat on the back with one arm. 

      “You’re a rare beast,” Munhilde told him when Elsbeth let go, “an illegal Mage on the run. You’ve managed to gain levels without getting branded. They don’t like that. They’ll be coming for you even harder now.”

      “Who… specifically are you talking about? The Slayers?”

      “Them too,” Munhilde grinned. “You need help if you want to survive. Call on the three when you’re ready. They’ll take care of you.”

      I bet they will, he grumbled internally.

      He didn’t trust himself not to say something he would regret to the Priestess—he had no desire to antagonise her or her patrons—so he simply nodded and turned. He walked back to the cart, and did not turn as he climbed up into the back as his remaining minions took up the burden and began to drag him back to the east.

      He’d done something good here, helped people who were not in a position to help themselves. He wished he hadn’t been forced to kill people, yet he did not regret it.

      “Well, that was all kinds of fucked up in the end,” Dove remarked from his post. “You’ve probably got what you need, though. Ready to graduate from being a weak piece of shit?”

      “You think I’ve reached it then?” Tyron asked. “I’ve reached my goals?”

      “I think after you bring your next round of bony boys into the world, you’ll have done enough. More than enough.”

      Tyron glanced down at the bundles of bones he had placed in the back of the cart. They were still “cooking,” if he were to borrow a term, not yet fully saturated with Death Magick. He’d hoped to remain and complete his work at the farm, but he didn’t have the time. After speaking with Elsbeth last night, he had immediately begun to make his preparations to leave.

      His desire to stay had only grown stronger after spending time with her, and he recognised and feared that impulse. He wouldn’t lose his chance at grasping hold of destiny to chase at the tail of his former crush. Elsbeth had her own path and she was facing it well. He would do well to do the same.

      “I think I’ll work on a few things while we travel,” he said, “in a couple of days, we can stop, create the minions, and then I’ll check my Status.”

      “That should give us enough space,” Dove grunted. “As long as we get far enough into the foothills, we shouldn’t have any issues with Slayers and marshals. They don’t give a shit beyond a certain point. Did you want to head back to the village from before?”

      “No. We need to head somewhere new,” Tyron said. “I’m not satisfied that place is remote enough.”

      “Fucking hell. More remote than that?”

      The Necromancer took hold of a tightly bound bag strapped to his waist.

      “We need to be far from anyone with the senses to detect what we are about.”

      “Got some rituals you want to cast?”

      “I just might.”

      Elsewhere

      Rufus cleaned the blood from his sword on some grass before he inspected the edge. He’d need to clean it properly back at camp, but it was important not to let liquids dry on the metal. Satisfied, he shoved the weapon back into its sheath.

      Around him, various others from the college were doing the same, tending to their gear, checking the dead for cores and pulling arrows from the corpses.

      “Did you get a few kills, Rufus?” a voice called from behind him.

      Laurel stalked toward him through the woods, eyes flicking for targets. She was like a different person out in the wild, all signs of her usual, languid behaviour replaced by cold, deliberate efficiency.

      “Three,” he said. “You?”

      “Five,” she replied, a satisfied gleam in her eyes. “The experience probably isn’t anything great, but it’ll definitely help accelerate my growth.”

      He nodded. 

      “I kind of expected there to be more of them, to be honest,” he flicked a hand at the rift-kin corpses that dotted the area around them. “For our first venture against the monsters, this has been a bit of a letdown.”

      Laurel scoffed.

      “You really think they were going to send us anywhere difficult? To fight against the serious kin? I wouldn’t be surprised if some silvers have already swept through this area and we’re just mopping up the dregs. Even so, we should be grateful.”

      She stalked over to one kin lying dead on the ground and planted her boot on it before pulling her arrow free. She inspected the arrowhead with careful attention before wiping it clean and stowing it away in her quiver.

      “Normally, we wouldn’t get even this taste until we’d advanced our Class, stuck in the college for a year. This little trip is going to cut months off of our training.”

      Rufus jangled a bag on his waist.

      “And earn a little coin along the way,” he smiled.

      Laurel appraised him with that same, considering look. This trip had been good for Rufus. He’d been getting clingy and emotional, which wasn’t like him. He’d been so focused on his goal for so long, perhaps finally moving toward it had knocked him off the trail. He was back on it now, and his eyes burned with new confidence.

      “Do you believe what they had to say? About Tyron?” she asked him.

      Any satisfaction fled from his face at the mention of that name and he stomped closer.

      “Keep your voice down,” he growled. “You want the others to know we have something to do with him?”

      “It would hardly be illegal if we did,” she said, one brow raised. “Besides, there’s no one in earshot, which you’d know if you were looking properly.”

      He glanced around.

      “You’re right. Sorry. Do I believe it? No. You know him as well as I do. He might be ahead in magick, taught himself a thing or two, but to cause a rift to break? No chance.”

      “So you think they’re lying to us?”

      “What I think is that I don’t care if they’re lying to us. We know what he looks like, what he sounds like, and none of these other wannabes do. We have the advantage when it comes to hunting that bounty.”

      “You don’t think Magnin and Beory would murder you in your bed for killing him?” Laurel asked. “You saw what they did to the Mayor’s farm.”

      “Do I believe it when they said his family were fine with it? No, that’s more bullshit, but do I believe the Steelarms go around killing Slayers they don’t like? Also no. Besides, there’s no guarantee they would ever learn it was us. I wouldn’t mind splitting the gold with someone else and putting their name on the achievement.”

      “Rufus, that’s almost clever.”

      “Thanks,” he grunted. “What do you think? Don’t give me any non-committal bullshit either. I want something solid out of you for a change.”

      She thought carefully as she continued to scan around.

      “There’s more going on here than we realise. Tyron is a very capable magick user, and I believe he might have learned something dangerous enough to destabilise a rift, but that would be a long shot,” she conceded. “But I’m starting to think similarly to you. Who cares what else is going on? Tyron Awakened at the same time we did, he can’t be very strong yet. No matter who finds him, he won’t put up much of a fight, and someone is going to get that bounty. I don’t mind if it’s me. Though I wouldn’t want many people knowing I was the one who did it.”

      Rufus grinned, but Laurel shook her head in warning.

      “The chances we manage to track him down are almost nil. Keep that in mind. We are sweeping through the middle of nowhere, going from here all the way to the mountains. It’s not as if we can just sneak off on our own. We’re here for the kin.”

      “I understand that,” he assured her, “I just wanted to reach an understanding in case the impossible happens.”

      “Gather in five! Move it, slugs!” came a roar from a distance off.

      “Better keep moving, then. See you tonight?” Rufus said.

      “Until we leave the wilds, my tent is for sleeping only,” Laurel denied him.

      He shrugged. Might as well try his luck with someone else.
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      Tyron stared at his new minions. The skeletons stared back at him. He frowned. There was something… different about them. He could feel it but not identify it, like a word tingling on the tip of the tongue. He didn’t think it was due to their appearance, all skeletons differed from each other simply due to human physiology. 

      He also couldn’t find anything unusual about the way the magick moved between him and them either. As far as he could tell, it functioned exactly as it always had. The new minions were drawing noticeably less than his old ones had, but that was simply due to his improvement over time.

      There was something else that he couldn’t work out, and that was driving him slightly mad.

      “Stop staring at them so hard,” Dove advised him, “I can’t tell if you’re trying to solve a complex magickal problem or you’re just horny. I know we’re pretty remote, but you can do better than the undead, man. There has to be a deer or sheep or something around here.”

      “Shut up, Dove,” Tyron grunted irritably before he sighed and shook his head. “I give up,” he declared. “I’ve tried everything I can think of, but I can’t figure it out. It’ll have to wait until I’ve got more time to find a solution.”

      “That’s likely to be never, kid. Once you advance your Class, you’re going to be doubly illegal in the eyes of the Magisters. Not only an illegal Class, but an unregistered bronze rank. And since you’re a Mage, they would definitely refuse to let you advance without getting marked.”

      Dove sounded a little sour as he mentioned the brand every Slayer bore. More than a little.

      “If everyone hates the brand so much, how do they keep getting away with it?” Tyron asked. “Slayers aren’t exactly easy people to control, after all.”

      “Which is exactly why they go to these lengths to control them. A single Mage with a level in the eighties could probably level a city with the high-tier magick they have access to. A swordsman like your father can cut through a million ordinary people in a day. Without the brand ensuring a level of compliance, there would be chaos. At least, that’s what they’ll tell you.”

      The Summoner sounded as if he wanted to spit but obviously couldn’t.

      “Fuck. At any rate, at this point, they have so many big dick Slayers branded that not doing it is basically a death sentence. All of the most powerful people in the empire have it, and they don’t particularly want to spend the rest of their lives in perpetual agony, so they will cut your fucking head off if asked. Unless you can get yourself all the way to the upper levels without being detected, you’re shit out of luck. Want to rank up? Get the mark. End of discussion.”

      Tyron absorbed this in silence. It made sense, in a cruel way. No other group was subjected to the same level of brutal control as the Slayers. In return, they were lionised, hero-worshipped by the people across the empire, and richly rewarded, but for many, it surely wasn’t worth it. His own parents were so fiercely protective of their freedom and independence, he simply couldn’t understand why they would allow themselves to be controlled in this way. It went against everything he knew of them.

      “If it’s so bad, then why do so many people do it? Rogil and your team were pushing to promote out of silver, which meant even tighter restrictions on yourselves. How many Slayers turn their back on advancement and stay as they are?”

      “Not many,” Dove replied, sounding bitter.

      Silence fell between the Necromancer and the skull for a moment as Dove organised his thoughts.

      “A few do,” he said, “usually at level thirty-nine or fifty-nine, they put their hands up and call it a day, never calling on the Status ritual again and living out their lives without advancing to the next step. They stay at silver or gold, content with their lot, and then die. But not many can do that. There are all sorts of chains that can bind a person, Tyron, all sorts of ways we can be made a slave. You know Magnin and Beory didn’t want to take the brand, but they still did. Why?”

      Tyron shook his head. 

      “There’s a thousand-thousand ways to bind someone,” the skull repeated. “Money, family, obligation, law, heritage, force. By taking the brand, your parents were able to make themselves so powerful that the brand itself was the only thing that bound them. No one could tell them where to go, what to do, nobody could buy them off, threaten their well-being, except through the mark. They were able to free themselves of all but one chain. Not a bad trade-off, when you think about the alternative.”

      The young Mage thought back to survivors on the farm, those women and children, powerless to defend themselves, with no say in whether they would live or die.

      “Even one chain would have been too many for them,” he said, “but in the end, they bound themselves with two. They had me as well.”

      “That may be true to an extent as well,” Dove chuckled, “but at least that’s one they took on of their own free will.”

      There is nothing that binds me, he realised. Only my family. 

      “Why did you want to advance?” he asked his mentor after a pause. “You didn’t want to stop, you weren’t happy to stay still. If you hate the Magisters so much, why were you willing to let them have a tighter grip on you?”

      Those bare teeth seemed to grin evilly at him as the light flared inside the skull.

      “You’re about to find out, kid. Stop fucking around and get on with it already.”

      Tyron froze for a moment before he smiled wryly. He’d been delaying, it was true. He was so nervous about this that he was looking for ways to put it off.

      “That obvious?”

      “Everyone’s shit scared the first time. Especially in your case. I know some people who spend six months to a year making sure they have everything perfect before taking the leap, and I think you would too if you had the time. But you don’t, so stop being such a wimp and fucking get it done.”

      “Fine. Fine!”

      He blew out a lungful of air before he pushed himself to his feet. He had to be careful moving around inside the cave; the low ceiling was a feature he was getting particularly tired of.

      It’d taken them three days to find this place, and they needed Yor’s help to boot. The vampire had an uncanny ability to find little nooks and crannies the sun would never touch. A necessary survival mechanism, considering what she was. They were higher in the foothills than they’d been before, a couple of hours away from a small hamlet they had yet to visit.

      Remote, isolated, hidden. Perfect for a fledgling Necromancer wanting to work on his last set of minions and advance. Tyron had gone all-in on those bones. He’d picked over them with relentless focus during the entire journey, finding any weakness or impurity he could detect and purging it with extreme care. The saturation of Death Magick had been monitored on an almost hourly basis and studied in minute detail. Everything he could think of that might have a positive effect on the resulting minion, he’d done twice over. The stitching on most of the minions had been done multiple times, despite the tight time frames he’d worked in. 

      The casting of the ritual felt like the culmination of his magnum opus. He’d spent days working with Dove on the final version of the Raise Dead ritual. Entire sections had been rebuilt from the ground up, cutting and changing the form of the magick to produce a more efficient, robust version that he was inordinately proud of. A more experienced Necromancer, if one existed, would probably laugh at his flimsy attempt to improve and develop the magick, but with the limited knowledge and resources he had, Tyron felt confident it was the best he could do.

      The final set of minions, enough to bring his army back to a full twenty, were far and away the best he’d ever produced. Their movement was smoother, quicker, and more cost-efficient, their minds were sharper, and the conduit that transferred his magick to them was as tight as a drum and half as leaky.

      He hoped it would be enough.

      Heart pounding in his chest, he rummaged in his pack until he was able to find his spare book and ripped a page free. Paper in hand, he found a comfortable spot on the floor and prepared himself.

      “Here we go,” he muttered.

      “How exciting,” Yor whispered into his ear.

      “Blood and bone!” Tyron jumped a foot in the air before collapsing back down, clutching at his chest. “You almost killed me, Yor… what was that for?”

      “You must allow me my amusements, given our remote and destitute location,” she said, red eyes dancing. “But I apologise for delaying the moment, I simply wanted to be here to witness the occasion.”

      “Still didn’t have to scare me,” Tyron grumbled, and the vampire reached down to stroke his hair.

      “Come now, the ritual,” she reminded him, and Tyron focused on the paper before him.

      Some of the tension had drained out of him, but he still felt the blood pounding in his head as he nicked his thumb on his knife, placed his hand on the page, and incanted the words. Immediately, the blood began to drain from the small wound on his hand and spread across the page, forming words that would change his life from that moment onward.

      Scarcely able to breathe, he blinked rapidly and leant forward to read.

      Events:

      You have forged bonds and connections with others. Race: Human has reached level 14.

      Your attempts at cooking have increased proficiency. Cooking has reached level 3.

      Dismembering remains has increased your proficiency. Butchery has reached level 5 (Max).

      Intense study and application has increased your proficiency. Corpse Appraisal has reached level 10.

      Intense study and application has increased your proficiency. Corpse Preparation has reached level 10.

      Your use of Repository has increased proficiency.

      Your creation of new undead and your manipulation of the spellform has increased proficiency. Raise Dead has reached level 10.

      Your use of the spell Bone Stitching has increased proficiency. Bone Stitching has reached level 10.

      Your use of Bone Mending has increased proficiency. Bone Mending has reached level 5.

      Your use and study of Death Magick has increased your proficiency. Death Magick has reached level 8.

      Your use of Death Blades has increased your proficiency. Death Blades has reached level 5.

      Your use of Fear has increased your proficiency. Fear has reached level 3.

      Your use of Magick Bolt has increased proficiency. Magick Bolt has reached level 5 (Max).

      You have used a sword in battle. Swordsmanship has reached level 2.

      Your use of the Shivering Curse has increased your proficiency. Shivering Curse has reached level 6.

      Your use of the ritual, Commune with Spirits, has increased your proficiency. Commune with Spirits has reached level 4.

      You have used Bone Armour to defend yourself from harm. Bone Armour has reached level 3.

      You have experienced the world through the eyes of your minions. Minion Sight has reached level 4.

      You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Necromancer has reached level 20. You have received +6 Intelligence, +3 Wisdom, +3 Constitution, and +3 Manipulation.

      Your patrons are most amused by your struggling. They continue to watch you, and each other, with eager eyes…

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 14)

         

        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 20)

         

        Sub-Classes:

        Anathema (Level 10)

        None

        None (Locked)

         

        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

         

        Attributes:

         

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 52

        Intelligence: 75

        Wisdom: 40

        Willpower: 33

        Charisma: 16

        Manipulation: 29

        Poise: 13

         

        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 5) (Max)

        Concentration (Level 5) (Max)

        Cooking (Level 3)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 2)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 5) (Max)

         

        Skill Selections Available: 3

         

        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 10) (Max)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 10) (Max)

        Death Magick (Level 8)

        Bone Mending (Level 5)

         

        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 5) (Max)

        Magick Bolt (Level 5) (Max)

         

        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 10) (Max)

        Bone Stitching (Level 10) (Max)

        Commune with Spirits (Level 4)

        Shivering Curse (Level 6)

        Death Blades (Level 5)

        Bone Armour (Level 3)

        Minion Sight (Level 4)

         

        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 4)

        Appeal to the Court (Level 2)

        Dark Communion (Level 1)

        Suppress Mind (Level 4)

        Repository (Level 2)

        Fear (Level 3)

         

        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus II

        Magick Battery I

         

        Anathema Feats:

        Repository

        Wall of Thought I

         

        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial): INT +3, WIS +3

        Words of Power (Initial): WIS +3, CHA +3

        Necromancer Level 20: Choose two from Skills or Spells:

        Spells:

        Shorten Raise Dead - A modified version of Raise Dead that is quicker to cast.

        Bewildering Curse - Disorient and confuse those affected.

        Flesh Mending - Repair dead flesh.

        Death Bolt - Improve Magick Bolt to utilise Death Magick.

        Cloud of Death - Create a cloud of Death Magick that will invigorate and heal your minions slowly over time.

         

        Skills:

        Flesh Crafting - Mould flesh as clay.

        Empower Servant - Feed mana to your minions.

        Undead Control - Better control of minions.

        Flesh Joining - Connect multiple bodies together.

        Minion Commander - Better coordination of many minions.

        Ghost Speech - Better able to interact with spirits.

        Spirit Finding - A sense of where to find baleful dead.

         

        Necromancer Level 20: Choose a Feat from the following:

        Low Light Vision - Increase the ability to see in poor light conditions.

        Death Sense - Sense the presence of nearby Death Magick.

        Grave Cloak - Hide more easily in dark environments.

        Magick Battery II - Increase the natural capacity for Magick.

        Skilled I - Choose two General Skills to increase the maximum level from five to ten.

        Class Focus I - Choose an additional Necromancer Spell or Skill.

        Efficient Minions I - Allow your minions to require less Magick to move.

        Death Eater - Consume Death Magick.

        Zombie Focus I - Improve the quality of Raised Zombies.

      

      

      Tyron pumped a fist in triumph. He’d done it! Not only had he been able to max Corpse Preparation and Appraisal, he’d also pushed Bone Stitching and Raise Dead to the maximum as well. His final push had paid dividends after all. 

      The surge of glee was immediately followed by a faint aftertaste of bitterness. Had he been free to experiment and take his time, he had no doubt he would have been able to raise Death Magick to level 10, along with other ancillary skills and spells that may have opened up interesting options.

      Have to be satisfied with what I have. I’ve done far better than expected, given the circumstances. Celebrate!

      And he had. He’d managed to master each of the core skills to the fullest extent possible in his initial class. This was the minimum benchmark to achieve a decent progression, and he’d done it.

      “How’d it go, kid?” Dove asked, his voice tense.

      “I got it,” the Necromancer confirmed. 

      “Fuck, yes! Nice going, kid!”

      “Congratulations,” Yor said.

      “Alright, sort out your level twenty shit, and then we can get to the real deal.”

      He nodded and turned back to the page. There were a few new options to go over, he had to pick a feat and two new ability selections. This would be his last opportunity to pick new Spells and Skills from the base Necromancer Class. Anything he let go here he may never see again, so he had to be careful.

      There were several new options, as well as old ones that were of interest to Tyron. First, he turned his attention to the new entries. He gained two new selections at level eighteen, and another two at level twenty. These four were Cloud of Death, Minion Commander, Ghost Speech, and Spirit Finding. It was interesting that he would be offered two new spirit-related skills right at the end. He felt that if he chose these, he might be offered a spirit-focused advancement, but he wasn’t that tempted. 

      Cloud of Death was interesting, though he feared it may prove too energy-intensive. Creating any sort of ambient field of magick would doubtless be a huge drain on his reserves. 

      Am I ever going to be offered something cheap?

      Likely not….

      It might well be worth taking the spell now in the hopes that he would be able to someday remedy his magick economy, but that could be risky. Tyron would be better served by something that would pay off now and provide further dividends in the future.

      Minion Commander appealed to Tyron for this reason. The core of the Necromancer Class was the minions, and he knew he should do everything he could to improve and empower them. He’d had many discussions with Dove on the subject of staying true to the core of his vocation. Trying to turn himself into a pseudo-Mage, with as many flashy spells as possible, would only make him a crap Mage and a mediocre Necromancer. 

      Anything that directly related to improving his undead was a solid choice in his eyes. For a change, the skill seemed relatively self-explanatory. Mentally directing the skeletons was an imprecise art, and any assistance he could gain from the Unseen would be welcome. Undead Control spoke to the same need. If being better able to control large numbers of minions would be good, then so would being able to better direct smaller groups, especially if he became able to create more complicated and potent servants. Being able to extract every drop of power from such creations would be crucial to his success.

      He confidently placed a thumb mark next to Minion Commander and Undead Control and moved on to his Feat.

      He’d basically already decided he was going to choose Magick Battery II. The only thing that might have dissuaded him from that choice would have been another Skeleton Focus feat appearing, but none did. It was clear going forward that his spells would require huge reserves of magick. His intelligence continued to rise far above his other attributes, and his capacity along with it, but more was more. 

      It was likely he would never be able to have enough.

      He confidently placed another thumbprint next to Magick Battery II and carefully checked his choices. Satisfied, he nodded to himself and then ended the ritual.

      He felt the changes begin to take place, the power and knowledge flowing into him as they always did when the ritual came to a close, except this time something was different. The ritual didn’t end; instead, the page pulsed.

      Tyron shook off the malaise that gripped him as a result of the Unseen’s hand. He had more to do. He leaned forward and placed his hand on the page once more. Again, the blood was pulled from his veins and onto the page as more words took shape. When it was done, he swallowed thickly and leaned forward to read.

      “Come on, kid, what have we got?” Dove demanded.

      Necromancer has reached level 20. 

      Select a Class Advancement from the following:

      Necro-Acolyte: Delve deeper in the mysteries of the Necromancer. 

      “That’s the generic nonsense you always get,” Dove said dismissively. We should be able to get something more specialised.”

      Skeleton Master: An expert of bone-based undead.

      “Like that,” Dove noted with satisfaction. “This will likely give you access to more powerful varieties of skeletons, and perhaps give you the juicy Skeleton Focus III and even IV as well.”

      Necromancer Spirit-Tuner: One who invites the spirits and commands them.

      Tyron frowned. He didn’t think he’d be offered anything spirit-related. 

      “Probably just because your Commune with Spirits spell reached a certain level. It sounds interesting, but holy shit, these descriptions are garbage. It’s like this for every Class, but they usually have the benefit of drawing on years of documentation. You, on the other hand, are running blind.”

      Undead Weaver: An expert in the creation of minions.

      “Oho,” Dove noted with interest. “I think this is the one you’ve been offered for mastering the basic skills. These sorts of Classes usually focus on improved fundamentals.”

      Horde Initiate: A master of larger gatherings of undead.

      “My guess is you were offered this one due to having a certain number of minions under your command at once. Pretty obvious this is a quantity-over-quality direction.”

      Which wasn’t what Tyron was interested in. He wanted the best minions possible, and then to try and find other ways to increase the number he could maintain.

      Dark Ritualist: One who delves into hidden magicks.

      “I’d say this is just from having access to several rituals with sufficient levels,” Dove surmised. “Another sideways advancement.”

      Anything that depended on the levels he gained in Anathema rituals wasn’t something Tyron wanted to pursue.

      “Well then. What do you think you want to pick?”
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      Tyron thought seriously for a time before he replied.

      “Some of them we’ve discounted. Acolyte is the generic choice, and I think we can safely dismiss that.”

      “As I said, sometimes these generic choices are the right ones. We can assume that picking this will advance you down the path you’re currently on. You’ll get the option to summon new undead, more feats along the line of what you’ve already seen. Options to upgrade existing skills. All that shit. Maybe fatter zombies.”

      “You know how I feel about zombies,” Tyron tried not to sound elitist.

      It wasn’t that zombies were bad, per se, but he just felt they were inferior. Why not make a skeleton out of that body? They were tougher, faster, stronger, and didn’t stink to high heaven.

      He knew exactly why. Zombies were quicker and dirtier to create. A slaughtered village could be turned into a mass of shambling horrors in a relative flash. To make his preferred minions, a lot of labour was required to butcher and stitch them, a waste of time to a Necromancer who wanted fast levels.

      “Yeah, yeah. You hate the fleshy types. All about bony boys. Well, I have good news for you, Skeleton Master sounds like it’s right up your alley.”

      “Would it actually be worth it?” Tyron pondered. “I do prefer skeletons to the other undead I’ve had the option of creating so far, and since I already have skeleton feats, I’ll always want to make them a focus of mine. But does that mean I want to take this Class? It might narrow my options too much.”

      He wouldn’t care if he could no longer progress by summoning zombies, but if he couldn’t create anything other than skeletons, he might be limiting himself.

      “I don’t think you’d have no variety,” Dove mused, “but you would definitely have less. There are stronger types of skeleton than just the basic junk you’ve been running around with, and I don’t doubt that this Class would give them to you eventually.”

      The Necromancer could remember a few things he’d read in his parents’ manuals on different sorts of undead. In terms of skeletal varieties, he could only recall revenants and liches as being distinct from basic skeletons. A revenant was essentially a spirit bound into the remains, similar to Dove’s situation right now, except with complete control of the whole body. A lich was something else entirely, essentially a Mage who had turned themselves into an undead in order to avoid death.

      There was only one way for Tyron to make one of those, and he wasn’t particularly keen on the idea. He quite liked his flesh, thanks very much. Besides, if he wanted to become an unliving nightmare made manifest, he had an option to hand. Whether vampirism or lichhood was the preferred method of eternal life, he didn’t want to consider. Zero steps down that path was the correct number of steps.

      More potent varieties of skeleton were certainly a powerful draw to Tyron. He was so proficient at making them already, having invested time and effort to improve at Bone Stitching and Butchery. In terms of short-term power, this was undoubtedly the best choice for buffing up his minion options. 

      When it came down to it, the short term might be all he had.

      “Is it really necessary to trap a spirit in order to create a revenant?” he asked. “I don’t want to enslave the spirits of the dead to create my minions.”

      “Oh, you don’t, do you? Funny, I never noticed,” Dove retorted sarcastically.

      “Can you just answer the question?”

      “Fine. Under protest. In short, I don’t fucking know. Knowing about undead is not the same as knowing how to make them. Revenants are certainly a step up from basic skeletons, though, much more feared and able to utilise aspects of the Unseen in a limited capacity.”

      “Like using skills and abilities?”

      “In a very minor way. Even that is enough to put them way higher than your regular troops over there. If those advantages don’t come from a living spirit, then I have no idea where you’d get them.”

      If his minions were actually able to utilise simple skills, such as swordsmanship, they would become far more deadly. The prospect was enough to excite the young Mage, but not enough to wipe away the negative association he had with enslaving the dead. He may eventually be put in a place where he had no choice but to engage in such practices if he wanted to progress, but he hoped not.

      Hehoughht of the stone in his pack and then wrenched his thoughts away. 

      It was this line of thought that leaned him away from Spirit-Tuner. It would likely be a powerful option, giving him immediate access to ghosts as minions, or at least quickly. Until he could reconcile the practice with his morals, though, he would rather avoid it. Besides, if he stepped over the line and began to perform tasks that others would see as truly immoral and unforgivable, then what path back to society remained for him? It was a narrow thread of hope that he clung to. He knew there was almost no chance he would ever be accepted, but he refused to let it go. He needed that hope. He was dangerously close to losing it already. His mind once more turned to what was hidden in his pack, and he again stomped on the uncomfortable thoughts. He had to focus.

      Horde Initiate and Dark Ritualist were both dismissed after little consideration. It was impractical for him to run around with a huge number of minions anyway, let alone difficult for him to secure that many remains. Quality over quantity had been Tyron’s Necromancer motto from the beginning, and he wasn’t going to change now. As far as the ritualist went, he wasn’t interested in sending his class down a sideways path like that. 

      There was no point pursuing a different aspect of his magick than the one he was on. He’d already poured everything he could into improving his minions, it would be a massive waste to throw away those gains and focus on something else.

      Which left the Undead Weaver. This was what he had unlocked for mastering the basic skills.

      “I know what you’re thinking, kid. Skeleton or Weaver. With the lack of information we have, the choice basically boils down to power now or power later. My guess is that picking the Bone Master will give you access to a spell or skill that would immediately improve your skeleton creation. I don’t know what it would be, bone hardening, bone stiffening, rigid bones, glory bones except only effective in the morning.”

      “You done?”

      “I’ve got more….”

      “Pass.”

      “Fine. Weaver is more likely to boost your initial skills, building up a firmer foundation, and then possibly give you access to similar abilities as the other classes, but further down the line.”

      “A strong foundation is what all the best Slayers have,” Magnin laughed. “Having swordsmanship at level thirty might not be as sexy as ten levels in ‘legendary dervish style’ or some bullshit, but it’s ten times as effective. People chase the flashy stuff way too early, it’s a classic mistake. As long as you progress, the flashy stuff comes on its own in time. Running after it is a complete waste of time.”

      “Undead Weaver,” Tyron stated confidently.

      “You sure, kid?” Dove queried.

      “Positive.”

      “Alright, stick a paw print on that sucker and get ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “You’ll find out,” Yor smiled.

      Not sure what they were on about, Tyron swallowed and pressed his bloody thumbprint next to the Undead Weaver entry on the Status page. Then he ended the ritual.

      At once, a sensation he had felt before swept over him. He was pulled from his body and into the endless void of darkness and light once more.

      The Awakening.

      The voice of infinity spoke to him once more. Was it the gods? Or did the words come from the Unseen itself?

      Tyron Steelarm. You have dedicated yourself to the pursuit of your dark craft and have chosen to pursue it to perfection. Your embrace of the Necromancer path shows your Class was no error. Control you desire, and control you shall have.

      You are Ascending.

      +10 to all stats.

      You are able to advance Mysteries to the next stage.

      You have received the Class: Undead Weaver.

      A seeker of perfection, the Undead Weaver is an expert crafter of the minions for which they are feared. To advance, create undead, have them fight in your name, and improve your craft.

      Class Attributes per level:

      Strength +1;

      Constitution +2;

      Intelligence +3;

      Wisdom +1;

      Willpower + 1;

      Manipulation +1;

      Poise + 2;

      The maximum Skill limit of Raise Dead has been increased to 20.

      The maximum Skill limit of Corpse Preparation has been increased to 20.

      The maximum Skill limit of Corpse Appraisal has been increased to 20.

      You have been granted the Skill: Minion Modification. This allows you to change and improve undead that have already been created.

      The knowledge flooded into his mind, then he was slammed back into his body. Every inch of him burned, physically and mentally. He groaned slowly and slumped forward. 

      “It’s fucking wild, right?” Dove chortled.

      In the ruins of Woodsedge

      Beory looked out over what remained of the former frontier town from atop the city wall. At least, atop a stable piece of it. When the rift-kin had come through the area, they hadn’t bothered to use the gates. Enormous gaps had been smashed through the town’s defences by the big critters, allowing the smaller ones to run rampant throughout.

      After all this time, one might have thought the signs of conflict would have faded, but they were still there to see for someone with an experienced eye. Sun-bleached bones, picked over by wildlife, were scattered here and there. Dark, rust-coloured stains that some might mistake for dirt, or soot, Beory knew to be blood.

      Many had died in the catastrophe here, too slow to escape the oncoming horde. She struggled to bring herself to care.

      Impatient, she tapped her foot on the wall as she looked into the distance. The trees were still thick enough to block her eyes, but to her arcane senses, the rift was as clear as day. The energy there still swirled chaotically. One realm smashing into another tended to have that effect. Yet it was much subdued compared to what it would have been as little as a week ago. The magick unleashed in the collision had dispersed now, returning the rift to a “normal” state. 

      Although it would never go back to exactly what it had been before. After the break had occurred, the rift would be wider, and more powerful kin would be able to squeeze through. One step closer to this world falling into the abyss, just as the others had.

      “What’s taking him so long?” she muttered under her breath.

      There was a twitch at the edge of her senses and she huffed. By the time the breath had passed her lips, Magnin stood next to her on the wall, a broad grin on his face.

      “You’re looking as beautiful as when I last saw you, my flower,” he said.

      “That was five minutes ago,” she replied.

      “That explains it then,” he said, rubbing thoughtfully at his chin. Beory rolled her eyes.

      “Enough of that. Did you see it?”

      “Of course I saw it. What do you think I was doing over there?”

      “And?”

      Magnin gestured indifferently.

      “It’s wider. Of course it’s wider. What the hell did they think was going to happen? You have a break, the rift gets wider.”

      “How much wider, I think, was the question they wanted answered,” Beory rolled her eyes. Her husband, as usual, was being deliberately obtuse.

      “I’ve got the readings,” he said, rolling his shoulders.  “When the ro’klaw catches up with us, I’ll be able to send them back.”

      He cast his eyes down across the ruins of the town. His expression hardened. 

      “This didn’t need to happen,” he said.

      “Do you feel guilty?” Beory asked him.

      He looked at her, a brow raised.

      “No. Should I?”

      “Of course not,” she scoffed, “but I wanted to make sure. You often get the wrong idea stuck in your head.”

      “Worry not, my dearest. I save all of my loathing for those who deserve it, rather than myself.”

      Beory nodded, satisfied, before her eyes grew misty.

      “Tyron was here,” she said quietly. “I can sense his magick.”

      “What?” Magnin panicked. “Do you think he made it out?”

      “He was here after the break. I can tell.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      Beory wrapped her arms around herself and shivered.

      “I want to see him, Magnin. I want to see my boy.”

      The swordsman stepped forward and embraced her gently.

      “We can’t do that. You know we can’t do that. Not until the end.”

      “I know. But it’s hard.”

      “Of course it is. It was your idea.”

      They remained like that for several long minutes, balanced atop the wall around Woodsedge.

      “It’ll start again tomorrow,” Beory said, freeing herself and wiping her eyes. She looked up into Magnin’s eyes, letting him see the steel in her own. 

      “It’s been a nice vacation,” he grinned. “I was almost starting to miss getting tortured.”

      “How long can we hold on this time?”

      He shrugged.

      “A couple of weeks. Maybe. I think they’ll go harder this time. The powers that be want this mess done and dealt with. They’ve run out of patience.”

      “They’ll get their wish. I just hope they come to regret it.”

      Magnin laughed.

      “Of course they will. We made sure of it.”
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      The skeletons moved with their usual lack of alacrity as they fought. Eerie silence surrounded the minions, advancing and cutting down the rift-kin without any utterance leaking from their glowing skulls.

      Tyron was used to it by now, but every now and again he was reminded of just how spooky his undead were in battle. No doubt this had served him well against the bandits; the former farmhands would never have seen, let alone fought, anything so unnerving in their lives.

      Against more determined and experienced foes, it wouldn’t make a difference. Against infuriated monsters like the kin, it made no difference at all. Arms folded, he watched as the skeletons struggled to pin down their more manoeuvrable foes. The smaller creatures from the rift were no real threat to his minions, and the minor damage they managed to inflict could now be repaired with Bone Mending, but the undead still struggled to keep up.

      Tyron watched them fumble about until they finally managed to corner the last of them and stab it to death. He shook his head.

      Without his interference and aid, his skeletons were still relatively woeful fighters. If he didn’t direct them with his thoughts, empower them with spells or employ his magick on their opponents, through his curse or by dominating their minds, they struggled even against creatures weaker than himself.

      And he was weak.

      Though, perhaps not as much as he’d been before. He looked down at his hands at his side and flexed his fingers into a fist. There was strength there now he’d never experienced before. 

      A flat plus ten to every aspect of himself might not sound like much, but it represented a near doubling of some of them. He was stronger and quicker than he’d ever been before. Even if just a little bit, it helped to round out how lopsided he had become with his oversized constitution and intelligence.

      “You’re looking pensive, kid. Need to shit?”

      “I was just thinking about how different I feel after advancing.”

      “It’s good, right? You might be a scrawny Mage, but now you can walk up to any seventeen-year-old in the empire and snap their arms like twigs. It’s great for fighter types too. They get a little extra boost in the brain-zone so they aren’t quite so completely fucking stupid all the time.”

      “I was also thinking about how weak my skeletons are. If I don’t help them, they’re pretty underwhelming.”

      “Underwhelming? You’re being way too kind. They’re complete trash. Even with your Bone Stitching at the level it is, they just aren’t that coordinated, nor do they think quickly. With enough numbers, they can surround stuff and club it to death, but that’s about it.”

      “I was just hoping they’d be… doing better by now,” Tyron sighed. “I’ve worked so hard to make them as well as I possibly can. It kind of feels like I’ve wasted my efforts.”

      He was more than a little disheartened, to tell the truth. He’d been helping his undead in battle either directly or indirectly, sometimes directing them without being conscious of it, ever since he’d begun his journey as a Necromancer. Only now did he begin to think of what they might be capable of without him interfering on their behalf.

      “Look, kid. You have done well with them. As far as undead go, the bony boys you’ve put together are good. Just try to keep in mind, you only just advanced for the first time. You are now officially the lowest-rung, bottom-of-the-barrel, useless-hunk-of-dung type of Slayer out there. You just walked out of the academy, thinking you’re hot shit, but everyone knows you’re garbage, they’re just too polite to say it.”

      “Thanks, Dove,” Tyron said wryly.

      “I’m just saying there’s a long way to go! Wait until you see the feats, spells, and abilities you get offered as you level up your new Class. There’ll be some good stuff in there, I promise. Not to mention, you need to get to figuring out new ways to assess and create undead. When those basic skills hit twenty, your skelly boys will be a hell of a lot better than they are now.”

      “Still a long way to go.”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely.”

      The young mage sighed and mentally gathered his twenty skeletons together. As they assembled around him, he pulled his coat a little tighter to protect against the biting wind.

      In the foothills of the western mountains, the weather was dismal almost all year round, and now was no different. Grey clouds hung low overhead, threatening to unleash a downpour that would no doubt soon begin. A freezing wind blew, whistling through the jutting rocks and sending the long grasses to roll like an ocean in a storm. 

      For a brief moment, he envied the skeletons, and Dove, for their lack of care toward the cold, but the feeling quickly vanished. Being able to feel wasn’t a negative just because it was chilly. Lich-hood was not in his future.

      Though he did idly wonder if vampires felt the cold.

      “I don’t think we’re going to find much else,” he sighed. “Not many rift-kin made it this far. I probably haven’t even killed enough to gain a level.”

      “Doubtful. It’s slim pickings here, that’s for sure. Do you think it’s time to try and move to somewhere with a little more activity? Back to Woodsedge maybe?”

      Tyron shook his head. Going back to the site of the break would be a disaster. More than a few Slayers had seen him there, along with his minions, enough that surely someone had survived. He didn’t doubt they’d be looking for him there.

      Not that there are many options. It’s not like rifts are around every corner and behind every door. 

      There was another further south, with an accompanying Slayer keep, but the journey would take almost a week, and that would likely be the place they expected him to go. There were rumoured to be unstable rifts in the mountains, though remote enough that no one had investigated. 

      Until a rift grew strong enough to regularly allow the passage of rift-kin, the empire didn’t bother with them. He could go looking in the mountains, except his complete lack of mountaineering would likely mean such an expedition would result in his own death.

      Nowhere to go except deeper into the province.

      Except he couldn’t go there either, not until the Slayers and marshals finished their sweep and went back to regular duties. He was frustrated, but he didn’t have many options.

      “Come on then, Dove. Let’s head back.”

      “Why do you say that like I’m in any way involved? You are literally carrying me. You think I can choose to walk off into the night? I’m a skull!”

      “Alright! Fine. Be present as I walk back to the camp then.”

      “Why thank you. I refuse. I’m going to sleep.”

      “Gods damn you, Dove.”

      But the light was already gone from those hollow eyes as the once-Summoner retreated into the semi-aware state that passed as sleep for an undead.

      Tyron sighed heavily as he began to trudge back. The ground was muddy and the long grass wet, which made the walk perfectly distasteful. He would have enjoyed some conversation, but he couldn’t really begrudge his friend the little control he had over himself. Talking or not talking, sleeping or not sleeping, those were the only options Dove had left to him now.

      Again, Tyron felt guilty for the position he had forced the man into. Dove hadn’t asked for this cursed existence, and he’d tolerated it with remarkable patience, all things considered. They were well past the time that Tyron had promised he would release the trapped spirit, but he knew he’d be dead without Dove’s help. He still intended to keep his promise and release him, but the time never seemed right.

      The Necromancer sighed and rummaged in his pack, withdrawing something hard and round wrapped in a ragged cloth. Held in his hand, he studied it for a few long moments.

      “I don’t suppose you feel like talking…” he trailed off.

      There was no response from the stone, and Tyron sighed again before he packed it away again.

      “Probably for the best. I don’t think you want to know where you’re going.”

      Circumstances were conspiring to trap him once again, and Tyron would kick and thrash as hard as he could to make sure that didn’t happen. Without a safe way to progress, and with the plains too dangerous to traverse, he was stuck sitting in a cave, waiting until his time ran out. 

      There was the temptation to go hunting, as he had before. He could find more bandits and kill them, harvesting them for the materials he needed to create new minions, progressing his Class through combat at the same time. Monty was still out there, along with the remnants of his bandit group. If anyone deserved death at the end of a skeleton’s blade, it was that bastard.

      But he gave up on the idea. It was just too dangerous for him to be down there, but the lack of options left him feeling pressured. He was going to have to do something he didn’t want to try and find a path forward. He could only hope it would be worth the price.

      The wrapped stone weighed heavily in his pack as he continued to trudge back. He could still remember, likely he would never forget, the night he got it. 

      Tyron sat in the darkness after Elsbeth had left. Tomorrow, he would need to leave the farm and head into the wilderness again. Yor would be pissed. This backcountry collection of farmhouses was a shining beacon of civilization compared to the villages in the foothills, and for some reason, he got the impression she didn’t much appreciate the rough conditions. Used to slightly better treatment was Yor.

      She’d have to deal with it, the same as he did. This would be a dangerous period, out in the wilderness.

      He leaned back in his chair, allowing his light spells to fade and the darkness to enfold him. How had things gotten to this point? Cursed with a Class he didn’t ask for, he’d left hoping to carve out some space for himself, and now he found himself in the centre of a cosmic tug-of-war he didn’t know anything about.

      The Dark Ones. The Scarlet Court. The Abyss. He understood little about any of these factions, and yet they were powerful beyond belief and each interested in controlling his fate.

      Why? Why did he matter so much? Was he just a pawn, expected to dance for their amusement? He gathered that they found his struggles interesting, a diversion to distract them from their eternal boredom, but was there something more? 

      The questions frustrated him, and the only way to get answers meant giving things he wasn’t prepared to give.

      What choice did he have?

      Of all the prices that had been asked, there was one he could pay. Though he may be damned in the doing of it.

      Tyron closed his eyes and breathed. When he opened them again, a feverish light burned inside. Had anyone been there to see, they would recognise the look on his face as the same he’d had when Dove had been recreated as a skull.

      As the first hints of light began to creep over the horizon, Tyron stood before a baleful spirit, glaring at him from within its maelstrom of twisted energies. In one hand, he held a palm-sized stone, while the other hand was held nonchalantly at his side, a grin frozen on his face.

      “Nice to see you again, Davon,” he’d said.

      You live….

      The ghost had rasped at him, cold fury and anger rising like steam from a kettle.

      “You didn’t really think I’d be killed by more like you, did you, Davon? Your bones fought well, I must admit. How many of your own comrades did your skeleton kill, do you think?”

      You will die soon, worm. You will enter this godless mist and I will feast on your spirit.

      The smile faded from Tyron’s features, but the mad light in his eyes did not dim. He hefted the stone in his hand.

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he said, barely more than a whisper. “I’m sorry about this, Davon. I really am.”

      What… are you saying? You threaten me, when I’m already dead?

      Tyron looked down, then nodded.

      “It turns out, there are worse places for a soul to be. Again, I’m sorry about this, but it’s time we get you into your new home.”

      The spirit screamed, toward the end, but locked away in the rock by Tyron’s ritual, there were none who could hear it.
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      “Kid, as much as I admire your colossal sack, I’m worried those same pendulous balls are blocking your vision like a hairy, wrinkled blindfold. This is not a good idea.”

      “In an unusual turn of events, I find myself agreeing with the skull,” Yor said. “There is too much risk involved. These are powers far beyond your ken. Perhaps one day you will speak with beings such as these, but that day is far from this one.”

      Tyron dropped the bag he was rummaging through and turned to face his companions, his brow creased with anger.

      “Then what do you expect me to do?” he said, voice sharp and hard. “I don’t have unlimited time, like you keep telling me, I have to rush, but how? Stuck in the middle of nowhere, with nothing to hunt, unable to move lest I’m caught. If I don’t advance, then I’m as good as dead, but I can’t do anything.”

      It was unusual for Tyron to be this harsh, and it was clear, even to Dove, who was gradually losing his eye for human emotion, that he was close to breaking under the pressure.

      Retreating to this cave and advancing his Class had been a necessary step, and an important milestone, but it had also been a trap. As the young Necromancer had said, he was stuck.

      “I understand what you’re saying, kid. I really do. But if you’re going to take risks to get out of this situation, then I can suggest other, less dangerous alternatives. For example, run across the plains stark naked with a sign saying ‘Necromancer’ dangling from your rod.”

      Yor glanced down at the skull.

      “Wouldn’t he have to be…?”

      “As red and as hard as an Ironwood Staff, yes. It’d be a challenge, but I think the kid would be up for it. He can rise to the occasion. If anything, the experience might harden him a little. Let him know that the real world won’t let him slide in without resistance.”

      “Is this funny to you?” Tyron asked, anger bubbling beneath his tone.

      “No! It’s not fucking funny! You understand that what you’re proposing is obscenely dangerous, right? My dead body is a hundred kilometres away, and I still feel it edging toward the nearest door.”

      The skull’s eyes flashed with purple light.

      “I am dead serious when I say that trying to move across the plains and avoid capture is less risky than this. You should seriously consider it.”

      “Even if I manage to cross, where would I go?” Tyron asked tiredly.

      He’d considered this. He’d considered everything—this was his last choice, not his first. Options were dropping away by the hour like sand slipping through his fingers. If he managed to sneak past the Slayers and marshals rolling out over the plains, he could then travel to another Slayer keep and try his luck hunting stray rift-kin. Except it would simply take too long. 

      Forget the difficulty of hiding his undead, both during the journey and after they arrived, or whether he would even have sufficient hunting to level up, he would never get there. His parents would eventually be compelled to get him, it was only a question of when. He had to act as if he had less than a month left.

      “Any other rift in the province is too far for me to reach in time, as well you know,” he continued. “I don’t have a choice. I’d rather not do this, believe me, but what else can I do? I’m not trying to align myself with the Abyss, but if I can negotiate somehow, they might be able to provide an answer that can help me. It’s desperate, I know, but I am desperate. Without throwing myself to the Old Gods, or making myself a vampire, I don’t see any other path to find a way out.”

      He was clearly frustrated. Tyron didn’t want to rely on the patrons in any way if he could help it, yet circumstances kept driving him toward them. If any of the three would have information that could help him, it would be the Abyss, and with the spirit of Davon bound to the stone in his pocket, he had something he could use to pay for it that wasn’t his eternal servitude.

      “My presence may help, somewhat,” Yor said, “but it is far from an aegis of protection. The Abyss isn’t known for its adherence to rules or etiquette. The entities you seek may rip you apart the moment they see you.”

      “But not you?” Tyron asked, eyes sharpening.

      “No.  I have the means to protect myself, even in that place. I would not risk eternity for you, Tyron.”

      He grunted. That made sense. The vampire was happy to have him in her debt, but not so much she’d risk herself unnecessarily. He thought of how she had intervened to save him from the Dark Ones. She’d been afraid then, though she’d hidden it well. With her Mistress’ protection, Yor had been able to negotiate with creatures far beyond her in power. It was exactly that display that had convinced him his current course of action was possible.

      “Good. I’m going to prepare the ritual. I’ll be ready in two hours, then we go through.”

      “Is that really enough time for you?” Yor asked, an elegant brow arched.

      Tyron nodded.

      “Of course. I’ve performed this ritual before, I know how it works. Having said that, I have a few ideas on it. Dove? Are you willing to help me go through a few things, or are you going to sulk?”

      “By the ripe tits of the Holy Mother, kid. You really know how to try a person’s patience. I’m dead and you still manage to piss me off. Yes, I’ll help you. I just want you to know that I’m not happy about it. You’re probably right about doing this, but by my own shiny bone-head, I don’t like it.”

      “Fine.”

      He strode over and picked up the skull.

      “Let’s get to work.”

      For the following two hours, he bickered back and forth with Dove as he set to putting down the ritual circle. Multiple times, the former Summoner sniped at him for his steady hand and perfect eye, even resorting to trying to distract him at key moments, much to Tyron’s irritation. Despite his affinity for such tasks, he was still human. He was forced to make corrections several times, losing valuable time.

      Despite this, the circle was complete to his satisfaction within the time allotted. He still lacked the materials to do such work properly, so he’d drawn the circle in dust again, but at least this time he had experience on his side. With his ritual focus and the modifications he’d made, he was confident he would be safe, particularly with Yor by his side.

      The vampire watched from the side as he cast the spell, a long and difficult process that required all the focus he could muster. When it was done, the break in the veil hovered before them, a perturbation in the air, as if a stone had been dropped in a pond before him. 

      Along with the rift came the voices, soft at first, pricking at his mind as they whispered their maddening truths.

      Tyron gripped his ritual focus in one hand, held before him like a ward as the circle glowed bright beneath his feet. From the side, Dove watched as the rift began to leak pure darkness, limbs of twisting non-stuff pushing into a reality that was never intended to hold them.

      An abyssal. Even dead, Dove felt a shiver of fear in his soul. Such a creature was beyond dangerous, and he never wanted to be this close to one in his life, or afterlife, for that matter.

      “Fucking… balls,” he muttered, for lack of anything better to say.

      A frown creased Tyron’s face as he fought off the voices, unable to see the danger creeping closer. Before the writhing tentacles found him, Yor was there, a hand raised, palm out, projecting a blood-red wave of light. The abyssal reacted the moment it was touched by that baleful glow. At first, it retracted, like an animal prodded unexpectedly, jerking backward into the rift. After a moment, it came forward again, its uncountable tendrils drifting and waving toward the glow.

      She’s communicating with it, Dove thought wonderingly. That shouldn’t be possible.

      He looked at the vampire anew. Despite what he knew about her, which admittedly wasn’t much, he hadn’t thought highly of the society she purported to represent. She’d been big on promises but hadn’t delivered anything tangible in terms of magickal knowledge or ability. But here, now, there was evidence of what she, and by extension, her people were capable of. The ability to navigate and commune with the Abyss… it was staggering. Summoners would give their left tit and both nuts to hold such knowledge. What could they learn? What mysteries had they unravelled?

      He hungered to know. Recognising the instinct in himself, he did his best to brush it off. He was dead and would stay that way. If he became self-absorbed in his pursuit of magick, he would fail in the only reason he still remained on this plane: helping the kid.

      “I have secured passage,” Yor said, snapping Tyron’s eyes open. “Are you ready?”

      The young Mage swallowed and nodded slowly, clearly still disturbed by the endless voices. 

      “Take me with you,” Dove said suddenly. 

      Tyron snapped his gaze down to the skull before he reached down and lifted it from his perch on a nearby stool with one hand.

      “Change your mind?” he asked his friend.

      “Not really, but this is a chance to see something I never imagined I would. Also, I don’t want to be stuck in a cave with a creepy tear through the veil of reality hovering in front of me.”

      Though he didn’t want to say it, the Necromancer was deeply comforted by Dove coming along. He took a deep breath and shook his head to clear it of whispers, then turned to Yor and nodded.

      “I’m ready,” he said.

      She grinned suddenly, revealing her pointed fangs, before she turned toward the tear and began to walk through, projecting the red light in front of her as she went. As she advanced, the abyssal retreated, retracting its limbs back through the rift.

      The moment the vampire came into contact with the veil, her figure blurred, becoming indistinct and frayed around the edges, like a tapestry unravelling. Tyron swallowed and stepped forward alongside her, carefully avoiding the dust circle as he did so.

      What he saw beyond the veil was… nothing. Darkness, an utter and complete void that stretched to eternity. He shifted his head to look behind and found he could see his own ritual, a slight tear in the boundless nothing, the flickering light of the cave beyond.

      The voices were louder now, insistent and urgent, flashing images and thoughts into his brain, spikes being driven straight into his thoughts. He growled and focused himself, using all of his mental discipline to force them away. Yor watched him with understanding in her eyes.

      “Not too late to turn back,” she said.

      “No,” he said heavily. “I’m fine. Let’s continue.”

      She nodded and turned back to the rift behind them. With one swift motion, she raised her wrist to her mouth and bit. From the wound, a stream of dark, pulsing blood began to flow, rising from her wrist and twisting through the air like a ribbon. 

      Tyron watched, amazed, as the blood flowed in and around itself, whirling into a complex shape that wrapped around the rift, forming a shield of protection that glowed with power.

      “This will prevent any of the denizens of this place from being able to move through the tear until we return,” she said. “Once they taste the freedom of the other side, they are seldom willing to give it up.”

      “You don’t fucking say,” Dove remarked sarcastically, but Tyron could tell his heart wasn’t really in it. Metaphorically speaking.

      “You okay there, Dove?” he asked.

      “This place is giving me the heebie-fucking-jeebies, kid. You don’t understand just what we’re looking at, otherwise you’d be right there with me.”

      “You think I’m not scared? At least you don’t have the voices in your head.”

      “True. They don’t seem interested in the dead.”

      “If you’re quite finished chatting,” Yor interjected, “we should advance. I cannot protect you forever.”

      For the first time, Tyron noticed that she seemed weakened, a slight tremor to her movements, a tiny quaver in her voice. What she’d done for them was draining to her, massively so.

      “Alright,” he said. “How do we proceed?”

      “Simply walk. When we are far enough from the tear, that which you seek will make itself known to you, but it cannot approach a breach in the veil. To do so would damage it, and your world.”

      “We walk? On what?”

      Tyron had no language to explain the place he found himself in. There was nothing to see, nothing to hear, and yet…

      He could talk, he stood upon… something, and out there, beyond the reach of the light that Yor created, he could sense them, the abyssals, circling them as sharks eyeing helpless prey. Their voices were audible but muted, scratched at the edges, as if they spoke to each other from close by, yet far away at the same time. His eyes swam whenever he tried to focus on anything at all. 

      And always the voices, whispering, pushing.

      “I honestly cannot explain. Walk, and try not to think about it.”

      And so they did. Shakily at first, they stepped away from the tear, which faded into the blackness behind them as they walked further out into the void. To help distract him from the voices, he engaged Dove in a hushed conversation about the Abyss, though there was nothing new the Summoner could tell him.

      When at last the tear had shrunk to almost nothing, Yor held up a hand, suddenly tense.

      Tyron froze, his eyes flicking uselessly around, meeting nothing but darkness on every side.

      And then the darkness moved.

      His mind creaked under the strain as it tried to process what continued to happen around him, yet failed. Dove was more articulate.

      “Fuck. Me,” the skull rasped.

      The… entity was enormous beyond comprehension. Larger than a mountain, larger than a mountain range, it enveloped them, almost completely, only a small gap remained back to the tear.

      Yet he couldn’t see it. There was nothing to see. Whatever it was, it gave off no light or sound. The Abyss was a void, the place between places, where nothing existed. The being before them was that nothing made manifest, a terrible state made manifest.

      “It’s listening,” Yor breathed to them. “Produce your offering.”

      Tyron stood transfixed, almost not hearing her. This had been a mistake. This was something even the Old Gods deferred to. What had he really hoped to achieve here?

      Hand shaking, he withdrew the stone from a pocket within his coat and held it aloft. Such a pitiful offering compared to the being in front of him. He could not feel more insignificant, more inconsequential, than he did at this moment. This entity could smash the entire western province with a stroke, if it were able to touch it.

      The darkness around them stilled, for a brief moment, then two things happened at once.

      First, the stone in Tyron’s hand crumbled to dust that bled into the void and vanished, consumed. There may have been a cry, a wail of despair that reverberated around them, or perhaps not. 

      The second thing to occur was a blast of searing pain that stabbed deep into the Necromancer’s mind. He threw his head back and screamed through gritted teeth as images burned themselves into his consciousness, too bright for him to comprehend.

      The agony was short-lived, as he was unable to withstand it for long. Before the presence was done, he felt his legs give way as the pain receded and blessed oblivion embraced him.

      He awoke with a start to find himself inside the cave, staring up at Yor, who looked down at him solemnly, a hint of concern on her sculpted features. His head pounded, and he felt as if his blood crawled through his veins.

      “What you just did was remarkably dangerous,” the vampire stated, “I hope you were able to gain what you were looking for.”

      Tyron leaned back and closed his eyes. His entire body shook, with relief, or shock, or fear, he didn’t know. He’d been so stupid, and yet he hadn’t failed.

      He nodded shakily. Somehow, the being had understood what he needed, in a way.

      In the back of his mind, knowledge burned uncomfortably. Were he to lift a hand and point, he could precisely identify the location of Monty and his remaining bandits.
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      The countryside slowly rattled past as the cart followed a winding dirt track through the foothills. Tyron sat in his customary position toward the back, a femur held in his hands as he passed it back and forth, trying to focus his mind on it.

      He’d been this way for hours, and Dove was starting to get sick of it.

      “What crawled up your arse and died?” he demanded.

      “W-what?” the young Mage looked up, surprised.

      The skull that contained the Summoner’s spirit sat wedged between two bags of bones so it didn’t bounce around in the back of the cart, and Tyron found his glowing eyes, frowning.

      “You’ve been sitting there squirming with a sour look on your face, not saying anything for hours. We both know what’s bothering you. Let’s talk about it, let’s flop it out and examine it in the true male tradition.”

      “Dove, you don’t need to insert your dick into every situation.”

      “That’s what my wife said.”

      “Wait… you were married?”

      “No, not in the legal sense. Or the romantic sense. It doesn’t matter. Stop trying to change the subject! Murder. We were going to talk about all the murder you’re planning on doing.”

      Tyron’s features twisted, and he leaned forward to bury his face in his palms.

      “This is why I didn’t want to talk about it,” he groaned. “I was hoping to avoid thinking about it at least for a while.”

      “Except you didn’t avoid thinking about it, did you? Every time you tried to focus on that chunk of bone, you got a look on your face like you were about to throw up.”

      “That obvious, was it?” Tyron sighed.

      “It was even more obvious than that, if I’m being honest. I’ve seen Slayers with dysentery that had a more placid expression than you had on. If the concept of murder is so disturbing to you, then why are we out here trundling about on the plains?”

      “You know why,” the Necromancer grumbled.

      “Explain it to me again. Just for funsies.”

      “So I can get experience and resources to keep advancing my Class.”

      “So, your plan is to murder a bunch of people in order to empower yourself?”

      The Mage lifted his head and set his jaw.

      “Yes,” he said.

      As much as he might try to dress it up, that was what he was going to do. He could make an argument that the men he was planning to kill were terrible, evil even. Rapists and murderers, they would be killed by the marshals eventually, once Annette and the others reported their experiences to the authorities. Did that make it right for Tyron to take the law into his own hands?

      No. Not even close.

      Little by little, he could feel himself being chipped away. Only the day before, he had taken the spirit of a person, a human being, and offered it to an otherworldly creature in exchange for knowledge.

      Was it really a soul? Was it a psychic imprint on the ambient magick from the moment of death? Did it matter, in the end? He refused to handwave his responsibilities away with weak justifications. The only way to face his actions and choices was head on.

      Ultimately, all of the morality boiled down to a single question he continued to ask himself every day. He’d asked it as he stood in the dark, stone in hand, preparing to conjure a spirit. He’d asked it as he looked into the Abyss for the first time and felt the madness imprisoned there creeping into him. He’d asked it as he stood, shovel in hand, over the open grave of a recently departed member of his own community.

      Will you do this thing, or will you abandon your goals?

      Was he willing to turn his back on all that he hoped to achieve, to reach the heights his parents had achieved, to be a force for good in the world and help turn back the tide of rift-kin slowly burying the realm in darkness? Or would he forge ahead, against his own instinct, against what he thought was the right thing?

      It was wrong to hunt and kill human beings to empower himself. It was an unarguable fact. Yet he was going to do it anyway, because he would rather do that than abandon his hopes and dreams.

      “Am I a selfish person, Dove?” he asked.

      “Yes,” the response was immediate.

      A flicker of pain crossed through the Necromancer’s eyes. He’d known it, but it still hurt to hear it said. He liked to think he wanted power for the right reasons, but ultimately, he still wanted it for himself.

      “Kid, everyone who pursues the heights is a selfish piece of shit in this place. You have to be, really. Altruism is nice, don’t get me wrong, it’s great even. But any person who was able to scale the precipice and achieve those kinds of levels of personal strength is automatically selfish. The resources they had to expend to get there, the effort, the time, the energy, all of it could have been directed to another cause, but instead it was devoted to the self. Your parents are a perfect example. Magnin and Beory do whatever the hell they want and always have.”

      “They’ve helped a lot of people.”

      “That’s a byproduct of their search for freedom. You know that as well as I do.”

      “They’ve never murdered anyone.”

      “First, you don’t know that. Slayers are asked to do all sorts of shit when they reach the top end. Rogil had us hunt down criminals a few times. They didn’t get a trial, let me tell you now. Second, do you think they would have committed murder if it was the only way for them to grow strong?”

      They would have. They wouldn’t even hesitate.

      He didn’t like to admit it, his parents were heroes in the eyes of the public, but he knew them better than anyone. The drive for adventure, and freedom, was all-consuming inside those two. They would have pushed for it at any price.

      “I guess what I’m trying to say is, fuck Monty and those pricks. Heck, resurrect those arseholes and murder them twice. Don’t get all in your feelings over a gang of literal pieces of walking shit.”

      “I get what you’re saying, but that doesn’t make it right.”

      “Kid. Tyron. Who fucking cares if it’s right? Not this entrapped spirit, that’s for sure. These guys need killing, you need levels and skeletons, it’s winning all around.”

      They didn’t speak for a long moment as the cart continued to rumble forward. Eventually, Tyron broke the silence.

      “Thanks, Dove.”

      Without the support of the skull, he likely would have driven himself mad by now. He knew he was in the wrong, but at least he felt a little better about it.

      “No problem. Now, rather than moping, hopefully you can start doing a better job making sure the marshals aren’t about to leap over the ridge and punch us in the face.”

      “I’ve been checking….”

      “Sure you have.”

      Tyron sighed and worked his magick for a moment. When it was complete, his eyes flickered before being overtaken by vision from another source. Looking through the eyes of his skeletons, he scanned their surroundings before he dismissed the spell.

      “Still nothing,” he said.

      “Those bony boys have shocking eyesight. You really think using them for your lookouts is appropriate?”

      “Unlike you, I don’t have a spirit bird I can whip out to spy on things. Skeletons are what I have, so that’s what I have to use.”

      He had four out there now, moving carefully through the brush while the rest of his minions pulled the cart. Every now and again, he would look through their eyes and see if anyone was drawing close. Out here on the plains, he was at constant risk of discovery by Slayers and marshals. Hopefully, they wouldn’t care enough about these relatively empty places to search thoroughly for any stray kin.

      “Which is why—”

      “Summoners are superior,” Tyron sounded out along with him, rolling his eyes.

      “Nice to see you agree. Now, if you’re finally in a good headspace, let’s see if we can work on your new stuff.”

      “You mean my Minion Modification skill?”

      “Exactly. How does that even work?”

      It was an… interesting ability, albeit a powerful one. Tyron had never really considered the possibility he’d be able to make changes to minions that had already been created. Adjusting a ritual that had been enacted was very different from reforging a blade. A ritual was a complex magickal construct with many moving, interlocking pieces. Sticking his hand in the middle and tinkering with it was, generally speaking, bad for the ritual and not great for his hand either.

      Except, in this metaphor, the hand would be his mind.

      Yet this new skill enabled him to do just that. It was remarkable.

      “It’s… weird. It’s like I can peel back layers of a minion and work on them before patching it all back together. I’ve only attempted it a few times, it’s such a strange sensation. I can even start to unravel their bone weaving and change sections.”

      The skull absorbed this information.

      “I don’t think you understand how powerful that skill is going to be in the long run. Having undead lagging way behind your current standard can get you killed. Not to mention the insane efficiency gain. You’ll go through less remains to maintain a full contingent of your best minions, and you don’t even need to find remains to practise your skills.”

      Tyron frowned.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, if you want to work on your Raise Dead, for example, you can bring over one of the bone crew and start poking at the ritual. It might even give you insights you wouldn’t otherwise get, being able to modify it after it was cast.”

      That was… true. Tyron hadn’t really considered it that way. He quickly ordered one of his skeletons to approach and watched as it awkwardly climbed into the back of the cart amidst the bags filled with bones.

      “Workaholic,” Dove sniffed.

      The young Mage grinned as he got to work, beginning to extend his magick and examine the conduit that lay between the skeleton and himself. Being able to make modifications as it functioned was an incredible opportunity, and he wasted no time in starting as he commented back and forth with his friend.

      Despite how engrossing the magick was, in the back of his mind, the locations of the remaining bandits burned like candles. No matter what he did, it was impossible for him to truly dismiss them from his thoughts.

      They weren’t that far away. He’d likely run into a few of them tomorrow. A group of six, or perhaps seven, had broken off from the main group and appeared to have settled somewhere close to the foothills.

      Spectacularly unwise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-TWO

          

          

      

    

    







            MERCILESS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, 21 December 2022

        4:28 PM

      

      

      There were more candles burning than the night before. When Tyron had gone to sleep, he’d estimated there to be close to twenty of the small flames alight in the back of his mind. When he awoke, that number had grown. By how much was difficult to say, many of the candles flickered so close to each other that determining an exact number was impossible. Even so, he was certain it had grown.

      That meant Monty had not yet given up on his twisted ambitions. He was recruiting. The thought of the chubby, plain-faced farmhand despoiling even more families filled Tyron’s chest with anger until he felt it would boil up his throat. Why weren’t the Slayers and marshals doing anything? Had they still not reached this area? 

      If that was the case, they were dragging their feet, moving well behind the timetable he’d expected from them. As a result, the people suffered.

      His skeletons moved with silent precision as he actively directed them with his thoughts. The isolated farmhouse wasn’t much to look at, far less prosperous than the four farmsteads they’d assaulted in the past. This area was even more remote, the land less fertile and more difficult to work. Judging by the size of the building, it was unlikely more than four or five had lived there.

      Smoke curled from the chimney, indicating a well-tended fire burned inside. As close as he was, Tyron could hear muffled voices from within, punctuated by occasional bursts of raucous laughter and banter.

      Some part of him hated these men. The callous disregard for others, the brute, thuggish enforcement of their will against the helpless. They were everything his parents had taught him not to be.

      The Necromancer fuelled that anger, funnelled his emotions in the kiln until it burned hot and righteous. He needed that fire to do what had to be done, to take the next step.

      He was the aggressor this time, self-defence didn’t come into it.

      It was incredible how much of a difference each skill made. The combination of Minion Commander and Undead Control allowed him to direct the movements of his twenty skeletons like a conductor did his musicians. It was as if he were forming patterns in his mind, lines for the skeletons to move along. No longer did they crowd into each other, or even get their swords tangled in each other’s ribs (which had happened a few times, much to his embarrassment). They moved equally distant from each other, and his mental commands shifted smoothly from one to the next. 

      This was most definitely something he needed to raise as high as possible. He hoped it still worked as well when he had a larger horde of undead. What would it feel like to direct an army of thousands like this? He could scarcely imagine the thrill of it.

      Unwilling to expose himself, Tyron remained crouched by the wall, his eyes narrowed to the point of almost being closed as he subtly wove his magick. He peered through the eyes of his skeletons as they wrapped around the humble building, poised beside windows, hunkered down next to doors.

      With their silent movement, and having been manipulated to remain out of sight, the undead crept into position unnoticed. Without even realising it, the bandits had been enveloped in a skeletal fist.

      If he were to cast any of his more powerful support spells, the men inside were sure to hear him, so Tyron refrained, instead directing his minions to approach the front door.

      So fine was his ability to command them, he could even direct a skeleton to step forward and grasp the door handle as he looked through its eyes. In one smooth motion, the skeleton pulled the door open with force and charged forward, followed closely by ten of its fellow servants.

      Seen through the blurred view of a skeleton, the inside of the house was even more of a mess than it would have seemed under normal circumstances. It had been ransacked, the cupboards kicked in, food trampled underfoot, pieces of furniture scattered across the floor. The men who sat in a loose circle around a firepit in the centre of what had once been a humble dining area, passing a half-empty bottle between each other, weren’t much better. Dishevelled and unwashed, they appeared to have gone half wild, knotted hair and ripped clothing giving an animalistic cast to their appearance.

      That rage boiled up in Tyron’s throat once more, threatening to choke him. He grimaced outside the building, his teeth clenched to hold it in as he directed his skeletons forward.

      The bandits snatched up weapons as they scrambled to rise to their feet, but they were much too slow. With his new abilities, it was trivial for Tyron to order his servants forward efficiently, dividing the skeletons between the seven targets. Swords thrust forward or fell down in crude overhead chops, cutting into flesh. Fresh blood sprayed as the bandits cried out in pain, the splatter little more than a purple haze in the eyes of the skeletons.

      Only a few managed to rise to their feet unharmed, but Tyron was ready for them, rotating skeletons from the wounded targets to overwhelm the others. One skeleton swung in a wide arc from right to left, forcing the former farmhand to block to the side, while another undead stepped forward with a stab directly to the chest.

      In moments, the fight had gone out of them. Taken completely by surprise, they’d been overwhelmed in an instant. Two leapt out the windows, smashing through the wooden shutters only to land at the feet of waiting minions. Others surrendered, clutching at their wounds with one hand as they attempted to keep the life from seeping from their bodies, the other raised in the air, dropping their weapons to the floor.

      So easy. Too easy. It shouldn’t be this simple to kill, yet here he was. Strange to think that a small group of normal people were simply no threat to him anymore. Their skills and stats were so much less useful in battle than his own. Even if these men had been prepared for his arrival, he still would have overwhelmed them by adding his own magick into the mix. Only Slayers or higher-levelled marshals could fight him now.

      This was the progress he’d made after the suffering and effort he’d put in.

      Despite the surge of pride he felt, he was all too aware of what even one Slayer at the same level as himself would do to him. A swordsman at level twenty would carve through his skeletons as if they weren’t even there, moving with preternatural speed and grace. In fact, such a fighter could probably ignore the undead altogether. Stronger and faster, they could home in on him and cut his head from his shoulders, and there was precious little Tyron would be able to do about it.

      Something for him to consider in the future. Countermeasures had to exist, though he wasn’t sure what they might be. For now, he had seven human lives to deal with.

      “Lie down on your bellies,” he shouted through the wall. “Keep your hands away from your weapons!”

      He had to repeat himself twice to be heard over the begging and cursing. Soon each bandit lay helpless, a skeleton pressing a blade into their backs as the others collected the simple arms they’d gathered.

      Hatchets, crude cudgels, and various other farm implements. Only one had a proper weapon, a morningstar of basic make. It would be a good weapon for a future minion since the skeleton’s lack of coordination wouldn’t matter as much. Perhaps the bandit would be able to keep using it in the next phase of his existence.

      Tyron pulled his thoughts away from that grim thought.

      With the situation in hand, he stood and made his way around the building and in through the door. The bandits lay bleeding, cursing, one of them sobbing, with his skeletons stood over them. As he entered, they began swearing, threatening, and begging in equal measure, voices filled with rage and despair.

      They truly were a pathetic sight.

      He realised then it had been a mistake to come inside. Seeing them for himself made it all the more difficult to do the next part. He worked to stoke the heat of his anger, hoping his outrage would help him do what needed to be done.

      Yet the more he tried to feed the fire, the colder he became. All his emotions and doubts felt burned away, leaving nothing behind. His foot lashed out as he kicked one of the bandits in the leg.

      “Get up,” he said. “I’ll talk to you outside.”

      At his mental command, three more skeletons entered and watched the man as he came to his feet. Wary of any desperate attacks, Tyron kept his distance as the hollow-eyed, gaunt figure was marched from the small home with several blades poking him in the ribs.

      “Easy there, ya fucking walking bones. I’d like to keep my ribs on tha’ inside, unlike yaselves.”

      Not likely.

      Once they were outside, Tyron sized up the bandit more carefully. He was clearly at the end of his tether. The pants he wore had been sturdy workman’s gear at one point, but now they were tattered. Torn in several places, frayed all over and with no sign of repair, his attire told a tale of a man on the edge.

      Life must have been a little rough since they lost their little slice of paradise.

      Likely this was why these seven had broken away from the main group. The situation was getting more desperate this far west. Marshals and Slayers still hadn’t arrived to restore order, there was little to no trade, and supplies were growing thin.

      Not for the first time, Tyron was grateful he didn’t have to feed his minions anything other than magick. Yor was also blessedly low maintenance. Though he worried often if people in nearby communities were vanishing into the night. 

      “I’m not sure if I recognise you,” Tyron said. “You didn’t happen to try and storm a farm recently? Left a good number of your friends behind, dead on the ground?”

      The bandit eyed him warily.

      “Aye, Mage. I was there.”

      “You don’t seem all that angry about seeing me again.”

      The man shrugged.

      “I figure we deserve it, after what we done. Monty was sayin’ we could live free after, but I wasn’ sure.”

      “You feel bad for what you’ve done?” Tyron asked, a little surprised.

      The bandit slumped forward, his eyes devoid of emotion.

      “Doesn’ matter now. Jus’ kill me and be done, Mage. I don’t got nothing to say.”

      “There’s quite a bit you can tell me, the only real question is how much work I need to put in before I get my answers. You can talk to me while you’re alive, or we can carry on this conversation after you’re dead. Which would you rather?”

      His captive’s face paled as he took in his words.

      “Ya can’t do that. Ya can’t take my soul.”

      “I’d rather not have to,” Tyron said honestly. “Tell me what I want to know about Monty, and you’ll get a clean death. Refuse, and I’ll be forced to compel your spirit to talk.”

      It turns out that the idea of being interfered with after death was rather disturbing to most people. Even if the bandit was resigned to the fate of his remains being converted to an undead, he was far more opposed to the idea of Tyron binding his spirit in any way.

      There wasn’t much to be learned about Monty and his gang. After being defeated by Tyron, they’d retreated in disarray, fighting amongst themselves, losing several members as their bickering escalated. Ultimately, Monty had retained his leadership and directed the rest to find new targets. These seven had broken away to try and find a more out-of-the-way place where they could lay low and hopefully avoid the consequences of their actions.

      Tyron didn’t bother asking what had happened to the families who had lived here, and his captive didn’t volunteer the information. There was no need to say it out loud.

      When he was done, Tyron turned and walked away as his skeletons raised their blades at his mental command.

      He could still hear the screaming, despite the distance he put between himself and the house. At least, mercifully, it didn’t last long.
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      It was difficult not to get to work on the remains straight away. For a moment, he had to laugh at himself. What had he become? No sooner had he finished killing seven people than his fingers began to itch for his carving knife. He relayed the feeling to Dove when he picked up the skull and his friend commiserated in his traditional fashion.

      “You were always a creepy fucker. If anything, the necromancy has allowed you to truly express your true self. The love for carving human flesh was inside you all along.”

      “Shut up, Dove,” Tyron rolled his eyes. “I did not want to butcher people.”

      “I notice you said ‘did not’ and not ‘do not,’ you sick bastard.”

      “I can’t create minions without getting at the bones, you idiot skull.”

      “Hey, no judgement here. I’m only surprised you didn’t get straight to chopping.”

      The Necromancer blew out a breath along with his frustration. Dove was always difficult when he felt he needed to lighten the tension.

      “I need to perform the Status ritual, as well you know. With these seven dead, along with the rift-kin I slayed, I might have enough for two levels. I can’t create new minions until I see what choices I get.”

      “Well, hurry up and get to it, man. I might be dead, but I don’t have endless patience. The first choices you get in a new Class are usually pretty damn swish. A little reward for making it over the hump.”

      “What did you pick, when you reached twenty-two?”

      “I was able to make a new, more powerful spirit contract. Swimming the Astral Sea, looking for a creature that vibed with me, those were the days. Up to that point, all I had was my stupid bird. Don’t get me wrong, he’s awesome, but much less impressive than a kick-ass wolf who can eat rift-kin for breakfast.”

      “I bet…. how did you even level up with nothing but a hawk?”

      The eyes of the skull flickered in amusement. 

      “Not all of us were on the run from the law, kid. I was in a Mage academy, getting drunk, practising magick, and trying to get laid. Took me two years to settle my foundation and ascend my Class. I didn’t have to fight a rift-kin until I’d reached level twenty-four. Not directly, anyway.”

      “That sounds nice,” Tyron sighed.

      He certainly hadn’t had that luxury.

      “If you think all kin are the same as the little shits you’ve fought so far, you’re out of your mind, kid. Go through a rift and take a peek at the other side if you get the chance. You’ll shit your dark, ominous robes inside a minute.”

      “I wouldn’t doubt it.”

      If that weren’t the case, superhuman people like his parents wouldn’t have had to spend all of their time travelling to hotspots, clearing rifts when the Slayers hadn’t been able to keep up.

      If just anyone could do it, no one would need to scale the heights of power in the way they had.

      “Hopefully, something good comes up,” he sighed, “I need all the help I can get.”

      “I’m hoping for sexy ghosts.”

      Tyron hesitated. He couldn’t help it.

      “Why… would they be… sexy? Exactly?”

      “Why in the name of all that is good and holy would you create an unsexy ghost?”

      The young Mage hung his head. He should have known not to ask, of course he should have known. After all this time, how could he still be asking, expecting something other than complete nonsense?

      “I’m going to perform the ritual. Don’t speak to me until it’s done. Or ever again.”

      “You got it.”

      Events:

      You have directed your horde with precision in battle. Minion Commander has reached level 2.

      You have coordinated the actions of your undead to great effect. Undead Control has reached level 2.

      You have experienced the world through the eyes of your minions. Minion Sight has reached level 5.

      You have enacted the ritual and gained knowledge of it. Pierce the Veil has reached level 5.

      You have used your abilities to make changes to already raised minions. Minion Modification has reached level 2.

      New Undead have been created. Raise Dead has increased proficiency.

      You have applied your skills to assess and prepare the dead. Corpse Appraisal, Corpse Preparation have increased proficiency.

      Dark Magick has been used to create the Undead. Death Magick has increased proficiency. 

      You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Undead Weaver has reached level 22. You have received +2 Strength, +4 Constitution, +6 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +2 Willpower, +2 Manipulation, and +4 Poise. 

      The Abyss welcomes your sacrifice, even as it delights in the taste of your thoughts. The Scarlet Court is content with your progress, so long as you recall the favours you owe. The Dark Ones remain amused at your antics. For now. Anathema has reached level 11. You have received +2 Constitution, +2 Intelligence, +2 Willpower.
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        Undead Weaver (Level 22)
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        None

        None (Locked)
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        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 5) (Max)
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        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 10)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 10)

        Death Magick (Level 8)

        Bone Mending (Level 5)

        Minion Commander (Level 2)

        Undead Control (Level 2)

        Minion Modification (Level 2)

         

        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 5) (Max)

        Magick Bolt (Level 5) (Max)

         

        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 10)

        Bone Stitching (Level 10) (Max)

        Commune with Spirits (Level 4)

        Shivering Curse (Level 6)

        Death Blades (Level 5)

        Bone Armour (Level 3)

        Minion Sight (Level 5)

         

        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 5)

        Appeal to the Court (Level 2)

        Dark Communion (Level 1)

        Suppress Mind (Level 4)

        Repository (Level 2)

        Fear (Level 3)

         

        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus II

        Magick Battery II

         

        Anathema Feats:

        Repository

        Wall of Thought I

         

        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial): INT +3, WIS +3

        Words of Power (Initial): WIS +3, CHA +3

      

      

      Undead Weaver Level 22. Choose an additional Spell or Skill:

      Spirit Binding - Create Minions from the spirits of the dead.

      Ghoul Flesh - Instil Death Magick into the flesh of the deceased.

      When he looked down at the paper and took in just how far he’d come, it was hard not to get emotional. It had been a struggle, and he’d had to fight for everything he’d achieved, but the results were there on the page.

      Officially, he’d be a bronze-rank Slayer if he didn’t possess this illegal Class. One of the superhumans responsible for defending the people from the rifts and fighting to maintain this world.

      He shook his head. 

      I’ll make it happen, he vowed to himself, someway, somehow. I’ll make it happen.

      His physical body had never been stronger or more durable than it was right now. Sadly, his flexibility and coordination remained rather pathetic, he wouldn’t be beating anyone in a swordfight, but he could live without that. All he had to do was find ways for his undead to hold their own against other high-levelled individuals, and he’d never have to worry about fighting anyone hand to hand.

      His intelligence translated to a vastly increased pool of magick to work with and the mental muscle to wield it. His wisdom lagged behind, but not so far that it would be a detriment. His ability to handle his power had never been as fine as it had become now.

      He could handle far more skeletons now, perhaps as many as forty. The only thing holding him back was the need to move undetected on the plains. Too large a group would make discovery all but certain.

      Still, new options, new spells, new avenues to improve his situation. He’d been looking forward to seeing what the Unseen would offer him, but he wasn’t immensely pleased with what he saw.

      Spirit Binding. Ghost minions. They would be useful, more than useful, but was Tyron really willing to bind the spirits of the dead into his service? Using the remains was fine, but this? He’d promised the last bandit he’d killed that he wouldn’t use his spirit in any way.

      But the other option was even less palatable. Ghoul flesh? There was only one type of undead that possessed flesh, and that was zombies. Infusing the flesh with Death Magick… would likely have the effect of preserving it, or perhaps even strengthening it. Stronger, faster zombies, possibly a whole new type of undead in their own right.

      “What have you got, kid?” Dove asked.

      Tyron shared his options.

      “Ghouls. Nasty buggers. Not really a zombie, they’re a whole different thing. Faster, harder hitting, but more reliant on the integrity of their flesh than a zombie, so they’re squishier.”

      “What about the other?”

      “What do you mean? It’s Spirit Binding. It couldn’t scream ‘ghost’ any harder if it tried.”

      The Necromancer pulled a face.

      “Don’t give me that look, you ponce,” Dove scoffed. “Spirits are awesome. Invisible most of the time, they can float about and get into all sorts of shit. Right pain in the arse.”

      “Can they fight?”

      “I’m not sure about that. Just because I’ve seen undead doesn’t make me a damned expert.”

      “If you had to guess?”

      The skull sat silent for a moment.

      “If you held a blade to my throat, I’d laugh at you, then say probably not. Spirits capable of causing harm, or at least severe harm, certainly do exist, but I think they’ll be higher level than what you’ll be offered right now.”

      “Why couldn’t they just have given me a better form of skeleton?” Tyron groaned.

      He’d had enough moral quandaries to deal with lately, he didn’t need this on his head as well. He’d found the resolve to hunt down and kill the bandits continuing to grow, though it had been difficult. Now was he really going to commit further and start enslaving spirits of the deceased?

      “Stop being such a pansy about it,” Dove rebuked him. “You know as well as I do that the only sensible choice is the ghosts. You don’t have the skills or feats to support flesh-based undead, and the spirits will fill in a niche that you need. With a few invisible ghosties spying for us, our chances of slipping through the plains undetected will shoot through the fucking roof.”

      The former Summoner was right. It was the obvious choice. That didn’t make it any easier for Tyron to accept it.

      “Look. Negotiate with them or something. Give them a period of time they’ll be bound and then release them voluntarily afterward. Same as you’ve done with me, except you’ll actually keep your promise.”

      “Dove, I will release you.”

      “Good. I’d be really pissed off otherwise. Does that soothe your conscience a little?”

      Strangely enough, that did sound more palatable to Tyron.

      “So I wouldn’t keep them forever, just for a period of time?”

      “Basically, yeah. Just say, ‘hey, it sucks, you’re going to be an undead ghost-thing. Good news, I’ll let you free after a year’ and then go on with your day.”

      It took a little longer for Tyron to convince himself this was a good idea before he eventually placed his thumbprint next to Spirit Binding.

      As always, the inrush of energy from confirming the ritual left him breathless and lightheaded as the power of the Unseen suffused him. New knowledge trickled into his mind, a new magickal technique that would allow him to create a new type of servant.

      His love for magick was such that, despite his earlier misgivings, he already wanted to experiment with the new method. There would be a great deal to learn, slivers of knowledge that may be applicable in other places. His fingers itched. 

      This also meant that with every bandit he killed, there existed the potential to create two minions rather than the one. The bones would of course be turned into a skeleton, but the spirit could now be used as well….

      Tyron destroyed the paper marked with his blood and stood with a sigh.

      “Alright then. Time to go have a chat with some pissed-off bandit ghosts.”

      “Hey, you do you. I think I’ll sleep.”

      The light faded from the skull’s eyes, leaving Tyron on his own. He huffed and picked up his friend before starting to trek back to the cart. It was never a good idea to dive into a new magick without some thought and preparation, so once he found the worn, wooden transport, he rummaged in his pack for his book and sat Dove on a corner post before returning to the building.

      The details of this new method were still sorting themselves out in his brain, and Tyron needed to put them more or less in order before he dared to use it. He ordered the skeletons to drag the corpses out of the building and found a more or less clean chair to sit in and get to work.

      The new method was… difficult. To utilise a spirit and turn it into an undead minion was something of a process. The… subject… needed to be housed in a shell before it could exist and operate as a minion, which was what this new ability did. He could use his magick to form an intangible… housing, in which a spirit could be bound. 

      Once completed, he would then be able to cast Raise Dead to create the conduit between the spirit and himself and bind it to his service.

      Presumably, he wouldn’t need to construct a nascent mind within the undead, since it would already have one, which meant he could likely abridge the ritual to exclude those parts. A thought for another time.

      “Right, then,” he said as he put down his pen. 

      He perused his notes one more time before he made his way outside to look at the seven dead bandits on the ground.

      “Well. I promised you that your spirit would be free from interference. So you’re out.”

      He turned to the other six.

      “But you guys are all fair game.”

      To negotiate with the spirits, or tell them his conditions, more accurately, he would need to speak to them before he raised them. He rubbed his palms together. It was time for magick.
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      “Blood and bones, that’s cold!” Tyron exclaimed as a shiver ran through his arm.

      He snatched the limb back from the edge of the cart and rubbed it vigorously, encouraging the blood flow as he glared at the nothing on his right. Except it wasn’t nothing, as well he knew.

      “They got you again?” Dove chuckled. “Man, these guys really know how to hold a grudge.”

      “I’m not even certain they’re doing it on purpose,” Tyron muttered. “They kind of drift in place when they aren’t actively moving somewhere.”

      “They coincidentally happen to drift into you multiple times?” Dove was sceptical.

      “They shouldn’t be able to act against me in any way. Part of the Raise Dead ritual builds in controls so that they can’t refuse orders and can’t harm me.”

      “Perhaps it doesn’t count as harm if all they do is make you cold and piss you off. I’m not surprised they’d want to rebel, given the circumstances. Imagine working for an honest living your entire life and then getting enslaved by some fluffy-chinned punk after he murdered you. That’s rough.”

      The skull made a clucking sound as he mulled over the monstrous actions Tyron had committed. For his part, the Necromancer stared hard at his friend, not rising to the bait. Describing the men as having worked “an honest living their entire lives” was too much, even for the former Summoner. These guys had been thieves, killers, and rapists.

      No matter the reason, Dove continuously poked and prodded Tyron about his new minions, wheedling away, despite having convinced him to do it in the first place! 

      Simply one of the ways the skull continued to be both a welcome companion and a total pain in the backside at the same time. Tyron ignored him for a moment and directed his thoughts toward the connection he shared with his undead. The seven bandits he’d killed had been processed and would reach saturation in a few hours, after which he planned to raise them as skeletons. His loyal bone-centric minions were not what he had his mind on for the momen,t though, he was more interested in the other six.

      As he engaged the mental connection they shared, he shuddered again at the strange, alien touch of those undead minds. The skeletons barely had a thought in their heads at all, so they didn’t give this kind of feedback. A skeleton was almost like a magickal construct, in a sense, one made using human remains. The “mind” was entirely artificial, and they were as pliable as wooden dolls, with no resistance or desires of their own.

      The ghosts were different. Bound by magick and chained by ritual, a crude facsimile of a human mind was contained within each. They didn’t think clear thoughts; for reasons Tyron didn’t quite understand, they lacked even the limited capacity to communicate they’d had in life.

      His current working theory was that the vessel, or container, that he had created was too crude an implement for their spirit to inhabit fully. This would mean they were incapable of employing the full range of their thoughts and emotions, leaving the ghost as a relatively simple creature.

      It was also possible that dying and leaving the body had tainted the spirit in some way. Even in conversation when he employed the Commune with Spirits ritual, the ghosts had been… different from their human selves. Cruder. Vengeful. Being bound in their new form hadn’t seemed to perk them up any. If anything, it made them worse.

      As he touched minds with his new minions, cold, numb fury was all he could sense from them. Currently, four of them were spread around the cart in a rough square, with skeletons a further hundred metres in. The other two were beside him on either side of the vehicle, with one getting a little too close every time they stopped.

      He quickly enacted the spell that allowed him to “see” through the eyes of a minion. The ghosts possessed even poorer vision than the skeletons but made excellent scouts. Near invisible, they hovered above the ground like a freezing wind. If someone were to get too close, they would more than likely notice the unnatural cold before they managed to see the faint, purple outline of the spirit.

      Seen through the eyes of the ghosts, the world was a twisted nightmare landscape covered in strange purple winds. It was unnerving to look at but far better than being blind, something that proved especially important as he checked the third ghost.

      “Damn,” he said. “Looks like a patrol.”

      “Bound to happen eventually. Good thing we don’t look suspicious.”

      Tyron stared at him.

      “What? Sure, I’m a talking skull, and the cart is filled with bags of meticulously sorted bones, and we’re surrounded by the walking dead, but other than that, we’re good.”

      “You’re not funny.”

      “Oh, you hurt my feelings. Except I don’t have any, I’m a spectre clinging to the mortal plane by unnatural means.”

      “Shut up, Dove.”

      Tyron tuned out the skull and focused through the eyes of his servant once more. It was hard to tell, but he felt there might be three or four of them. Slayers, merchants, or marshals, it was impossible to tell. He could move the skeleton nearby closer, or go himself for a better look, but he felt it was best not to take chances. The group wasn’t travelling directly for them, but would pass them some distance to the north.

      “Hup.”

      He jumped down from the cart so the skeletons could move it more easily and instructed them to drag it from the path. The frequent mounds and hills of the foothills were well behind them now, but that didn’t mean there weren’t places to hide. Vegetation became more common on the plains, the landscape dotted with copses of trees between developed farmland.

      “More and more people coming through the plains,” Dove remarked from his position atop a corner post of the cart. “Not really the best time to be planning mass murder, now is it?”

      “Not like I have a choice,” Tyron said. “They aren’t far away now. We could probably reach them tonight if we don’t run into more travellers.”

      He reached out again and shifted the position of his scouts, making sure he maintained a perimeter. It was inefficient to keep the undead so far from him, but he could spare it. His capacity continued to grow as he progressed, to the point he could easily maintain his current minions, even if the ghosts took far more than a skeleton did.

      Much of that could be put down to his sloppy work creating the vessels for them. For a first attempt, it wasn’t terrible, but much like his early Bone Stitching, there were many errors. He wasn’t confident enough in the technique yet to try and improve his existing spectres, but with more practice he would be able to fix them, somewhat.

      “That means Yor will catch up to us before we reach them. You think she’ll want to help out?”

      “Yor?” Tyron pondered. “I don’t think so. She hasn’t been too keen to help me thus far. Not overtly, anyway.”

      “I got the impression she really didn’t like this particular bunch. She wasn’t her usual self around the women at that farm.”

      “Are you suggesting…?”

      “I’m saying it’s natural for her to have sympathy. She may be an inhuman, blood-sucking monstrosity now, but once upon a time, she was a human woman. If she wants to rip the lungs out of one of those bastards and then wring them out like a wet cloth into her open mouth, I wouldn’t be shocked.”

      “That sounds… disturbingly specific.”

      “You telling me you haven’t fantasised about that?”

      “That’s what I’m saying, Dove, yes.”

      “Weak.”

      Tyron shook his head but kept his eyes on the travellers through his ghost. He didn’t neglect to check via his other scouts also, making sure he kept tabs on all directions.

      “Alright, we can keep moving,” he said. Instructing the skeletons to return the cart to the trail, he leapt up into the back again. “Another few hours and we’ll make camp. Do a bit of scouting.”

      “Any ideas on how you’re going to approach Monty and his merry band? You don’t have the benefit of being on the defensive this time, it’s going to be tricky.”

      Tyron thought for a moment.

      “We’ll need to see where they holed up to get a better idea,” he said, “and I’ve got a few things to go over with you regarding the spells I have. I think we can work out a couple of things that might help. There’s another seven skeletons to add to the crew as well.”

      “Hopefully, it’s enough.”

      “There’s not much I can do if it isn’t.”

      “Well, there’s always Yor.”

      “Dove….”

      “I’m telling you, man, the lung has a surprisingly spongy texture. She could get a lot of juice out of there. Running over her arms and face… fucking sexy stuff.”

      “You’re a twisted, depraved man, Dove. Death doesn’t seem to have helped that any.”

      “I think it just removed the few inhibitions I had left.”

      “Whose idea was it to bring you back to life? I must have been drunk.”

      “Hate to break it to you, kid, but with a constitution that high, you may never get drunk again. There’s special brews made for tough Slayers, but they’re expensive as heck.”

      “Great.”

      The two continued to bicker as they rode the cart forward into the fading light.

      Elsewhere on the plains

      Laurel slid her fingers along the string of her bow, marvelling once more at the fidelity she felt against her skin. As she grew in strength and her skills improved, it was as if the bow had become a part of her body, an extension of her hand in every sense of the word. She’d heard that from several trainers and students who worked exclusively with one weapon, that the more you levelled your Class, the more dependent on the weapon you became.

      When she caressed the string, she would swear it caressed her back. 

      And she was yet to ascend. Just what would her bow become when she was level sixty? Or eighty? She shivered. Just imagining it sent a thrill rushing through her. Wary of distracting herself, she bit her cheek, letting the shock of the pain sharpen her mind.

      It was cold on the plains; a chill wind blew her cloak against her body as a light drizzle fell from overhead. Dreadful weather for an archer, yet they were still sent out to scout ahead, as always. Lucky her abilities could mitigate the effects of damp on the string, or else she’d be totally useless.

      At least her eyes were alight in the darkness, seeing clearly where others could not. She stepped across the terrain like a ghost, leaving almost no footprint as she went, all senses open wide.

      The cluster of buildings loomed in the distance, a faint outline against the grey sky. Perhaps a viable camping location? Some proper shelter from the weather would be welcome for the Slayers, despite their high levels of endurance.

      Too soft, was her opinion. I spent longer out hunting in the woods without a single level to my name.

      But what was this? Light? Flickering through a window, a fire then? Fire meant people. Possibly bad people.

      Her finger danced down the string once more before she reached behind to pull an arrow from her quiver. She slotted it against the string in one smooth, silent motion as her eyes widened and her nose flared. She would need to get closer, there was nothing to see from here.

      A defensible set of farmhouses. Rather impressive for a group of families living this far out. Laurel circled around the perimeter and saw that only half the buildings were occupied, the other two were dark and cold. She crept closer.

      She could smell food cooking, and there was laughter, from children?

      She relaxed her grip on the string with some disappointment as she approached to peer through a window. She glimpsed a gathering of women and young folk, gathered around the hearth before she tucked her head away. She sighed.

      As Slayers, they hadn’t just been tasked with destroying any rift-kin they came across. They were also expected to check in on communities they found and ensure they were safe. Which meant she had to go and talk to these people. 

      She sighed again and slid the arrow back in her quiver. Might as well get this over with. She stepped back from the window, not wanting to spook anyone, and called out to them.

      “Ho the fire! Slayer patrol!”

      She could hear the startled exclamations from inside, and soon a face appeared, along with a simple bow pointing out into the dark. It was almost cute.

      “Who’s there?” a woman demanded. “Speak your name.”

      “I’m Laurel Macraith,” she called back, “a scout from a Slayer hunting party. We’ve been asked to check every settlement we find.”

      There was a long moment of silence before further words were spoken.

      “Are you alone?”

      “I am.”

      “Then come in out of the rain.”

      When she stepped inside, she was surprised to see how fearful these women were, throwing glances at her knives and arrows as they clutched their children to them.

      She shook out her dark cloak and nodded to them, taking a moment to scan the room. Only a moment later did she realise what was wrong. This wasn’t enough people to have worked such a large property. More to the point.

      Where are the men?

      Could all of them have died defending their families from the kin? Possible, but unlikely. Something far darker had taken place here. 

      Laurel looked from face to face until she found someone prepared to meet her eyes.

      “Can you tell me what happened here?” she said.

      The middle-aged woman stared back through hooded eyes. 

      “Not much to tell,” she said, “bandits killed the menfolk and took over. We were rescued a while back and have been staying here since, trying to make some order of the place.”

      The archer nodded gravely.

      “I’m sorry we took so long to get here,” she said quietly.

      And she was.

      “Were you rescued by another Slayer group?” she asked.

      The mood shifted in the room, like a wind curling around a guttering candle, and the warmth was sucked away. She waited, but it seemed no one wanted to give an answer. There was something suspicious here. 

      It was for the marshals to deal with, not her. From the sounds of things, they’d have their hands full with this place. Someone else’s problem.

      “It was the Necromancer boy,” someone said.

      Laurel’s eyes widened, turning to this new voice as the others hissed and growled at the woman.

      “What? He said to tell them. That’s what he told us to do!”

      “You’ve no shame, Bessun,” another woman spat.

      “I’m only doin’ what he said to do,” Bessun said defensively, a child curled on her lap looking frightened. “This the only way we don’t get more trouble. We don’t deserve any more trouble.”

      A hush came over the room at those words, but Laurel didn’t care. She stepped forward, her eyes alight, a smile on her face like a cat with one paw planted firmly on a bird’s wing.

      “Why don’t you tell me a little more about that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-FIVE

          

          

      

    

    







            THE CHILL OF THE GRAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, 21 December 2022

        4:35 PM

      

      

      Tyron crouched in the bushes, Yor’s words still running circles through his head.

      “It’s important that you clean up your own messes,” she told him, that feral gleam in her eye. “The Court has sent me to watch over you to some extent, to offer advice, and of course to accept your request to join our association.”

      She grinned then, revealing her fangs and perfectly aligned teeth.

      “For that to happen, however, you must be worthy. So far, I am impressed with what you have achieved, but you could be so much more than this. If you depend on me, then should I take that as an acknowledgement that you align with my faction?”

      Her tone implied that he already was leaning that way, considering the favours he already owed the vampires. If he wanted her to help fight his battles, then he may as well formalise the arrangement.

      He refused.

      “Don’t worry. Should you find yourself on the edge of death, I will find you. The offer I make at that time will be far worse than what you would get right now, but I feel that you may accept it anyway.”

      In that moment, the flawless seductress fell away and she allowed him to glimpse the beast that dwelled within. She gazed at him like a wolf staring at a hunk of raw meat. 

      “I-I’ll keep that in mind,” he swallowed, his mouth turned dry.

      “Do,” she said, once again the elegant and sophisticated Yor he knew.

      Hidden in the bush, he shivered and pulled his cloak around him once more. It was so easy to forget what she was sometimes. He was beginning to think she went out of her way to remind him, lest he begin to underestimate her.

      She’d already appeared to him when he was on the verge of death once; he didn’t look forward to a repeat.

      So he was on his own for this fight. Unless he counted Dove as helpful in any way. He looked down at the skull.

      “What?” Dove said, a faint glow in his eyes showing he was alert.

      “Just wondering if having you around means I have help or not.”

      “How about fuck you? Big bad Necromancer, with your ghosts and your skulls. How many of your lousy minions would stand up to my star wolf? Huh? Yeah, that’s what I thought. No help. If I’m no help, then set me free this instant.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Tyron chuckled.

      “You are going to set me free though, right? We’ve had a number of conversations about this, but I like to check in every now and again.”

      “Yes, Dove. I’m going to set you free.”

      “Good to know. Now stop procrastinating and go murder these pricks already.”

      Tyron rolled his eyes, but the Summoner had a point. He was distracting himself from the task at hand. He still wasn’t comfortable with attacking and killing people, even people like this. He hoped he never would be, if he was honest with himself. With a little luck, once he was done with these bandits, he’d be able to make his way to another rift and battle rift-kin. Those were enemies he was happy to kill.

      He could feel them now. After what the Abyss-creature had done, they stood out in the night like sparks shining against a dark background. Be there trees, bushes, or walls between them, it was impossible for the bandits to hide from him.

      Not far to go now, just a few kilometres. Being cautious, he wouldn’t move until he had a clearer picture of what lay ahead. Thankfully, he no longer had to put himself at risk to gain that type of information.

      With a mental command, he ordered his ghosts forward. Filled with resentment, they obeyed, drifting over the surface as near-invisible spirits. They felt… stronger now, more tangible, their emotions boiling closer to the surface than they had before.

      It was possible they were suppressed in some fashion during the day. Perhaps daylight interfered somehow with the binding? Or was it the other way around, something about nighttime that strengthened it?

      He shook his head. As much as he’d like to follow that thread, he needed to concentrate. If all went well, he would kill dozens of people before the sun rose.

      Such a surreal thought.

      He quickly enacted the magick and peered through his minions’ eyes, cycling through the ghosts as they spread out and advanced. Under the moonlight, what he saw through them was even more ethereal and disturbing. The landscape was layered with a dense fog that swirled and danced to an unfelt breeze.. Despite the dizzying feeling and overall unease he felt, it was possible to filter it out and get a reasonable picture of what they were looking at, especially when they got close.

      He sucked his breath in through his teeth and slowly curled his hand into a fist.

      Damn you, Monty, you prick. Did you know I was coming?

      He’d expected to find the bandits living as they had before, repeating the same course of action in the hopes of riding out the storm in a remote location. It would have been horrific, more murder and brutal treatment for the original owners of the land, but as long as he got them all, it would be over.

      Instead, they’d done something else. Through the twisted vision of the ghosts, he could see a small village, smoke rising from the chimneys of several buildings and light spilling through doorways and windows as people settled in for the night.

      What are they playing at?

      Had they taken the people hostage? Or killed them? He didn’t see anyone staked on the street at least. He gritted his teeth and ordered his minions closer. He had to know what he was dealing with.

      It was difficult for the ghosts to see details, but as they drifted up to windows or slipped through walls into houses, it appeared as if nothing was awry. Families were resting after dinner, or preparing to sleep, performing the multitude of little tasks that needed doing as they wound down their day.

      Tyron sent the ghosts to locate the bandits and he found some, sleeping in haylofts or spare beds, chatting and laughing with their hosts. He gritted his teeth as the spirits swept through the dozen or so houses that made up the village and the same scene was repeated over and over again.

      Those pricks.

      They were hiding in plain sight, using the villagers as cover. He could almost imagine the scene, Monty and his crew staggering down the road, exhausted and bloody, begging to be taken in and shown charity. After the break, it would’ve been simple to paint themselves as the survivors of a farmstead that had been overrun.

      Most of them were Labourers and farmhands, it would be trivial to make use of their skills to ingratiate themselves in this small community, make themselves useful as they waited for the marshals to sweep through. 

      They’d be caught eventually. Once Annette and the other survivors told their story, these men would eventually be tracked down and put to death. For now, though, they bought themselves time, nestled here amongst their living shield.

      “Fucking arseholes,” he sighed as he withdrew his vision.

      “You’re way too young for that. Start with the front, get some experience, and then try the road less travelled. That’s good advice.”

      Tyron was too irritated to even respond to that.

      “They’ve swanned into a village and are acting like refugees,” he spat, staring through the dark at the lights that burned in his mind’s eye. “After everything they’ve done? These shitstains…”

      “Whew. That’s some brass-balled fuckery right there. If they weren’t bandit scum, I’d almost be impressed.”

      “Well, what the hell am I supposed to do now? They’ve got dozens of innocent people down there amongst them. This isn’t how I thought it was going to go!”

      The former Summoner didn’t seem to think much of it.

      “So? You think the villagers are going to jump up to defend these strangers? The moment you roll into town with your bone patrol, most of them are going to roll under the nearest bed and shit themselves. Hopefully not in that order, for their sake. Your skeletons might be weak as piss, but someone who Awakened as a Farmer isn’t exactly shit hot in a fight. Can they plant seeds like a motherfucker? Absolutely. Can they kill anything that doesn’t eat crops? Not so much.”

      “But what if they do? I’m not going to kill innocent people, Dove. That’s a line I refuse to cross!”

      “That won’t happen. Like I said, they’re just going to run away.”

      “We can’t know that for sure. And what happens if the bandits use them as hostages? Threaten to kill them unless I walk away? What happens then?”

      There was silence for a moment as the skull contemplated what the young Mage was saying. Purple light flickered and danced in Dove’s hollow eyes.

      “Look, kid,” he said finally, “there’s a lot that could happen here. There’s a world where you and I walk away from here, right now. Well, you walk… never mind that. We leave, and then these bandits never hurt another soul, then they get arrested, put to death, and it’s all over. No fuss, no muss. That’s possible. How likely do you think that is?”

      “Not very,” Tyron said.

      “Of course it’s not fucking likely. At the very least, they’ll fight the marshals when they come to make arrests. There’s another possibility, though. You go down there tonight, murder all of them, and no villagers are harmed in the process. None of them escape, and you collect Monty’s soul and stuff it into a hollow bone for lonely men to stick their dicks in. How likely is that?”

      Tyron slumped. 

      “Again, not very,” he said.

      “So we end up with a middle ground. If you go down there, things are going to get fucked up. The villagers will see you, run from you, maybe try and attack you. Monty may even try to rally them to his defence, screaming about the evil Mage who’s come to kill them all. So fucking what? Do you remember why we’re here?”

      The Necromancer swallowed and nodded reluctantly.

      “I need levels,” he said.

      It sounded so selfish when he said it out loud. Was it really alright for him to be doing this for such a reason?

      “Exactly. There’s no point backing out now when you’ve already come this far. There’s thirty-odd sacks of progression down there, so sharpen up a stick and go poke ‘em full of holes. Spook the villagers off as best you can, grab what we can, and run for it.”

      The empty sockets of the skull glowed brighter.

      “Listen, kid, every high-ranked Slayer is a selfish piece of shit when you get down to it. If you’ll forgive me, your parents are exhibit A right down to fucking Z.”

      Tyron nodded. There was no denying that.

      “I get that you don’t want to act solely in your own interests, that’s great, but if you aren’t prepared to take this step, then what are you going to do? Give up?”

      What were his options? Rifts existed to the east and south, but it would be more than difficult to get out there, impossible even. He needed to be stronger, to improve his abilities and acquire better ones. As he was right now, he’d be annihilated by the first Slayer he came across.

      If he walked away from this village out of fear of killing the locals and then came back a week later to find the men on stakes and the women in cages, what would he say to himself then?

      No choices. There’s never any choices.

      “I’ll do it,” he said, “but I refuse to kill any innocents. If they fight, I’ll just have to take it as best I can.”

      “I think that’s the best decision,” Dove agreed. “You’ll want to have an exit plan in place, though. The moment we leave, they’ll be screaming to the law at the top of their lungs. You’ll be even more wanted than you are right now with thirty murders to your name.”

      “Thanks, Dove,” Tyron said, sarcasm dripping from each word. “I appreciate the warning.”

      It sounded bad, but in reality, he was already being hunted, so not much would change. He would need to clear out of the area and hunker down somewhere for a while, since they’d swarm over this village once the word got out.

      “Alright then. Did you want to come along, or should I leave you behind?”

      “Fuck that,” Dove said. “I wanna see that fat fucker Monty beg. If I had my spells, I’d feed him to my star wolf, and when he came out the other end I’d banish the shit to the Abyss. No way I’m missing his death.”

      Tyron paused.

      “Do Astral beings shit?” he asked, curious.

      “What? No, of course not. That shouldn’t get in the way of a good diatribe, though. Stop worrying about the fucking details!”

      “I just wanted to know.”

      “You’re too inquisitive, that’s your damn problem. Always have to know everything.”

      “That’s probably why I achieved two magick-related Mysteries before I ranked up.”

      “... Nobody likes a show-off, you big-headed bastard. You fucking…”

      “What’s that? Didn’t hear you at the end there.”

      “Fuck you, Tyron. By the tits, you piss me off sometimes.”

      “Love you too. Let’s go.”

      With a silent command, he directed his skeletons forward. The sleepy village sat quiet in the dark as the Necromancer and his skeletal minions surrounded them. Blades bare, eyes aglow with unnatural light, they stepped forward, ready to kill.
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      There was no need to fight fair, not against opponents like these. Tyron stepped through the darkness with care, directing his minions forward, surrounding the prey.

      It was almost unfair. In his eyes, the bandits were torches in the dark, he knew where each and every one of them was. This close, he could tell when they stretched or reached behind to scratch their backsides.

      The first fell quietly and quickly. Weary and wanting to sleep, a figure stepped out behind a house to take a piss against a tree. Silent as death, three of the skeletons stalked him in the night, walking up behind and ramming their blades through his back.

      He didn’t get a chance to scream.

      One down.

      How nice would it be if they all obliged him in this way, but there was no chance of that. Inside the buildings, they sat or lay, unsuspecting, and he would have to go in and get them.

      The ghosts drifted through the village as Tyron gathered them to him, the air growing noticeably cooler as they approached. There was still some low-hanging fruit he could pick before the villagers would be alerted to his presence. Best to make life as easy as possible.

      Skeletons moved through the village in groups of five or six, their blades wreathed in Death Magick. He had them surround several buildings, but he brought another group with him behind the village’s small tavern.

      There was a small stable there, and in the stalls, another two bandits were curled on the hay. After a moment of hesitation, Tyron tilted his head to one side and sent his six ghosts forward.

      As far as he knew, they were useless in battle, not really able to touch or grasp anything mundane, but a thought stuck in his head. Whenever he brushed against them, they elicited a painful cold.

      What would happen if they were to move inside another person?

      Eyes on the two stalls, he ordered his minions forward. The spirits drifted, malevolence rolling off them in waves as they approached the closed wooden gates and phased directly through. The figures stirred as they felt the unnatural chill, but he didn’t give them time to react, directing the spirits to move directly within the two men, three ghosts each.

      The moment the bandits felt the ice freeze their blood, they sat up with startled exclamations that died in their throats. Like vultures, the undead descended on them, pressing themselves into bandit flesh and each other.

      Tyron felt his magick reserves drop precipitously. Apparently, it was not as easy for the spirits to move inside a living creature as it was for them to pass through a wooden wall. The results were worth the expense, in the end.

      A faint gurgling and scratching could be heard from where he stood as the two men thrashed and tried to cry out but were unable to make a sound. The ghosts took cruel pleasure in bringing suffering to the living; he could feel it through the link, the satisfaction they felt in freezing those men to death.

      It took them several minutes to finally pass away. He suspected, but couldn’t know for sure, that it could have been over quicker than that, but the spirits had taken it upon themselves to extend the suffering of their victims.

      Sick bastards.

      He wondered if all spirits would be this twisted, or if the bandits he had killed and “recruited” were particularly vengeful against their still-living comrades.

      Another two down.

      It was good to know his new minions weren’t totally useless in a fight, even if the cost was far too high. Though he wouldn’t wish such a death on anyone, he’d prefer to put down as many targets in silence as he could, but it wouldn’t be economical. This would eventually boil down to a fight, and he would need magick to support his troops.

      Still, he kept the spirits close. He could use them in a pinch.

      Sensing no more easy prey, there was little for Tyron to do but approach one of the houses and knock on the door.

      “Who the fuck is that?” a voice called jovially from inside.

      Probably thinks I’m a neighbour.

      “Just calling in,” Tyron said.

      The door was pulled open to reveal a bleary-eyed Farmer staring out into the night. Dim light from the fire spilled through the entrance, but Tyron hardly needed it to find what he was after. There were three of them inside.

      Before the villager could react, Tyron dove forward, shouldering the door open and pushing the man back. With a short mental command, the six skeletons rushed into the small house, eyes aglow.

      The moment he saw the undead storming into the house, the Farmer stumbled back until his shoulders hit the wall, his face pale with fear. 

      “I’m not here for you,” Tyron said to him, but he wasn’t sure he was heard.

      The bandits had barely rolled out of their blankets before the skeletons were on them, stabbing viciously. The men cried out, one of them shouting “you!” when he saw Tyron in the room.

      But there was no escape for them. Taken by surprise and unarmed, they went down quickly. 

      Once his targets were dead, he directed his minions to leave, holding the door open while they moved past, holding the gaze of the terrified Farmer as they did.

      “I’m only here for them,” he said. “Don’t get in my way.”

      With that, he shut the door and moved to the next building.

      He got through two more houses before someone bothered to relay the alarm, another five bandits dead, then people began to pour from the houses. Half-dressed and clutching farming implements or crude weapons in their hands, the villagers stumbled out into the dark alongside the bandits. Calling and cursing, they tried to make sense of the situation, but it was the “guests” amongst them who were first to realise what was happening.

      “It’s him!”

      “Kill that fucker!”

      “Find the bastard!”

      Chaos erupted between the houses as villagers screamed in terror at the sight of the walking dead amongst them while the bandits tried to group together to fight them. Amidst it all, Tyron hunted them, coordinating his minions to gang up on every target they could reach as they stepped outside.

      Several figures broke and ran into the darkness, desperate to flee the danger. Tyron’s head swivelled rapidly as he tried to track the bandits in the dark, his hands raised ready to cast, Bone Armour wrapped around his forearms. Before the situation could devolve further, someone stepped up to take control before Tyron killed too many.

      “Necromancer!” Monty bellowed. “Foul magick! He’ll kill all of ye if ye let him! To arms! To arms!”

      Despite predicting this would happen, Tyron still found it difficult to comprehend the gall of the man. He wasn’t skilled enough with words to even attempt to talk the crowd down, which was why he’d never tried to make the attempt. All he needed to do was keep the villagers out of his way as long as he could.

      Another bandit went down, several blades buried into his back as people screamed in fear.

      “Monty, you piece of shit!” Tyron bellowed. “Did you really think you could hide where I wouldn’t find you? Your bones belong to me, yours and every idiot you dragged down with you!”

      “To arms!” Monty bellowed. “Fight fer yer life!”

      Small fights broke out as the bandits began to organise themselves, battling back against the undead. Some tried to find torches to light, but it took time, time in which the skeletons had a powerful advantage. The eyes of the dead didn’t care for light or dark, they saw as well in the night as they did in the day.

      A chaotic situation, one that he had prepared for, but it was overwhelming nevertheless. In his mind, he directed his minions as best as he could, grouping them against their foes so they always held the numbers advantage. Several villagers had responded to Monty’s call, rushing to fight against him with whatever they had to hand. It was recklessly brave and complicated the battle massively, as he had to take care not to hurt them.

      “Come on, Monty!” Tyron called, mocking. “I can see you, hiding in the back. Why don’t you step forward for once? I’m sure your men are sick of dying for you by now!”

      The chubby bandit leader continued to rush around on the back line, urging others to put themselves in harm’s way rather than step forward himself. An expected show of cowardice, and a frustrating one. If he could silence that voice, this would be over so much faster.

      As more torches began to be lit, Tyron made sure to slip into the shadows. The longer it took them to find him, the better off he would be. Directing the battle from the back lines was the correct move for a Necromancer, though he could appreciate the irony of baiting Monty for doing the same.

      “Protect your children! Protect your wives!” Monty roared as he rallied more into the fight. “There’ll be none left alive if he wins!”

      By now, any villagers who hadn’t run screaming into the night were scrambling to arm themselves. He needed to push hard. At his direction, the six ghosts drifted forward, homing in on six bandits engaged in a shoving match with his front line of skeletons.

      Despite his best efforts, the skeletons were not nearly as strong as he’d like, and even the Farmers were able to match them in this respect. By locking up the undeads’ blades with their own shovels, picks, and implements, they could lean on them and allow their fellows to hack at the vulnerable bones.

      Only by outnumbering the opponent could the skeletons protect themselves from this tactic, but with more villagers joining the fight, the numbers were turning against him.

      Near-invisible and dripping with malice, the spirits drifted between the skeletons and plunged into their targets, causing the men to scream and gurgle as the cold penetrated their flesh and went straight into their bones. An opening that Tyron capitalised on immediately. Skulls grinning, the skeletons took their freed blades and rammed them straight through the chest of their opponents. Straight through the ghosts at the same time.

      Another six down.

      The skeletons pressed forward, and Tyron felt the bandits and their allies start to waver. It was time to make his move. He ran his hands over the modified Bone Armour that covered him, as if to reassure himself, before he strode forward, flanked by two skeletons he had held in reserve. 

      He spun magick almost absentmindedly, creating a bolt that he held ready in his right hand, his eyes locked on one figure that blazed in his mind.

      Not getting away this time, you fucker.

      As he stepped into the light, he could see fear ignite in the villagers’ eyes. He could imagine how he looked, unkempt, covered in bones that bound themselves to his body like barbaric armour. The bandits weren’t much better. He had killed so many of them already, and now here he was, ready to do it again.

      “I’m here for the outsiders! Villagers can leave and be spared!” he yelled again, hoping some would listen and make a break for it.

      In the thick of the fighting, it was unlikely any could hear him, but it was worth a shot. His face settled in grim lines as he once again ordered the spirits forward.

      He’d wanted to preserve his magick, but he couldn’t allow this to go on.

      The ghosts responded, dripping with malice as they wrought devastation on their former allies. Seeing an opening, Tyron launched the bolt from his open palm, catching a bandit in the thigh. The man collapsed, crying out in pain as he clutched at the wound. A skeleton put him out of his misery.

      That figure blazing in his mind was hesitating now, he could see it, but he wouldn’t allow him to go. He ripped his sword free from its scabbard and charged, slashing at the bandits in his way. 

      “You monster!”

      A village man, no older than twenty, rushed him from the side, a woodcutter axe raised high in both hands. With a swift command, a skeleton stepped in front of the man, taking his charge and knocking him back.

      “Run,” Tyron barked at him.

      Fear and rage twisted the face of the young man into something inhuman as he battled against two instincts. Fight or flee? The Necromancer took that choice away.

      A skeletal foot planted itself on the villager’s chest, a blade was placed at his throat. It would tie up a minion, but he could afford to pay that price.

      Monty had seen enough. As others still fought the clearly losing battle in the night, he turned and broke into a run.

      Not likely.

      Casting one handed, Tyron summoned a bolt to his left and dashed after him. Without the benefit of whatever the Abyss had done to him, the bandit leader would likely have succeeded in escaping. After taking ten steps from the nearest torch, the scenery vanished into darkness, but that wasn’t enough to hide from Tyron, not for someone marked for death.

      He sprinted after him, his eyes locked on that form he could feel running ahead. A palm thrust forward, a pulse of magick shot out into the night.

      “Fuck!” the bandit cried.

      Then Tyron was on him, sword right into the cursing man’s back.

      “Hey there, Monty,” he grinned. “Nice of you to stick around.”

      “Yer fuckin’ crazy,” the man said, “yer a twisted bastard.”

      “Bit rich coming from you, a murderous, raping piece of shit.”

      He reached forward and grabbed a fistful of hair.

      “Get up. You’ll be coming with me for a moment.”

      “Kill me, ye gutless worm.”

      “Oh no. Don’t you worry, someone else is going to decide your fate, not me.”

      With his sword pressed into Monty’s back and maintaining his grip on the bandit’s hair, he marched the stumbling, cursing, and threatening bandit back to the village.

      The fighting was over. Several bandits and all of the villagers had fled, running out into the cold and dark. He hoped they would be alright out there. Likely, they would stay away until morning, before returning to see if he was gone, or try to make it to a neighbouring settlement overnight. Either way, Tyron wanted to be gone before they returned.

      Although, there was still that one man pressed to the ground by an undead foot. Tyron would have to deal with him later. He issued mental commands and saw his minions get to work, gathering bodies, laying them out, preparing the ground for the business to come. More than twenty corpses to be processed, far too many to let them go to waste.

      “By the Dive. Yer a monster.”

      Monty sounded terrified as he saw the undead moving in the flickering light. Tyron chuckled.

      “Monty, you have no idea what a monster is. But you’re going to find out.”
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      “I was surprised to hear you call me,” Yor said. “Things seemed to go well enough without my help.”

      “They did. I wanted to give you a… gift, of sorts,” Tyron replied.

      The vampire eyed the quivering bandit, her eyes flashing red as she looked him up and down.

      “You wish to make an offering of this… creature?”

      There was something formal about the way she said it that caused Tyron to hesitate, then choose his words carefully.

      “I… felt that you had a particular dislike for… these men. In particular, for the one who led them. I thought you might like to…” he searched for the right word, “... determine his fate?”

      “What the fuck?” Monty whispered as he stared ahead at the woman before him.

      A smile flickered across Yor’s face, gone as quickly as it appeared.

      “You know that this would have no bearing on any debt you owe the Court? This is a separate exchange between the two of us?”

      Tyron nodded.

      “Not even an exchange, a gift freely given.”

      “Then release him and step back.”

      The Necromancer did as she asked, releasing Monty and taking several quick, long strides backward. The bandit stumbled forward, unbalanced by the sudden lack of pressure, but before he could take another step, Yor was there.

      She flashed before him, arms snaking forward and snatching him up, twisting the bandit so she held him from behind, her chin resting against the pale flesh of his neck.

      She smiled.

      “There are two ways I can do this,” Yor breathed as she ran a tender hand down the side of her captive’s neck. “I can give you pleasure beyond your mortal imagination. An indescribable sensation running through every inch of your body.” She smiled and tightened her grip on the bandit leader. “One taste and you will be addicted. You’ll beg me to drain you each and every night, throwing yourself at my feet like a dog. Eventually, that is what you will become, an animal, crawling on all fours, desperate for any glance I would spare you.”

      The vampire’s voice had lowered, becoming husky as her breath quickened. Her lips parted and she ran her tongue down the side of Monty’s neck, tracing the artery that pounded with his lifeblood.

      “Or I can make it agony,” Yor whispered into his ear. “Pain like you cannot conceive, as I tear the soul from your body. I’ll drink every drop of blood you have in you, then drink your spirit. You’ll feel it, as you settle into my stomach and I consume everything that you are, have been, and will be.”

      She slid her grip on the bandit until she held him by the shoulder with her left hand and a fistful of hair in the right. Her hands tightened, nails digging into flesh, causing red blood to flow. Monty whimpered.

      The eyes of the vampire blazed with beastly glee, her face twisted into a feral visage, all trace of humanity gone.

      “Which fate do you desire?” she sighed. “Choose quickly, I have little patience left.”

      If he took longer than a few seconds, Tyron suspected she would simply tear into him. The need for blood radiated from her in a scarlet aura he could see with his bare eyes.

      “Tha first one,” Monty begged, “please. ‘Av mercy on me. Tha first one.”

      Yor listened to his pleas with hooded eyes. She pulled him toward her.

      “No,” she said.

      Her mouth opened wide, giving Tyron a clear view of the four elongated fangs before she bit down, sinking her teeth deep into the bandit.

      Monty screamed. He wailed as if every part of his body were afire. It was terrible to hear, the despair and fear and agony so total as to be all-encompassing. Tyron wished he could close his ears, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t even look away.

      Yor’s eyes locked on his, and he watched them blaze with obscene elation as she fed. 

      It lasted far too long, the scream ongoing until the last moment. The corpse of Monty, the would-be bandit king, fell to the ground, drained of blood, and even more than that. His skin was already turning grey, as if all that had been vital within him was gone.

      Yor stood over the body, breathing heavily, blood running down her chin, trickling off her fingertips. She brought a hand to her face and licked the blood from each digit, and sighed.

      Then the monster was gone. She flicked her fingers and the blood flew from her body to spatter on the ground. Once more she stood tall, calm and flawless, a sly smile on her lips.

      “Your gift is most welcome,” she said. “Now you must quickly prepare. We cannot linger long.”
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      “Come on.”

      “I’m trying to work.”

      “There’s no fucking way you don’t agree.”

      “I’d really like to not be part of this conversation.”

      “You don’t have a choice. I refuse to speak of anything else until this is done. You can either answer my question, or punt my soul into the great beyond, and I think we both know you still aren’t ready to do the second. So. Watching Yor suck the soul out of that fat fuck has got to be the hottest damn thing I’ve seen in my life and afterlife. Tell me you agree.”

      Tyron rolled his head back and looked at the sky, as if hoping a way to escape this discussion might strike him like a bolt from above. He might even accept a lightning strike at this point.

      Despite being bloody up to his elbows from carving through human remains, thinking back to the… disturbing sight of Yor feeding was enough to make him queasy.

      “Look, if you’re going to force me to state an opinion, then I will. Rather than ‘arousing,’ I would describe the experience as ‘disturbing’ and ‘horrific.’ Dove, she ate his soul.”

      “So fucking sexy,” the skull sighed.

      “I knew you were a little disturbed when you were alive, but I didn’t realise you were this twisted,” Tyron observed, then grunted as he pulled a femur free from the meat of the leg with a wet pop.

      He placed the bone to one side before picking up his cleaver. Shins were next.

      “Do you think being trapped in a skull is warping you in some way? Or were you always this bad?”

      “Honestly, I think being dead has slanted my views a little bit. It’s not like I have balls, or emotions, or a dick, or feelings anymore, so even I wouldn’t describe it as a physical arousal. It’s something deeper than that, more meaningful.”

      “I don’t get it, the souls I recruited…”

      The skull laughed.

      “... to become ghosts are basically pissed off a hundred percent of the time. The only thing they like is murder, and even then, they only enjoy it in a pissed-off sort of way. How come you’re basically the same as you were when you were alive, with the possible exception of being even more of a pervert?”

      “I’m just a far superior soul,” Dove said, sounding smug. “Comparing me with some chumps who pushed a wheelbarrow for a living? You’re being ridiculous.”

      Tyron paused for a moment as he looked at his friend and mentor.

      “Is that really a thing? You have a stronger soul based on your Class and levels?”

      “I have no idea. Sounds like something a Necromancer should figure out. Souls and bones and shit, that’s your trade, not mine.”

      The young Mage grunted and brought down his cleaver heavily. Was there a difference between souls? Some qualitative distinction that allowed some to keep their personalities more or less intact, even beyond the grave?

      Is resurrection possible?

      A shiver ran down his spine. The thought was tantalising, and he couldn’t ignore it once it had wormed its way into his head. If a soul were sufficiently powerful, say a top-grade Slayer, would they be strong enough that they retained their thoughts and memory perfectly after death?

      A similar process must be used to create a lich, he realised. A powerful Mage capturing their own soul and then animating their remains with it.

      There’s no way it’s that simple. If it were, it would be way more common. If I can realise this after a few months, then surely every Mage in the empire has been able to realise the same thing. Where’s the catch?

      “I really don’t understand why you find this so twisted, though,” Dove was saying. “Yor is smoking hot, that’s obvious, and the idea of ripping the soul out of a piece of shit like Monty, causing him unspeakable suffering in the process, is a pure justice boner on top of an already delectable cake. What’s not to love?”

      “I think half the reason you want to have this conversation is because it’s nighttime and you know she’s probably listening in. You just want to make her uncomfortable. I don’t understand why you’re so keen to sexualise a vampire, who, by her own admission, is incapable of physically engaging in the act.”

      “Which act?”

      “Shut up.”

      Time for the feet. Extracting all the bones from the dense sinews in there was a complete pain. If he could find a way to dissolve flesh without having to spend a feat or spell choice on it, he’d be a happy Necromancer. Even if he only used it for feet and hands, the process of extracting bones would be twice as quick.

      “How can you say I’m the one sexualising her? She literally flesh-formed her own body to be an irresistible honeypot. I’m merely describing the reality she created! A sexy fucking reality!”

      “I think the reason it’s weird,” Tyron said as he got to work after checking the edges on his thinner knives, “is because the trap is only supposed to work on people who don’t know it’s a trap. In your case, it seems to have heightened your interest, not lessened it. That’s weird. By extension, you are weird. I’m trying hard not to judge you, in some ways I find the obsession fascinating. I’m pretty sure the only reason she hasn’t ripped out your soul and eaten it is because she thinks that might be what you want.”

      “I dream about it every day,” Dove sighed.

      “That’s what I’m talking about, that right there.”

      For the next while, Dove remained blessedly quiet as Tyron continued to work. When he finally finished with the feet, he took a step back from the impromptu butchering table he’d set up in the centre of the village and had his skeletons collect the flesh to take to the midden. Another pair of skeletons then took the bones, and he absently directed them to lay them out in the correct pattern, adding another full set to the others he had already completed drying around the fire pit. 

      So much work to do and only one night to get it done. 

      His fingers ached already, and he was barely halfway through the bandit corpses. The bones wouldn’t even be the end of it, he still had the spirits to deal with. He wouldn’t turn them all into ghosts, but that didn’t mean he would let them go to waste either. He had a few ideas he wanted to test.

      It was a shame he didn’t have Monty’s soul, but he’d received a worse fate than anything Tyron could concoct. He was still being digested in the guts of a vampire, and from what he gathered, it wasn’t an overly pleasant experience. He wanted to ask Yor more about it, but seeing the animalistic gleam to her eyes, he’d decided now would be a… dangerous… time to talk.

      “Bring over the next three,” he ordered out loud and mentally at the same time.

      “Don’t talk to the minions. You asked me to remind you.”

      “... Right.”

      So easy to forget. Don’t talk to the minions, idiot.

      In some ways, it felt more natural to speak to them out loud, even if it served no purpose. Taking any strides toward humanising his undead was a mistake.

      If I didn’t have Dove around, I might have already gone mad. It’s not healthy being surrounded by undead slaves all the time. I need people to talk to as well.

      Which reminded him of his “prisoner.” He stepped to one side and washed his hands in the bucket he’d fished up from the well before walking a few doors down to a small building being watched by four skeletons and knocking.

      “Caelum? You in there?”

      He waited for a moment, but no reply came.

      “If you don’t answer me, I’m going to go in there….”

      “Don’t come in!”

      “So you are there.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you, monster!”

      “This again? These men were criminals. They did terrible, terrible things.”

      “Says you. We spent a week with them. They worked like dogs to help support everyone in the village.”

      “I bet they did, but think for a second. If I’m really a terrible Necromancer who murders everyone and turns them into undead, why are you alive? Why did I go to such lengths to keep you villagers alive? Doesn’t make much sense unless I’m telling the truth.”

      “... It’s hard to take your words as truth when you’re outside cutting bodies apart….”

      Everyone gets hung up on the butchery, even more than the Death Magick!

      Tyron sighed. He wasn’t going to convince anyone he was a hero after running into their village and cutting down “refugees.” No point dwelling on it, he had work to do and he needed to get going.

      “Open up the door, I’ve got another three for you to check.”

      The skeletons had lain the bodies on the ground, and the Mage conjured a light for the young villager to see. He was confident no unmarked person had been killed in the attack, but it didn’t hurt to have someone check the corpses.

      “Stand back,” Caelum said, voice shaking.

      Tyron took a few steps back and the door opened a crack, just wide enough for the “prisoner” to see out.  He eyeballed the bodies on the ground before a finger extended through the gap.

      “That one. That’s Gully, he lived with us for six months.”

      The Necromancer stared down at the corpse in shock.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. Gully came at harvest time and stuck around working on the Perkins farm. So much for only killing the ‘bandits,’ murderer.”

      “T-that doesn’t make sense,” he muttered. Everyone who’d died had been marked, he’d been so careful. His skeletons had not driven their weapons into anyone without him checking first. He hadn’t made any mistakes, he was sure of it!

      He leaned forward to look at the body more carefully. It was intact, no puncture wounds or cuts. What had killed him? Realisation struck him. This one had died to the ghosts! One of the two in the stalls, among the first to be killed.

      There was no chance he’d made a mistake; that hadn’t taken place in the chaos of the fighting, but in the dead quiet. He could remember the two figures, blazing in his awareness through the wooden doors. 

      Either the beast in the Abyss had made a mistake, or…

      “This prick signed up with the bandits,” he sighed.

      “You expect me to believe that?” Caelum retorted from behind the door.

      Tyron shook his head.

      “No. No, I don’t.”

      Didn’t matter that it was the truth, if he tried to explain how he knew, he’d damn himself even further. He continued to look down at the body on the cold ground. Had this man even done anything wrong? Or was the intent enough?

      How was he to know what measures the Abyss used to judge such matters? Ultimately, it was his responsibility, as he had trusted their decisions implicitly. A mistake it was too late to back down from.

      “I’ll bury this man,” he said. “Thank you, Caelum.”

      The villager slammed and locked the door once again, but not before shooting one final glare through the gap. A few skeletons approached and withdrew the villager corpse as Tyron frowned, frozen in thought. Ultimately, there was nothing he could do to change the situation, no matter how much he hated it. He returned to his workbench, had his minions drop a new body on it, and got to work.

      He lost himself in the butchery, his movements efficient and precise as he cut away the flesh, severed tendons, and procured what he needed for his craft. The useless flesh was taken outside of town and dumped in a midden pit he had a pair of skeletons dig, while the bones were carefully sorted, washed, and dried on the ground before being stored. He was at it for hours, his hands, arms and shoulders aching until he was interrupted.

      One of the ghosts was the first tip off he received as it moved, drifting away from its post without being asked. The Necromancer stood to wipe his hands, mentally checking on the spirit before flicking his vision to it.

      Positioned to watch the area between the village and the woods most had escaped to during the night in case anyone returned, the ghost had wandered away from its spot. With a thought, he ordered it back into place, demanding the ghost turn around so he could see around it.

      Nothing… at least, nothing obvious. What was going on?

      Moments before he would dismiss the disturbance and go back to work, he lost contact with a skeleton. He whipped around in time to see the bones crumbling to the ground, the light fading from the skull as it dropped.

      A man was there, blade in hand, running toward him. Running fast. Running really fast.

      “Oh, FUCK!” Tyron swore as he turned to snatch the only weapon he had at hand off the table: his cleaver.

      “What?” Dove spluttered, coming awake in a rush. “Fucking balls! Run, kid!”

      But there was nowhere to run. Skeletons came running, snatching up their weapons, but they couldn’t make it in time.

      Steel flashed under the light of his globes, cutting straight for his neck. Sweat broke out of every pore in Tyron’s body as he ducked low and felt the wind of the blade pass over him.

      First cut.

      He lifted his head and brought his cleaver up at the same time. Through some miracle, he managed to catch the next clash straight on the edge of his knife.

      Sparks flew as the sword bit deep into the cleaver, and Tyron’s wrist bent back to the point of breaking as he absorbed the shocking force of the blow.

      “I needed that knife,” he ground out.

      His free hand flashed through several symbols as he formed a bolt, releasing it at point-blank range the moment it was ready.

      The body that had been overpowering him one second spun gracefully away the next, almost yanking the ruined cleaver from his hands in the process. He managed to hold onto it, but only barely. Unbalanced, he tried to reset his feet but was too slow.

      A vicious stab shot out of the shadows, the sword tip headed straight for his heart.

      Fucking-

      Tyron threw himself into a spin, barely avoiding harm as he pulled back his left shoulder, the blade scraping past the Bone Armour on his chest.

      Where now?

      He was off-balance and vulnerable. Where would the next strike come?

      Head or gut. Head or gut. Head!

      Without seeing where the strike was coming from, he snapped his arms up on either side of his face, palms inward. 

      CRUNCH!

      The sword smashed into the bones lashed with magick to his forearms, splitting them apart and biting into his flesh. Blood sprayed, and Tyron grit his teeth to ward off the pain.

      Purple eyes swarmed in the dark, blades flashing, and the figure was gone, sliding backward and away from the minions before stopping ten metres away.

      “Ohhhh shit. Not good. NOT good!” Dove chattered.

      “Shut up, Dove,” Tyron ground out, not taking his eyes from his opponent.

      The fight to this point had taken mere seconds, and already he’d nearly had his heart cored like an apple and been forced into a fifty-fifty with his life on the line.

      Slayer.

      This was a Slayer. One of the villagers must have stumbled into a scout doing the rounds and they’d come running to kill the evil Necromancer. At least, he hoped it was a scout. If there was more than one, he was dead already.

      The swordsman, or some variant, watched carefully as the skeletons gathered themselves but didn’t wait long before making his move. He adjusted his grip on the blade, leaned to the side, then flickered and vanished.

      Or at least it looked that way. 

      Two skeletons died before Tyron realised where the Slayer had gone, cursing as he turned. 

      Magick, you idiot, you have to use magick.

      He was a poor fighter at best, he had to use the strengths of his Class to fight back. He raised his hands and began to chant, flashing through the sigils at record pace as he desperately sought to level the playing field.

      From nowhere, knives flashed from the shadows, aimed straight for his head. Two shield skeletons stepped forward to catch them, leaving Tyron free to complete his cast.

      Death Blades.

      The moment he finished, he moved straight to the next. 

      I have to slow him down. I can barely keep up with my eyes, my skeletons could swing for a year and might never hit him.

      With a defensive group of undead and more arriving, he had to get his support spells out now. If he lost more skeletons before they came into effect, there may be no point in having cast them at all.

      Quicker than ever, the words rolled from his tongue, each enunciated perfectly, the timing and rhythm flawless. Unwilling to allow him to work his magick, the swordsman went on the attack. 

      Directing his minions at the same time as working complicated spells was taxing for Tyron, and he almost fumbled his words as he tried to react. Steel flashed in a glittering arc and another two minions were lost. The swordsman rushed through and the skeletons swung at shadows and dust, too slow to respond.

      Another charge, another glittering slash, another minion crumbling to the ground.

      This isn’t good!

      He finished the spell with a roar, his hands snapping down as his magick poured into the ground beneath his feet.

      Shivering Curse.

      Perhaps it was counterintuitive to cast it on himself, but the undead weren’t affected, and now it was impossible for the swordsman to attack without being within the radius.

      Hands free, Tyron quickly snapped together a pair of Magick Bolts and held them at the ready. The swordsman sized him up for a moment and Tyron did the same.

      He was young, perhaps not even level twenty yet. If he was, then he wasn’t far past it.  

      Thank anyone who’ll listen for that. If he was level thirty, I’d be less one head.

      “No chance of a conversation?” he said quietly.

      The swordsman shifted, then shook his head slightly.

      As expected.

      “Come on, then.”

      Weapon-based Classes, especially light weapons such as the sword, were highly mobile killing machines. The fight between them was never going to last long.

      I can’t keep him off me, not for long. All I need to win is to hold him still for one second. One second and I win.

      Tyron gritted his teeth. This was going to suck.

      He spread his minions slightly and had them lower their weapons, ready to stab. That should make it a little harder for the Slayer to run in, or risk being impaled on the magick-infused blades.

      Apparently, it didn’t matter. The swordsman flashed left and right, carving through two more skeletons in an instant before dashing through the formation and out the other side.

      Two Magick Bolts flew through the air before thudding into the ground as the Slayer twisted out of the way. A skeleton stepped forward and thrust, only to receive a sword through the skull for its trouble.

      Two more bolts formed and he fired them right away. The swordsman was constantly on the move, and the formation adjusted moment to moment as more skeletons were picked off.

      Damn.

      A wide swing with an axe, and suddenly there was an imbalance in the line, right in front of the Necromancer.

      Like a hawk swooping on exposed prey, the Slayer darted in. Tyron felt the shadow of death reach out toward him as that sword closed in, knowing there was nothing he could do to stop it. He brought his arms up to cover his heart.

      Pain exploded in his gut and the sword stabbed clean through, sliding between the gaps between the Bone Armour and out his back. 

      Quick as a snake, Tyron’s hands flashed down to grip the Slayer’s forearms.

      “S-sorry about this,” he gurgled, blood already dripping from his lips.

      The Slayer tried to yank the sword free, but he held on, then the ghosts were there.

      Bone-piercing cold surrounded them as three spirits drifted into the swordsman. The man stiffened, then wrestled as he realised something was wrong, but Tyron held on. 

      Thunk, thunk, thunk!

      Muscles frozen, the Slayer couldn’t react as the skeletons closed in. The three closest plunged their weapons into his flesh, the Death Magick coating sizzling against his skin.

      They stabbed over and over again as the ghosts locked up his body with their penetrating cold. Soon, the light faded from his eyes and he slumped to the ground. Tyron stood over the corpse, blade punctured straight through him and bleeding all over the ground.

      “Ow.”

      He spat a mouthful of blood on the ground next to him.

      “This is going to be real bad.”
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      Sword still embedded in him, Tyron staggered toward the largest building in town. He needed paper, badly.

      “Kid? KID? You still alive over there? Please, by the melons of the mother, don’t be dead. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in a glass case being studied by Mages. Tyron? You alive?”

      “Shut… up… Dove,” the Necromancer squeezed out as he walked past.

      “Oh thank FUCK. How the hell did you manage to win? Swordsman is a shitty matchup for you, maybe the shittiest. Wanna turn me around so I can take a look at you?”

      “Wait,” he said.

      In the back of his mind, he pondered just what he was going to do to get out of this mess. Could he treat his wound? Was there anything he could use in this village to help clean and bind it? Another part of him was wondering what the consequences of killing a Slayer would be. There must be a clean-up crew not far from here. Surely they would hunt him once they learned what had happened. How much time did he have? Did this mean he would continue to be pursued even after the stray rift-kin were eliminated?

      Another part of him dwelled on the sinking feeling that his dream of one day being accepted was now more remote than ever, if not dead entirely. 

      I killed a Slayer. Damn it all.

      He hadn’t had a choice. That was starting to be a recurring theme. He never had a choice. Would he ever be in a position to choose for himself again? The last time he’d made a meaningful decision about his own fate was when he chose to run rather than give up his Class, his chance to rise.

      He shoved the door open with his shoulder, careful not to catch the sword still lodged in him on the frame as he entered. 

      “Light.”

      He rummaged around with blood-slick hands until he found what he was looking for, a town-ledger, used to track births and deaths in the village as well as other comings and goings. Hands shaking, he ripped out a page and made his way to a table.

      Breathe. Just breathe.

      Adrenaline was only now starting to leach out of his system. The pain was incredible, worse than anything he’d ever felt. Should he remove the sword? Or would that hasten the bleeding and make things worse? Medical knowledge had never been a speciality of Tyron’s; he was paying for that now.

      One thing he did know, only his higher-than-normal constitution was keeping him standing. Thanks to his Necromancer Class, he was far more durable than a person had any right to be. It was the only thing that gave him any chance of surviving this mess.

      Which was why he needed to perform the ritual. Should he gain a few levels, it would toughen him up further. He could only hope it would be enough.

      One hand on the paper, he enacted the ritual and watched the letters form. No need to cut himself this time, blood still ran in bright red rivulets down his forearms where he’d been wounded.

      Eyes swimming, he skipped over the bulk of the messages. He had no interest in learning if his Cooking had increased again. After a time, he found what he was looking for.

      You have raised the dead, honed your craft and done battle with your minions. Undead Weaver has reached level 25. You have received +3 Strength, +6 Constitution, +9 Intelligence, +3 Wisdom, +3 Willpower, +3 Manipulation, and +6 Poise. 

      That was excellent, a new spell or skill along with a feat. It had been worth making this trip to gain these levels. Unfortunately, directly beneath was something else he didn’t want to see.

      Your patrons delight in the chaos you sow. Like ripples expanding from a stone dropped in a pool, your actions distort the future in so many ways. The Dark Ones remain most entertained. You are safe from their hands, for now. The Scarlet Court watches with interest; as your mind continues to grow, their desire for allegiance grows apace. The Abyss hungers; only secrets and souls will sate them, and not for long. Anathema has reached level 14. You have received +6 Constitution, +6 Intelligence, +6 Willpower.

      The stat gain was welcome, as was the chance to choose new abilities, but the acknowledgement of his “patrons” was not.

      “Enjoying the show?” he spat as he glared at the roof.

      Distant powers and their observations could wait, the ritual required his focus for the time being. He was in less-than-ideal condition to be choosing new abilities, but he would do the best he could. Time pressed.

      His eyes fell to the bottom of the page where he was required to make his choices.

      Better get to it before I bleed out on the floor. 

      “I’m surprised Yor hasn’t shown up to offer a twisted deal,” he muttered.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t be so crass as to assume you are on your last leg, yet,” came her voice from behind him.

      Tyron didn’t turn but smiled briefly.

      “And here I thought you might be losing interest.”

      “My Mistress remains interested, but the terms she desires are not ones you would be willing to accept in your… current condition.”

      “I have a sword in me, just how much worse does she think it’s going to get?”

      “Much.”

      Well, that’s comforting. Though, I suppose it simply confirms that Yor expects me to survive this on my own.

      The pain was overwhelming, but he was able to endure it, if only just.

      Focus. Finish the ritual. Look for something that will help you survive.

      There were two new choices for Undead Weaver, along with the previously declined Ghoul Flesh.

      Bone Animus - Replaces Bone Stitching and increases the maximum level to 20. A finer weave allows more strength with less magick.

      Empowered Bone Armour - Replaces Bone Armour and increases the maximum level to 20. A modified spell to enable greater protection.

      Neither was an aid to him in his current circumstances, but both were choices he otherwise liked. He placed a bloody mark with his thumb next to Bone Animus and moved on to the feats.

      Zombie Focus I - Improve the quality of Raised Zombies.

      Skeleton Focus III - Improve the quality of Raised Skeletons.

      Spirit Focus I - Improve the quality of Raised Spirits.

      Flesh Mastery - Increased skill with flesh based undead and abilities.

      Bone Mastery - Increased skill with bone based undead and abilities.

      Spirit Mastery - Increased skill with spirit based undead and abilities.

      Minion Controller - Improve the capacity to direct undead.

      Undead Specialist - Increase the maximum level of Raise Dead by ten.

      Intelligent Dead - Improve the minds of undead minions.

      Boon Giver - Spells and abilities that empower the dead are strengthened.

      Much as he had suspected, each of the feats was related to his minions. That fell in line with the direction of the Class, and under normal circumstances, he would be pleased to see them. There were many he would like to take, though he could only select four. The sight of Skeleton Focus III was a jolt of energy. If there was a three, then there may even be a four. Since he was stacking bonuses, stacking them as high as he could was a good choice.

      He wished there was more time to consider each option, consult with Dove, but there wasn’t.

      A thumbprint was placed next to Bone Mastery and he moved on. 

      Hopefully, the patrons had something he could use to assist in his current situation.

      Anathema has reached level 14. Choose two of the following:

      Two choices to make, four new abilities. As a last resort, Blood Healing may serve his needs, but he would rather avoid it if possible.

      Air of Menace - Surround oneself in a dread aura.

      Pain - Inflict the target with severe pain.

      Invasive Persuasion - Open a weakness to manipulation in a suppressed mind.

      Fear Implant - Leave an impression of fear within a suppressed mind.

      Blood Healing - Convert the blood of others to a healing serum.

      Eyes of Blood - See sources of blood nearby.

      Glamour - Conceal your features.

      Rot’s Favour - Encourage infection.

      Abyss Tongue - Commune with the realm between.

      Soul Transfusion - Consume a soul to heal the body.

      “Huh,” Tyron grunted.

      He wasn’t surprised to see an ability like Soul Transfusion pop up. Almost exactly what he needed in his current circumstances. He had an abundance of souls around him at the moment —vile killers, every one of them. He could conjure one and consume it in minutes, easy as snapping his fingers. And after he’d done it once, how easy it would be to do it again. He could already feel the justifications becoming less and less difficult to find. How long until he didn’t care at all anymore?

      You think because I’ve sacrificed one soul, I’ll be prepared to do it again? And once I do, it’ll be so easy to turn around and offer more to my “patrons.”

      The ground felt slippery beneath his feet. Dark Gods, vampires and Abyssal deities, those were the source of the abilities the Anathema class offered. Corruption, deception, domination, and death, that was what they wanted to give him. It wasn’t hard to see what they wanted to make of him, the path they seemed so determined to set his feet upon.

      They can fuck off.

      He gritted his teeth and put a mark next to Glamour and Invasive Persuasion. Both abilities would prove useful in his attempts to try and deflect people who happened to come across him. He hadn’t wanted to manipulate anyone that way, but that’d been naive.

      Better to dominate their mind and have them forget they ever saw him than to kill them.

      As for his wound, he would need to survive as best he could on his own. He’d been wrong to think he could rely on anyone else. The patrons would help, but only on their own terms. Choices made, he gritted his teeth, grasped the sword, and slid it out of his guts before he ended the ritual, letting the weapon clatter to the floor. The sudden rush of power was shocking, as always. New knowledge etched itself on his brain even as the Unseen reached into his body, changing it from within.

      He grew stronger, tougher, smarter, more persuasive, more determined. All of it was welcome, but the toughness was what he cared about right now.

      “Thank goodness for it.”

      He could finally appreciate why the Necromancer Class received so much constitution. Of course everyone would ignore the minions and come for his head if they could. The only way to survive was to be able to take a hit and keep going.

      Clutching at his wound, he staggered about, looking for something he could use to bandage himself. An old curtain had to suffice, torn in strips and bound around his midsection.

      Job done, he went outside to find Dove hollering at nothing.

      “Kid? Kid! You still alive? The fuck is going on?!”

      “Shut it,” he ground out as he made it back to the table.

      “Holy shit! Are you alright?”

      “No, I’m not alright, I had a fucking sword in me. I got some levels, hopefully it’ll toughen me up enough to survive. Now try and shut up, I’ve got a ton of things to do and this hurts like…” he laughed and then grunted in pain, “... a stab wound.”

      “Things to do? Did your fucking balls land on your head? You need to get out of here!”

      “Can’t leave yet,” Tyron said as he cast his eyes about for stones. “There’s too much here I can’t afford to leave behind.”
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      The cart rattled over the uneven road and Tyron groaned.

      “Fucking, shut up already.”

      The young Mage grimaced as he tried to resist touching his side for the umpteenth time. It didn’t help. In fact, all it did was get blood on his hand and irritate the wound.

      Another jostle, another groan.

      “By the tits, shut your damn mouth! You had the chance to fix the wound and you passed it up, so fucking deal with it!”

      Tyron sat up with difficulty, the pain from his wound a constant throbbing that reverberated through his entire body.

      “You’d really eat someone’s soul to heal yourself?” he asked.

      “Yes I fucking would! I can’t believe how stupid you are. I think your damn balls are too big for your own good, it’s making you stupid, or blind. Is that it? You can’t see past your own colossal fucking sack and notice the obvious solution right in front of your face?

      “Ask a stupid question…” he chuckled.

      “Maybe I am, stupid that is.” He gestured to his pants, stained red with drying blood. His own blood. “As you can see, my testicles are quite standard, but I can’t deny that I’m dumb enough to risk my life over pride.”

      As tempting as it was to argue back at the skull, to defend his morals and point of view, there really wasn’t any point. Dove was worried about him, that was why he was so angry. The pragmatic Summoner wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice one of those bandit souls to heal him if he could. Before he’d died, he’d already shown he was willing to kill others to keep Tyron alive. 

      Stupidity and pride. He refused to rely on the patrons, refused to play their games. A dumb decision if ever there was one, and it was pride that got in his way. He would do it himself, and do it his own way, or not at all. 

      They won’t fucking control me. I refuse to be controlled.

      A sigh emanated from the skull, and Tyron turned his weary gaze back to his friend.

      “You aren’t stupid, kid. We both know that. I think I’m starting to see your parents in you at last. Magnin and Beory are legendary for wanting to go their own way, and it seems like the apple didn’t drop far from the tree.”

      Tyron felt a warm glow inside at being compared to his parents.

      “You really think so?” he said.

      “Oh goddess, don’t look so pleased. Oh, that’s disgusting. You have the look of a loving child yearning for the approval of a parent all over your face. It’s too pure for me. Get it away before I manifest spirit spew. Turn me around or something, for fuck’s sake!”

      A laugh bubbled up in his chest, which caused another spike of pain, which was followed with another groan.

      “Serves you right,” Dove said acerbically as Tyron lay clutching at his side. “Don’t let me see your inner self ever again. I’m here to help a badass, killer-crazed Necromancer get some revenge on the pricks who branded me, not babysit a vulnerable young man who didn’t get enough love as a child.”

      “Can’t I be both of those things?”

      “No, no you fucking cannot.”

      The two lapsed into silence and Tyron reflected on the previous night. He’d killed a Slayer, but he shied away from examining that thought too closely.

      It was what it was and he couldn’t do a thing about it. He refused to give up, so he had to keep going forward, that was all there was to it.

      Killing bandits had proved to be a profitable endeavour in terms of experience and levels, as he’d hoped it would be. Everything had become a blur after he was wounded, but he must have collected bones from ten corpses and at least five spirits before the light had begun to creep over the horizon.

      To stay any longer than that would have been foolish in the extreme, so he’d gathered his work and left.

      It was mid-morning now, the sun edging closer to its zenith.

      I should have stolen a cart with a roof on it.

      At least it wasn’t too hot out here in the western province; otherwise, having the heat beating down on them all day would have been too much to bear.

      Stop your whining and get to work, Tyron admonished himself.

      He’d achieved his goal of securing more levels. He hadn’t been able to get all the bandits, much to his irritation. Several of them still burned in his awareness, fading into the distance as the cart rolled forward. It was unlikely he’d get a chance to go back and get the rest, so they were in the clear, for now. 

      As a reward for the risks, hard work, and stab wound, he’d been able to take a giant step forward in his Undead Weaver Class, gaining his first feat and a new ability to boot.

      Upgrading his Bone Stitching skill excited him even further than the feat, to be honest. Taking such basic, fundamental skills and pushing them as far as possible was the hallmark of a true expert, so his father had always said, and he knew this had the potential to be huge.

      Empowered Bone Armour would be nice, and he would be extremely tempted to select it in the future. After receiving his first serious battle wound, he was eager to put further impediments between him and getting hurt, but for now, his minions took priority.

      He’d spent the hours groaning in the back of the cart trying to digest the information granted to him by the skill, and he felt he was approaching the point where he would need to test some things.

      Moving slowly, he raised his hands and began to weave. Then stopped and shook his head. He tried again. After a few seconds, he paused once more and frowned.

      Something wasn’t right. 

      Nearby, a bag of leg bones sat against a pile of others, still slightly damp at the bottom from having the washed femurs and tibia thrown in. He pulled it toward him and fished a few out, hoping that working on actual bones might help him concentrate.

      His gut ached something fierce, but he tried to focus and push the pain away. He had to endure, or else he may as well roll over and give himself up.

      Arranging the bones with care, he even grabbed a fibula for good measure, he brought to mind everything he’d learned about the knee joint. 

      It’d taken many iterations, but he’d eventually settled on a weave for the knee that he felt struck a good balance between power, efficiency, and support. Could he make a better joint if he wanted to? Absolutely, but it would require significantly more work. There simply wasn’t the time to produce the absolute best.

      As his mother had always said, “An eighty percent result only requires fifty percent of the effort. Sometimes it’s worth it to push for the final twenty, and sometimes it isn’t.”

      Tyron judged that, in this instance, it wasn’t.

      Again, he raised his hands and prepared to weave, but just as he started, curling those first few threads around each other, he realised it felt wrong.

      Something he was doing didn’t mesh with the way the upgraded skill wanted him to work, but what was it? Thinking hard, he looked down at the bones arranged in his lap. Bone Stitching was a technique that involved using threads of magick to create a weave that mimicked the properties of muscle and tendons. Skeletons obviously lacked those things, so this was a requirement for them to be able to move. The upgraded skill, Bone Animus, should work in a similar way but be improved in some fashion. 

      With knowledge crammed into his skull by the Unseen, he felt that was the case, but he couldn’t quite figure out how it was meant to be done. 

      Letting his instinct take over, he brought his hands forward again, but this time he didn’t summon the threads from his fingertips immediately but tried to listen to those fragments of instinct he had been granted.

      His hands drifted closer to the bones, then closer still. He kept expecting that he would feel the right moment to bring out the threads and continue to work, but to his surprise, that didn’t happen. Instead, his hands continued to move forward until they were resting on the cold surface of the bone themselves.

      Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?

      Only now did he feel it was right to summon the threads, but not attached to his fingers, that wouldn’t work for what the skill wanted him to do. He had to create them inside the bone.

      What was the benefit of that? How would that help? Normally, the weave was created outside and then would tighten when he was done, bonding to the outside of the skeleton. 

      If it were inside…

      Would that be more efficient? Soaked inside the Death Magick contained within the bones themselves, would that have an effect? Or perhaps just being protected would make the weave more resilient to damage and wear.

      Curious, he began to try and manipulate the threads and quickly grew frustrated. 

      This was ridiculous! Trying to weave inside the bones was like trying to stitch through a keyhole! Except even that tiny gap was blocked. What he was really doing was manipulating the threads through a thin wall using only his mind.

      Slow down, concentrate. You can do this.

      It wouldn’t do to be impatient. Tyron took a deep breath and focused. He’d mastered Bone Stitching, though it had tangled his fingers into a useless snarl at first, he would do the same with this.

      So he began to work, letting everything else, even the throbbing pain of his wound, fade to the background as he devoted himself single-mindedly to moving the threads. He was sluggish. It was difficult to sense the threads and difficult to move them. Doing both at the same time was almost impossible, so at first he didn’t try.

      He would shift the minute threads a little, then check them, then shift them again, over and over. After an hour, he’d made some progress toward completing the knee joint, and he was mentally exhausted.

      Were he in his best condition, working inside on a steady table, it would have gone much better. For now, this was the best he could do.

      This is… surprisingly difficult… but it’s interesting at the same time.

      Despite not being able to complete the joint, he could tell there was something different about it. The weave felt… more flexible, especially when he connected one bone to another. Probably because the weave connected through the bones rather than around them. That also gave him a lot of flexibility in the way he went about shaping the weave. In fact, he had many more options now that he didn’t have to surround the joint.

      A thought struck him.

      “Hey, Dove, someone with a spear doesn’t have the same musculature as someone specialised in, say, a hammer, right?”

      The skull scoffed.

      “Of course, it’s completely fucking different. Even swordsmen are going to be built slightly differently based on the weight and length of the weapon they choose. I’ve never swung a sword in my life and I know that much.”

      Tyron chuckled.

      “I really am an idiot.”

      “What now?”

      “Well… all my skeletons have the exact same weave.”

      “Right.”

      “But they don’t all use the same weapons.”

      “... Ah.”

      A pause.

      “... About time you realised it, dipshit!”

      “Dove….”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s obvious when you think about it, right?”

      “It sure is.”

      His new technique would allow for greater flexibility in the weave, which meant one skeleton could be differentiated further from another. It wasn’t too late that he’d only noticed this now.

      Possibilities began to unfold in his mind. 

      The threads of magick used to form the weave essentially acted as an energy converter, taking arcane energy and changing it to movement, and also acted to bind the skeleton together. By changing the weave, he could do a ton of different things.

      His shield-bearing skeletons could be bulked up with a thicker weave, allowing them to convert more magick to movement, effectively making them physically stronger. When they got into pitched battles and pushing matches, they would hold the line more effectively.

      He could add extra weave to a skeleton’s legs and hips, allowing them to walk faster, or bulk up the shoulders of those using heavier weapons like maces.

      All he’d really cared about before was efficiency. His minions had to be as efficient as possible so he could support more, but as his expertise increased, he was making efficiency savings in other areas. When he took into account his vastly increased magick capacity, specialising his skeletons and allowing them to draw on more power wouldn’t be an issue until he had almost fifty.

      “I’ve got so much to do,” he groaned.
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      “Did you hear something?” Tyron asked, coming alert suddenly.

      “Uh… no? Obviously, I didn’t fucking hear anything. My hearing isn’t exactly the best it’s ever been right now.”

      “Shut up for a second.”

      The skull grumbled quietly to himself but fell silent a few moments later as Tyron continued to survey the grassland around them. For two days, they had continued their slow way south, trying to get lost in the winding trails amongst the foothills. It appeared to have worked, at least so far, as they hadn’t seen any Slayers. 

      They’d managed to find a scattering of rift-kin, which had been somewhat surprising. Small scuttlers, hunting for any grazing animals or remote communities they could find, easily put down by the skeletons.

      Tyron cocked his head and listened. The wind was a constant here, whistling between rocks and crags, but even so, he’d thought he heard something.

      After a moment, there was no response, so he dropped the bandage in his hands and began to work his magick. Looking through the eyes of his minions, he found nothing, which was somewhat reassuring. Just to be safe, he redistributed a few, increasing the number of skeletons close to the cart.

      “You’re as jumpy as a flea in a fire, kid.”

      “Do you blame me? If a team of Slayers finds me, even trainees who haven’t reached bronze yet, I’m completely fucked. I’d rather not be dead, Dove.”

      “Hey. Living the lich life can’t be all that bad. I mean, I’m halfway there, and let me tell you…. I can’t even pretend it’s good, actually. This sucks. Are you going to bind that hole in your gut or what?”

      After a few more moments, Tyron lowered his head and got back to cleaning his wound. Superhuman physical toughness was one thing, but basic injury care to prevent infection would go a long way. As hard as it had been, he’d had to force himself to stop, hide the cart behind the slope of a hill, and remove his bandage to boil it.

      The fabric wasn’t the best, but after twenty minutes soaking in water, it was clean enough that he took it out to dry. The wound itself… wasn’t pretty. It still ached like hell, though he was pleased to see it wasn’t puffy or overly red.

      If there was any internal damage, he’d have to cross his fingers and hope it was able to resolve itself. Thankfully, the blade hadn’t punctured a lung, but the chance it had perforated his bowel was very real. Unnaturally tough he might be, but there were limits.

      Should I try to find a village? See if they have a healer of some kind?

      It was highly unlikely that they would, small communities couldn’t afford the ministrations of someone with a proper, dedicated healing Class. More likely, he’d find someone with a skill or two they’d developed to help their neighbours and make a little extra coin on the side.

      But did he have the time? He might have to risk it. He finished wrapping the bandage and tied it off before he pulled his shirt back on. 

      My last clean-ish shirt.

      The last one had an unfortunate hole through it and some rather significant bloodstains. He’d ditched it in a creek when he had the chance.

      Worse still, his cloak hadn’t come out unscathed, and there was no replacement for that. Against the cold, he didn’t have an option but to make the best of it.

      A moment later, he stilled, then continued to go about his preparations nonchalantly. Several ghosts began to drift to new positions under his mental command.

      “Just about time to get moving again,” he said to Dove, as casually as he could manage.

      “I mean, I can’t exactly move you know,” the skull replied acerbically, “I just sit in the back of the wagon for days on end watching the gorgeous scenery go by.”

      “Oh, come now, what about the sparkling conversation?”

      It was all he could do not to scan the surrounding rock as he kicked over the last of the coals and pulled himself back into the wagon. 

      “Sparkling? Have you ever met yourself, Tyron? All you talk about is magick and whinge about getting stabbed.”

      “All you talk about is magick and how much you miss having a dick.”

      “A lot, by the way. My balls are a close second and third, but definitely the dick most.”

      The skeletons picked up the cart and began to rattle down the path as Tyron settled, doing his best to appear focused on the bones in front of him.

      Surreptitiously, he worked his magick, allowing his eyes to be overtaken by the vision of a ghost. Nothing. He shifted its position. Still nothing.

      Perhaps he was just being paranoid….

      He tried another ghost. Nothing. One more, nothing. With a sigh, he shifted its orientation, about to give up, when he thought he noticed something.

      Did that rock… move?

      Keeping the spirit at a slight distance to prevent its cold aura from giving it away, he had it rotate around the suspicious stone to get a better look.

      Damn these horrible undead eyes. I swear I saw it shift.

      The offending rock was positioned overlooking the slight dip where he’d stopped to make a fire, perfect for someone wanting to observe him. Maybe he was paranoid, but he couldn’t afford to take any chances.

      He waited, watching as closely as he could.

      There.

      That time, he caught it, he was sure of it. Someone was watching. 

      Blood and bone, he cursed. He’d been found. 

      He swallowed, then began to prepare another spell as the cart continued to wobble its slow way down the road. There would only be one shot at this, and he had to win.

      Once he was ready, he breathed out, then snapped around in his seat, hands outflung to hurl the spell at his intended target.

      Suppress Mind!

      The instant he moved the hidden observer did too, breaking cover to escape, but they weren’t quick enough. The spell took hold and Tyron found himself locked in a deadly battle of wills with his opponent.

      Using this spell against a person was very different from using it against a rift-kin. The monsters weren’t defenceless against it, far from it, they fought with a desperate, rage-fuelled frenzy, the madness that possessed all kin driving them to push back. 

      But they weren’t intelligent, they didn’t understand what was happening to them, they just lashed out. It was relatively easy to suppress them as long he was steeled for it.

      Using it against a person was another matter. They were more cognizant of the stakes, more cunning in how and when they lashed out. 

      There was a cry from above as Tyron slammed his will against the observer’s, but he didn’t allow himself to get distracted. The stakes were too high for that.

      Eyes closed, sweat burst out off his brow as he brought his mind to bear. The Slayer fought back, for it had to be a Slayer, their will far stronger than that of the Farmer he’d done this to before.

      Like trying to pin down a snake, Tyron struggled to grab it safely, but it wasn’t that easy. The Slayer writhed in his grip, stabbing in one direction one moment, then in another the next. To be successful he had to suppress them completely, to the point they surrendered. Fearing for their life, the Slayer fought back furiously.

      Tyron gritted his teeth and abandoned his careful strategy. Trying to pin down a snake without getting bit might be the smarter strategy, but he couldn’t be cautious.

      Throwing away his sense of self preservation, he lunged forward with his will, driving directly into the mind of the Slayer. In return, he was pummelled, his opponent lashing at him with wild abandon.

      He struck back again and again, smashing his will against theirs with cruel purpose. He would drive them to submit, he had to.

      A fierce headache blossomed behind his eyes as he was struck over and over, but he had the better of the exchange. Eventually, his opponent weakened, and he closed his grip around their mind ruthlessly.

      It was over, and Tyron fought back his distaste at the sensation of holding another’s mind in his grip. He couldn’t be squeamish now, the worst was yet to come.

      In a way, it was a good thing he couldn’t see the Slayer clearly; whatever they’d done to conceal themselves was still in effect. According to his eyes, he was having a battle of wills with a suspicious rock.

      “Kid? What the hell was that? I can’t see.”

      “Slayer,” Tyron said tightly.

      “Oh, fuck!”

      “It’s alright, I’ve suppressed them.”

      “Well, that’s nice, I suppose. What happens when you release the spell?”

      “Taking care of that now.”

      “That sounds ominous. Can always use another corpse for the pile.”

      “Not like that….”

      With the Slayer held tightly in his grip, they were at his mercy. Unable to move or defend themselves, it would be simple to have a skeleton run them through, but that was a dead end for him.

      He was already a marked man; Slayers didn’t take it too well when their own were killed. Kicking the hornet nest would only make things worse. If he took more lives, if more Slayers disappeared, they’d never stop hunting him.

      When the rift-kin were dead and things returned to normal, the Slayers would return to the keeps and get back to doing what they do best. If he’d murdered a bunch of them on the way, that wouldn’t happen, they’d stay until he was dead in the ground.

      Take a breath, focus, don’t fuck it up.

      There hadn’t been a chance to practise this, he didn’t have a target after all. Perhaps he could have asked Yor, but he was likely to end up dead if he did.

      Focusing on the magick, he concentrated on the Slayer, or more specifically, on their mind. Now that he had them in his control, he was able to implant a suggestion, to persuade them that they had seen something they hadn’t, or more specifically, convince them they hadn’t seen something they had.

      You found nothing. You saw nothing. No sign of a Necromancer. No tracks. No trail. No wagon. Turn and leave. 

      He repeated the thought over and over again, driving it into the mind he held in his grip. Drumming it over and over again, he gradually felt it take hold, sinking into the thoughts and settling there.

      You found nothing. You saw nothing. No sign of a Necromancer. No tracks. No trail. No wagon. Turn and leave. 

      When he was satisfied, he slowly released his grip, then watched through the eyes of his ghost as the Slayer stood, the rock disguise falling away to reveal itself as a cloak. 

      It was a woman, perhaps, it was hard to tell through the ghost’s eyes, and she walked, zombie-like, away. Tyron breathed a deep sigh of relief and released the spell.

      “We need to get moving,” he said to Dove.

      “Oh, right. Well I’ll get right fucking on that.”

      “Shut up, Dove.”

      “More importantly, how in the name of fuck did you get that Slayer out of here?”

      “Implanted a suggestion in their mind that they’d never found us.”

      “Oof. That’s twisted, kid. Manipulating thoughts like that? Disgusting. By the by, think we could stop by a brothel soon? I’ve got some thoughts about this new ability.”

      “You’re sickening, you know that?”

      Putting the protestations of the skull to one side, Tyron focused on having the skeletons move the cart as quickly as their bony feet would carry them. He needed to get south. Skyice Keep would be his next best bet of finding rift-kin to kill, and perhaps it would be a little safer, being the most isolated Slayer keep in the province.

      As long as they didn’t get found again.

      “Say, Dove,” he said, as the cart continued to rattle forward, “I had a thought, about ghosts.”

      “By the mother’s milkers, kid. Can’t we talk about breasts for a change?”

      “So, to create a ghost, I need to create a type of shell, right? A magickal construct of sorts? I’ve been wondering if I can overlay that. You know the Repository ritual?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “Well…”

      The two bounced ideas off each other for the next few hours until night fell. Yor found them still arguing back and forth and rolled her eyes. Every night started the same way.
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      “How much longer, do you think?” Beory spat through gritted teeth.

      Magnin grunted, breath whistling as he tried to suck in air through the pain.

      “Not sure,” he gasped. “Th-they’ve started working harder. D-don’t you think?”

      They certainly had. It appeared the Magisters had grown tired of their resistance and redoubled their efforts. In a strange way, the increased pain pleased her. No doubt those pricks were sweating right now. They’d never have expected her and Magnin to last as long as they had. No one had tried to circumvent the brand in centuries, no one as good as her anyway. 

      The Magisters had been complacent. The fact that she and her husband were still alive was proof enough of that.

      “The brands aren’t enough to kill us,” she ground out. “Their only choice is to break us down.”

      “Oh?” Magnin tried to chuckle, but it came out as a pained wheeze. “I-it’s working.”

      “We’re buying him time. Hold on.”

      “Of course.”

      He’d done so well, better than expected. His body might be grossly powerful, but his mind and will were more vulnerable. 

      “Every hour we can give him increases his chances. We have to hold.”

      Sweat poured from Magnin’s brow and he grunted with every second breath. She’d never seen him look so worn, not even in his youth.

      “Did I ever tell you,” he wheezed, “that I love you?”

      Her eyes softened, despite the agony that ripped through her.

      “Yes, my heart. Every day.”

      “G-good.”

      She reached out and placed a palm against his face.

      “Just a few more days,” she told him. “You can make it.”

      “Course I can. Don’t underestimate me, woman.”

      “Never.”

      Not like the Magisters. They dared to try and clip her wings, Magnin’s wings. Vengeance would find them, the entire empire would burn for what they’d done.

      Of that, she was confident.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTY-ONE

          

          

      

    

    







            A MAD MAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, 8 February 2023

        2:50 PM

      

      

      “It’s… disturbing to look at.”

      “There exists a certain charm in the way he moves.”

      “Charm? Charm!? You’re as twisted as I am, woman. He looks like a zombie fucking another zombie, except the second one is nothing but an ass sewed onto a face.”

      The young Necromancer had been in this state for almost an hour now, demanding that they stash the cart in a crevasse, hidden from view as he grew lost in his thoughts.

      “You exaggerate. Look at him closely, he is so taken by thoughts in his mind that physical reality has faded almost completely from his consciousness. I have seen others like this, elders, when they fall into a trance contemplating the deeper magick and the mysteries of the blood. Sometimes they don’t move for years at a time.”

      “Still? He keeps jerking this way and that, I’m worried he’s having a heart attack! It’s like he gets halfway into a movement before he has another thought and tries to move in a new direction.”

      “It’s fascinating.”

      “It’s disgusting. I think he’s drooling.”

      “I suspect this is what he looked like when he discovered how to preserve your spirit.”

      An image flashed into Dove’s mind of Tyron leaning over him, the light of madness burning in his eyes as he’d awakened within his own skull.

      “I’d rather not remember that,” Dove muttered.

      “I feel it’s a little hypocritical of you to complain so much. After all, this is your fault, at least partially.”

      “My fault? What did I do?”

      “Your discussion was enough to give him some insight, resulting in this state.”

      “Honestly, I’m not even sure what he was talking about is possible. It’s an interesting theory… sure.”

      “It’s possible.”

      The vampire’s eyes gleamed in the dim light. It wasn’t every day one had the opportunity to witness a genius at work, a talent so bright even her Mistress had reached out to this backwards realm to lay a claim. Would he blaze in glory here, or fall agonisingly short of a great leap forward?

      “It is? Well, shit.”

      Their words weren’t heard by Tyron. He felt as if he could barely feel his own body as thoughts raced through his mind, one chasing the other so quickly he could barely breathe.

      Spell matrices came together, were adapted, and then discarded over and over again as he tried to make the possibility he had glimpsed into a magickal reality.

      Mind. Spirit. Channel. Bond or connection? Need a conduit. Or housing. But how do they connect? What material, or method? 

      His thoughts flickered from problem to solution so fast, he felt as if his thoughts were vibrating. This wasn’t helping, he needed to settle his mind, direct his energy more fruitfully.

      The young Mage snapped back to himself and blinked rapidly. 

      Fuck, my eyes are dry. Was I not blinking?

      No sooner had the thought occurred to him then it was gone as he strode to his pack and pulled out his notebook. Fumbling with a shaking hand for his pencil, he ripped it out and began feverishly scribbling away on a fresh page.

      Conceptually, it was simple. Skeletons were limited by the simplistic construct that acted as their “brain.” Improving the construct was one thing, but that dealt with mind magick, an entire branch of spellcraft of its own and one that Tyron had no familiarity with. So, how to make his skeletons less stupid?

      Replace their basic “minds” with ghosts. Simple.

      Except it wasn’t. 

      There were dozens of intricate components connecting the mind to the skeleton, none of which he fully understood. Spellforms ran through his head at a blistering pace, different combinations of sigils flicking into place before he dismissed them and started again.

      What was a spirit? Whether or not it was really the soul of a living person didn’t matter; for his purposes, they were a magickal construct that could be bound to a semi-physical form.

      Spirit Binding allowed him to create a “housing” for the ghost, one that enabled it to interact in the physical world in a limited way. To take that and overlay it to a skeleton… 

      As his pencil continued to fly over the page, he began to mutter to himself as he tried to resolve the issues that prevented him from making his vision reality. Not ten metres away, Yor and Dove watched him rack his brain.

      “If he’s successful…” Dove muttered.

      Yor nodded, the predatory gleam in her eyes brightening.

      “Then he would have taught himself how to create a revenant.”

      “But that’s… nuts.”

      It was possible to learn skills and spells without the influence of the Unseen, but that didn’t mean it happened often. In fact, it was vanishingly rare, especially with more complex abilities. Yet the longer Dove watched, the more he became convinced that something remarkable was about to happen.

      The three remained as they were for another hour until, finally, Tyron stood from his crouched position and turned to face them, the manic expression on his face eerily lit by the orbs he had conjured.

      He rushed toward them, then blew straight past, rummaging for the bones he wanted in the cart before laying them down carefully on the ground. Without pause, the Necromancer began to thread the bones together, fingers dancing across the joints as he formed the threads of magick.

      “Hey, tilt me down a little bit,” Dove asked the vampire beside him. “I can’t see.”

      “There isn’t much to see,” she told him, “not yet.”

      “I don’t want to miss it,” the skull hissed, “this could be something extraordinary right here.”

      Yor smiled cruelly and adjusted the position of the skull until he was facing directly downward into the wooden planks of the cart.

      “Very funny,” Dove said acidly. “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all,” Yor said, but relented and repositioned him so he could watch Tyron work.

      “I feel like he’s getting through that faster than before,” he observed with interest as Tyron continued to flutter over the bones, hands shifting from one section to the next as he wove with dizzying speed.

      “He seems to have achieved a high level of focus. His control over the magick is much better than usual.”

      In a relatively short time, Tyron sprang up and began to pace around the skeleton, as if examining something that normal eyes couldn’t see. Eventually, he nodded to himself before dashing back to the cart to collect his ritual focus and one of the stones stored in the back.

      Moving back to the bones on the ground, he carefully placed the rock inside the skull before he stood, stepped back and spread his hands.

      Dove tensed. Was the kid really just going to go for it? A modified ritual?

      “Hey, Ty-” he began to say.

      He froze, his spirit gripped by something he couldn’t describe, no longer able to echo out the words as he could before.

      “Be quiet,” Yor said from beside him. “If you distract him now, then who knows what might happen?”

      “He might not kill himself!”

      “Or the breakthrough he needs to survive will be lost.”

      The once-Summoner stumbled in his words as the reality of that situation struck home. It was true. The kid progressed so fast that it was difficult to remember at times that it still wasn’t fast enough. He’d come this far by pushing his limits as hard and as often as he could. If he stopped doing that now, at this critical moment, it might all have been for nothing.

      Unheeding of anything outside of his own mind, Tyron took a deep breath and began to speak. 

      Create a body for the ghost out of magick, bind it to the skeleton, then raise it as an undead. Three separate processes, each requiring time, focus, and meticulous attention to detail to perform correctly.

      It may have seemed mad, but Tyron’s answer was not to perform these actions separately but rather to do them all together.

      Not three individual tasks, but one.

      The instantiation of the ghost, binding it to the skeleton, and binding it to him… he would do them all at once.

      Words rolled from his mouth as his hands flicked from one sigil to the next in an unceasing series. Magick began to flow in such quantities it could almost be seen, almost be felt, whipping around the Necromancer’s cloak and ruffling Yor’s dress.

      The secret is in the bones!

      It had come to him in a flash of inspiration. There had to be a reason the improved Bone Threading technique placed the weave within the bones, there had to be. He may not understand what it was, but he was certain it was there. Extending that logic, he knew that the bones of the dead were themselves repositories of magick; after all, they became saturated with Death Magick if given the opportunity. 

      As the ritual continued, he infused the skeleton with his power and, at the same time, created a new form for the spirit to reside in, inside the bones.

      The spirit-binding flowed through the marrow as if it were always meant to be there, enveloping and embracing the threads within, which seemed to come alive through some will of their own.

      It was gruelling, difficult work, and Tyron felt as if his mind were being pulled in multiple directions as he tried to juggle so many complex spellforms at once, but he persevered. The frenetic urging of his own mind wouldn’t allow him to fail.

      Ghostly flames began to spread across the bones as the ritual continued, an ethereal purple fire that flickered in the darkness like a sputtering torch.

      “There’s no fucking way,” Dove breathed.

      On and on it went, more and more magick being pulled out and infused into the undead, until finally it was done.

      Tyron brought his hands together, the final syllable ringing in the damp night air as he stared down at his newest creation with feverish glee.

      At first nothing happened, then a light began to glow within the hollow eyes of the skull. Moving slowly, the skeleton began to rise, pulling itself up from the ground until it stood unmoving on its two feet.

      Still, that fire burned, tiny tongues of flame that curled between the ribs and licked the darkness. Gradually, the flames began to gather, sliding along the skeletal frame to concentrate along the ribs until they seemed to ignite, creating a steadily burning fire that filled the undead’s chest.

      “Yes!” Tyron cried, punching the air in triumph before he rushed up close to the minion and inspected it carefully. 

      “That’s not something he should have learned how to do for quite some time,” Yor smirked.

      “Holy. Fucking. Balls,” Dove agreed.

      He’d always known the kid was special. In the back of his skull, he began to wonder just what the future would actually hold. His best hopes for the Necromancer had been to thumb his nose at the authorities, kill a few marshals, piss off the Magisters a bit. At best, he’d hoped he would grow strong enough to threaten them, make a ruckus.

      But now… now, something entirely more grand might be possible.

      “Congratulations, kid,” he said, louder.

      Tyron turned toward him, a broad grin on his face.

      “I told you it was possible! I fucking told you!”

      “Yes, yes you did. Quite the accomplishment. You can be proud of pulling this off, unlike the pulling you did when you were younger.”

      “Proud?” Tyron sounded almost puzzled. “But I’m not done yet! There’s more work to do, much more. I need to make more, and I need to see what different bones and souls do. Or maybe the minion is stronger if I use the soul and bones of the same person? There’s so much to figure out….”

      Already muttering to himself, Tyron leapt into the back of the cart and started rummaging around until he found what he was looking for. Dove didn’t see him until he’d jumped back down, but when he did, he felt more than a little concerned. 

      “Kid, isn’t that…?”

      “Yes,” Tyron nodded absentmindedly, “these are the remains of the Slayer I killed. And I’ve got his spirit right here.”

      “Well… fuck.”
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      Tyron came awake with a start. He tried to pull himself up off his back, only to twinge his gut and let out a groan, lowering himself back down to the hard wooden bed of the cart. Eyes closed, he reached down with one hand and pressed his palm into the throbbing wound on his belly.

      There was heat there and the flesh was tender, but no worse than it had been the last time he remembered checking. There may be some level of infection, which meant he’d better seek some treatment, but it wasn’t worsening. That was something.

      Pain throbbed in his temples, along his back, and in most of his limbs. Sleeping on a moving cart was a far cry from a feather bed. He must have been exhausted, collapsing in here without so much as laying a blanket down. Exceptionally durable for a Slayer of his rank he may be, but there was no point punishing himself when he didn’t have to.

      Holy shit, my mouth is dry.

      Without opening his eyes, he fumbled about, patting the various bags and packs around him until he found the waterskin. Uncorking it, he brought the leather bag to his lips and drank deep of the cool, brackish liquid.

      Need to resupply. Should be a creek or stream around here to get water, at least.

      The foothills were crisscrossed with little streams and brooks coming down from the mountains, which meant fresh water was never too far away. Food and bandages were what he needed. If he’d thought to gather more supplies from the village when he’d had the chance, he wouldn’t need to risk it, but he’d been interested in more… necromantic necessities.

      “Oh, you’re awake, kid. You’ve been out of it for hours.”

      The young Mage lifted his head to find Dove posted on one of the poles set in the corners of the cart looking down at him.

      “Why are you watching me sleep? It’s creepy,” Tyron let his head fall back down.

      “Not like I have a fucking choice now, do I? Yor set me here, against my will, I might add, and that was the end of it. Rather than look at you snoring, I’ve been dipping in and out of sleep myself.”

      A thought occurred to the Necromancer.

      “Should I have a guess as to where you asked her to put you?”

      “I think we both know I asked her to use my jaw and skull as a brassiere. She threatened to stuff me down your pants.”

      “Blood and bone, I’m glad that didn’t happen. What did you have to do to talk her out of that?”

      “I had to give up something precious, something dear to my heart. I’d rather not talk about it….”

      “All right, we won’t then.”

      Careful not to pull at his gut muscles again, Tyron rolled to his side and levered himself up to a sitting position.

      “Ow, fucking hell. My head is killing me. What the hell was I doing last night?”

      “You… don’t remember? Were you drunk or something? If you were, I’ll be even more pissed off. If I could work a ritual half that well when I was pissed, I’d have been a fucking superstar at the academy.”

      Tyron frowned, then turned, his eye caught by the skeleton marching alongside the cart beside him.

      “Holy shit!”

      It all came back to him in a rush. The breakthrough, the ritual, the spirit.

      The revenant.

      “Holy fucking shit! I did it!”

      “Did it? You made four of the bastards. Four.”

      “Four? Wait, I did! Why the hell did I do that? Only the Slayer would make a good revenant….”

      “Fucked if I know! I think you were so hooked on improving the method you couldn’t stop yourself.”

      “I guess I wasn’t thinking that carefully about it. I get carried away sometimes. By the Five, what time is it?”

      When he looked up, the sun was clearly past the midway point and already descending.

      “I slept for way too long. Have the skeletons been moving this whole time?”

      “Well, you have a semi-intelligent minion to steer them now, so you figured it would be safe to sleep and let them keep you on the trail.”

      “Semi-intelligent…”

      He looked again at the revenant beside him and found it staring back at him, the glow burning bright in its empty sockets. The pain in his head flared and he winced, lifting a hand to his temple.

      “Right. Because they have a spirit in there.”

      That much was obvious. A revenant was a combination of spirit and skeleton. Knowing that much had been the stepping stone that allowed him to make this breakthrough after all.

      “Wait. Oh, SHIT. What have I done?!”

      “There it is. Finally. I was wondering when the moral panic would kick in. You were stuffing souls into bones without a care in the world last night. I knew it was too good to last.”

      Aghast, Tyron stared down at the skull, a horrified expression on his face.

      “That was a Slayer’s soul I used in that revenant. You’re okay with that?”

      “Kid, I’m a soul locked inside my own skull. I couldn’t give a flying fuck who you lock in bones. You took the spirit and rammed it in a stone, what the fuck were you going to do with it?”

      “I don’t know! I thought I wanted to see if your theory was right and different souls were stronger or weaker.”

      Another stabbing pain in his head. Tyron winced and closed his eyes, realising after a moment just what was causing the problem. Through the connection he shared with his minions, something was… off, a sensation he hadn’t encountered before. When he focused on it, the feeling became apparent.

      From the revenant beside him, a constant scream of indignation and outrage poured into his head. The Slayer was roaring at him, not with words but with an outpouring of emotion that battered him endlessly. Fear, horror, anger, fury. With no outlet to express itself physically, the Slayer struck back in the only way he knew how.

      Stop it, Tyron commanded.

      Cut off as if a floodgate had dropped, the assault ceased, and he almost gasped in relief as the pressure abated. He hadn’t realised just how draining it had been until he no longer felt it.

      That shouldn’t be possible, they shouldn’t be able to act against me in any way.

      Perhaps there was something wrong with the ritual? Had he not perfected the creation of a revenant after all? It was possible—he’d been feeling his own way forward, after all.

      Even now, the skeleton glared at him, the fire burning within its rib cage seemingly a visible sign of its burning grudge.

      “This is too much. I shouldn’t have done this,” Tyron despaired.

      “Bit late now, kid. Same question as before: keep going, or turn yourself in?”

      The Necromancer hung his head, but he too felt a burning desire in his chest.

      “Keep going,” he said grimly.

      “Too fucking right.”
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      “I’ve done what I can,” the villager said as she leaned back, a frown creasing her wrinkled features. “The poultice should help to draw out the infection. Make sure you keep it clean and don’t mess with the stitches.”

      She poked him in the side, eliciting a grunt as it twinged his stomach.

      “Thank you very much,” he said as he sat up and pulled down his shirt.

      The woman was barely any sort of healer, she was some form of seamstress, he suspected, but out here, she was all he could get. She knew it too, based on how much she charged him. Too tired to haggle, he’d just dumped the coin on the table and watched her eyes light up.

      “Don’t know how you got stabbed and don’t want to know,” she said as he gathered his things and prepared to leave. “People here in Cliffside are good folk, we don’t want any trouble.”

      He paused for a moment, then nodded.

      People eyed him with distrust as he made his way down the main street. There weren’t many people in this remote mountain village, perhaps as few as a hundred. Apparently, there was an active mine not far from here, with workers from several nearby settlements heading down for extended stints in the shafts.

      They’d robbed him blind on prices, but he had what he needed. He kept his head down and walked with purpose. Skeletons and ghosts were posted close by, as close as he could get them without risking discovery, but he wouldn’t feel safe until he was back amongst his minions once more.

      Typical Necromancer attitude. The living seem less trustworthy by the day.

      It would’ve been funny if it didn’t ring so true. He had complete control over his servants, they were flawed, but totally reliable. People were self-interested, just as he was.

      Checking that the Glamour remained in place, he paused for a moment before picking up his pace. They wouldn’t recognise his face if someone were to ask if he’d been here, which would make the time he’d had to spend working on the fiddly magick worthwhile.

      Crafting a new appearance was a tiresome process, even with the knowledge the Unseen had granted when he’d chosen the spell. The face he’d ended up with was so aggressively bland he risked it not looking human at all, but every wrinkle and feature added increased the complexity that much more. He’d done as best he could but couldn’t afford to delay any further.

      When the last of the worn houses was behind him, he breathed a sigh of relief but made sure to keep half an eye on his back as he walked. He probably paid too much attention in that direction and not enough in front; otherwise, he might have noticed who was approaching.

      “Wait there a moment, friend,” a man said in an authoritative voice.

      Tyron started and replied without thinking much, still wary of anyone following behind him.

      “Just passing by, my business is done.”

      He continued to walk, nodding his head and keeping his focus down. That’s when he heard the unmistakable rasp of steel being drawn.

      “I said wait.” The command was repeated, and this time, the threat of consequences was clear in his tone.

      Startled, the Necromancer looked properly at who was addressing him and nearly swore out loud.

      Blood and bone! Marshals… why are they here?!

      Two of them, weary from the road and covered in dust. If he was paying proper attention, he’d have been able to spot them coming up the road through the eyes of his ghosts. Perhaps his experience being jumped on his way to Woodsedge still weighed too heavily on his mind.

      Feet immediately ground to a halt in the face of the naked blade and he raised his hands, trying to appear as unthreatening as possible.

      “Sorry, marshals, didn’t realise I was talking to the law,” he said gruffly.

      Do I even need to disguise my voice?

      Probably not, but there was no reason not to. In the back of his mind, he made sure his minions came closer. This was almost the worst-case scenario.

      The two officials watched him warily, and the one who’d spoken kept his blade drawn before leaning back, keeping his eyes on Tyron, and muttering something to his partner. She approached, one hand on the hilt of her own weapon, the other extended in front.

      “Your weapon,” she demanded.

      “Of course. Here you are.”

      Desperate to diffuse the situation, he drew his sword and extended it, hilt first. The marshal seized it from him as if he were a live viper, retreating back to her partner’s side and throwing the blade to the ground.

      He suppressed a wince as it clattered against the stone. That sword had come from his father.

      “What’s the problem, officers?” he asked, trying to suppress his pounding heart. “Have I done something wrong?”

      “Turn around,” the man barked at him, face hard and unyielding. “Place your arms behind your back, palms showing. Do it now.”

      Heart sinking, Tyron considered his options. Why were they suspecting him like this? Had he done something wrong? He tried to play for time. He couldn’t allow himself to be arrested. If they bound him, there would be little he could do to protect himself.

      Marshals had a range of abilities they used to hunt and suppress criminals and suspects. Depending on their level, these two may be able to prevent him from casting magick at all if he let them lay hands on him.

      “I’d really like to know what I’ve done, officers. I’m just walking. Seems a bit harsh to bind me over that.”

      He tried to sound as reasonable as possible, but the faces of both marshals hardened even further when he refused to cooperate immediately.

      “There have been numerous reports of outlaws and renegades in this region,” the man replied, his voice rough and thick with distrust. “We are under instruction to take any suspicious character into custody and confirm their identity with a Status check. Also, if I’m not mistaken, that isn’t your original face. Now. Turn. Around.”

      Worst-case scenario. The two officers looked young, probably still in their twenties, yet this guy was experienced enough, or possessed an ability that revealed the existence of his Glamour.

      Surrender, or keep going? Is your life over already, Tyron Steelarm?

      If only he were braver, then he might have the courage to follow his convictions.

      With a wave of his hand, he allowed the Glamour to fade, revealing his real features. As he’d feared, the tension that rolled over the two marshals showed that they recognised him.

      “I’m very sorry, officers,” he said, filled with regret. “That isn’t going to happen.”

      “Run!” the man barked to his partner before he leapt forward with a roar, slashing at Tyron’s neck.

      To give her credit, she listened to her superior, turning and sprinting away as quickly as she could.

      CLANG!

      The marshal’s sword swept down, only to be met by another rising to block it. A burning skeleton stood between him and his quarry, having dashed with absurd speed to intercept the strike.

      Tyron briefly considered trying to overwhelm the officer’s mind, to persuade him he hadn’t seen anything. It was tempting, so, so tempting to try, but the risk was far too high. This was no Farmer, this was an experienced marshal of the law. Even if he succeeded, does he try to convince the partner as well? 

      What if one of them shakes off the compulsion? He wished he could, he really wished he could, but it wouldn’t work.

      Skeletons had already intercepted the fleeing marshal. She was fighting now, but the numbers were not in her favour and getting worse every second.

      Hands up, he began to weave a magick bolt in both.

      “I’m sorry about this, marshal,” he said, “I really am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTY-THREE

          

          

      

    

    







            ON THE TRAIL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, 8 February 2023

        2:55 PM

      

      

      Laurel bent to touch the earth, trailing her fingers through the grass. Her father had trained her to track, starting when she could walk. He was a Hunter by trade and by Class, his ability to find game was enhanced by the Unseen in numerous ways. She’d marvelled at this skill as a child, scarcely able to believe he could smell a deer a kilometre away, or read the size and health of a herd from the tracks they left in the mud. 

      That admiration had faded over the years. Even without the assistance of the Unseen, she had trained herself to bring down prey without his help. She’d been able to feed herself since she was thirteen years old. 

      Now that she had a taste of those skills, it almost felt like cheating. She drew the air deep through her nose, a myriad of scents racing through her mind. Her eyes played over the ground, telling her so much more than they should. The Unseen whispered to her through her abilities. Temperature, time, direction.

      Already, she felt like she could track the wind on a stormy day. What would it be like if she continued to level? The thought was enough to send a shiver running down her spine.

      “What’s the word? Any prey this way?”

      “Tracks are three days old. Not much to speak of, some skitterlings and other smaller kin. They went west.”

      Her partner, another Ranger trainee, though more focused on pure archery than she was, grunted.

      “They probably won’t want to pursue them further west.”

      The two of them could see the mountains rising in the distance. Towering snow-capped monstrosities that scraped the sky, the Titan Range marked the western border of the empire.

      “Do you think they’ll ever find a way through?” she wondered idly, her eyes filled with the sight of fog-shrouded cliffs.

      Craic scoffed loudly.

      “Who gives a fuck? It sure as hell won’t be me. Come on, let’s get back.”

      Laurel grinned as she rose and turned, jogging to catch up to the wiry archer.

      “With your tracking skills? You’d freeze to death in a day.”

      “Damn right, as would any sensible person. If they haven’t worked out how to get through in a couple of hundred years, then they probably won’t. Either way, I can be confident that I don’t give a shit.”

      She liked Craic. He was totally focused on his craft, and utterly uninterested in getting in her pants. A rare combination when it came to the men she’d met at the academy.

      The two made their way back to camp in silence, content to focus on placing their feet and absorbing the quiet ambience of the foothills.

      It was an hour before they returned to find tents being struck and provisions packed. Trainee Slayers sprinted as their teachers barked orders and marked notes on checklists as they accounted for inventory.

      Laurel and Craic shared a glance as they jogged through the chaos, looking for the captain.

      They found her in the centre of the maelstrom, her leathery face locked in an expression of perpetual disapproval. She stood, arms crossed, one foot tapping the ground and glaring as the poor trainee reporting melted under her gaze.

      “Enough!” she barked, having run out of patience. “Piss off and find something to do. Anyone else have something useful to contribute? Ah, the scouts have returned. Don’t stand there growing mould, get over here and report!”

      Never a patient person, Captain Ruth had clearly been having a bad day.

      The two Rangers rushed forward and saluted. Craic remained silent, so Laurel stepped forward to report.

      “Spotted tracks of critter-size kin heading west. Three days old, found a little over an hour’s march away.”

      The captain and head of the Slayer college chewed over her report a moment, icy blue eyes staring hard into the distance.

      “Thoughts?” she asked brusquely.

      “Too far, too old,” Laurel replied immediately. “If those kin are still alive, then they are up in the range. It’ll take at least a week to track them down, and the pack is too small to make it worth it.”

      “What about the citizens in the remote villages who depend on us for protection?” the captain said, her voice quieting to just above a murmur. “What about them?”

      Laurel shrugged.

      “They need to fend for themselves, like they always do. The pack is small enough that they can handle it.”

      Ruth nodded slowly.

      “Right answer. Pack your gear. Ten minutes, then report back for assembly. Go.”

      Craic and Laurel shared a glance before they turned on their heels and sprinted to their respective tents. Since they were back late, they were only given ten minutes to pack their stuff? Such bullshit!

      “Laurel, what do you think is going on?” Rufus hissed as he staggered past carrying a wooden crate.

      “How would I know?” she spat back as she tore through her belongings like a whirlwind, stuffing clothes into packs, rolling her bed and taking down her tent, all at the same time.

      “I think they’re pulling out,” he said. “Heading back.”

      “Rufus. Would you shut the fuck up for a minute? I’ve got five minutes to pack my shit.”

      “Why didn’t you say so? Grumpy bitch. Let me help.”

      Dropping the crate with a loud thud, Rufus stepped over and dealt with the tent as Laurel finished everything else. With his assistance, she was barely able to finish in time to sprint back to the assembly, Rufus tagging along behind.

      Somehow, Craic was already there, radiating smug energy as he watched her approach.

      “How?” she demanded.

      “Some of us are just better,” he replied, solemn. “Who’s your friend?”

      “Rufus,” replied the swordsman, extending his arm and gripping the other man by the wrist in greeting. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Craic. Ranger. Been scouting with Laurel here.”

      “Were you able to keep up?” Rufus chuckled.

      “Not hardly,” Craic grinned. “She tried to run me into the ground. Mainly because she’s bitter she can’t shoot for shit.”

      Rufus’ eyes widened.

      “She’s pretty damn good in my view,” he said, eyeing Laurel. 

      It wasn’t normal for her to let anyone insult her abilities; the fact she said nothing meant Craic must actually be better than her, and not by a little.

      “Would you two shut up? The captain is going to speak.”

      In the centre of a massed huddle, standing atop a chest, Ruth Finnar addressed the crowd.

      “After three weeks of tracking and fighting, I’m pleased to say we are done here. As of today, our sweep is complete, the rift-kin have been routed, and we are clear to return. Your conduct during this brief campaign, as representatives of the Blue Steel training academy and as future Slayers, has been… acceptable.”

      Her glare seemed to suggest that “acceptable” was far from good enough.

      “When we return, your training will adjust to reflect the shortcomings that have been exposed during this endeavour, rest assured of that.”

      Muffled groans rose from the gathered men and women, which only seemed to fuel the captain.

      “Stop whining. I swear you lot get softer every year. When I started working in the field, we were expected to chew granite and shit coal. If you want to live to reach silver, then you’ll do the same.”

      One more glare for good measure.

      “The higher-ranked Slayers are finishing their sweeps and heading north to help stabilise the rift at Woodsedge and rebuild the keep. Those who haven’t reached bronze, which means you sorry sacks, need to get out of the way and finish your training.

      “Final piece of business. It seems our friendly Necromancer has been busy in the region. If you recall, there’s a sizeable bounty on his head, and it’s gone up.” Her voice hardened. “There are credible reports that at least one Slayer has fallen by his hand. A young swordsman named Liley from the Flashing Blade school.”

      Rumblings broke out among the crowd as Rufus and Laurel shared a long look.

      “A hunting party is being put together,” the captain announced. “If you’re interested, then speak to Brun here after I’m done. Don’t go thinking this will be easy money. One of you iron ranked has already died, you don’t want to be next. We leave in ten.”

      So saying, she jumped down and pushed through her audience, already barking orders.

      “What the fuck was that?” Rufus hissed, shocked beyond belief.

      “Just what it sounds like,” Laurel replied, perturbed. “A hunting party.”

      “I thought the Necromancer was being chased down by the Steelarms,” Craic mused, causing the two to jump, having momentarily forgotten his presence. “I wonder if that has changed?”

      “Maybe they’re pissed that one of their own was killed,” Laurel mused. “The bounty has gone up. I wonder if the colleges are footing the bill and putting their own group together.”

      “You don’t really think that he…” Rufus started but fell silent at a glare from Laurel.

      “If the head of the school says that this Necromancer has killed a trainee, then that’s what has happened.”

      “Poor bastard. Can’t even put his bones to rest,” Craic shook his head and spat to the side.

      “What are you thinking?” Rufus asked Laurel, his eyes intent.

      “I can tell what you want to do,” she said, “it’s written all over your face.”

      “I’ve always been upfront. Whether you’re going or not, I am.”

      He stepped forward, elbowing his way through the milling crowd on his way to talk to Brun.

      “Well, he’s keen.”

      Laurel stood pensively for a moment, a slight frown on her face. 

      “What are your thoughts about it, Craic?” she asked.

      “Me?” the young archer shrugged. “I don’t give a shit, personally. Leave hunting down the dangerous illegals to the professionals.”

      “You aren’t tempted by the money?”

      “No. Are you going to follow your friend?”

      “I suppose I should at least find out what the conditions are.”

      Rolling her eyes, she pushed forward to find a small group already gathered around the chest, Rufus among them. When she arrived by his side, she tugged on his shirt to get his attention.

      “What’s the story?”

      “He hasn’t said yet, waiting to see if anyone else is coming.”

      It took another minute or two for Brun to be satisfied. An instructor at the academy, he taught field medicine and wound care. An odd choice to stay behind and lead a hunt for a dangerous outlaw.

      “Alright then, folks,” the old man said, rubbing his hands together. “We’ve got ourselves a hunt. Three schools are sending out students, and we’ll take anyone who wants to go. We’ve got two weeks to try and track this fucker down. After that, we’re all heading home. He fucked up when he killed one of our own, and the academies want him dead.”

      “What about the pay?” a student asked impatiently. “How’re you going to split it?”

      “Old-school, no sharing. It all goes to whoever gets the kill,” Brun grinned. “If you wanna eat, then you need to be hungry.”

      “Fuck that,” the man who asked the question spat and walked off.

      Brun watched him go, impassive, then smirked to those who remained.

      “Bounty’s been doubled. Two hundred sovereigns. Someone is going to be filthy fucking rich. Might as well be one of you, eh?”

      Rufus grinned like a wolf.

      “Make sure you’ve got the equipment you need. You can requisition anything last second from the quartermaster, but you’ve got less than five minutes to do it. If you run out of rations, you’ll be eating your shoes, cause I sure as shit won’t be giving you any of mine. Get to it.”

      Laurel sighed. There was no way Rufus wasn’t going. Getting paid to kill his hated childhood rival? He’d probably do it for free. As for her? The money would be nice. She had no support from her family, and life at the academy wasn’t cheap. Rufus had helped her get established, but soon enough, she’d need to be making her own coin.

      The profit from this hunt would help, but it wouldn’t get her through the year. Once she graduated, she’d need to make sure her gear was up to standard if she was going to hunt rift-kin, and that wouldn’t be cheap.

      Tyron was going to die anyway. If that was the case, he might as well settle her debts while he was at it.

      “I’m in, but we agree on a fifty-fifty split,” she said to Rufus, who was only half listening. She stomped on his foot, causing him to yelp in pain.

      “What the hell?”

      “Fifty-fifty split, no matter which of us kills him. Agree, or I’m walking.”

      “I agree, I agree,” he assured her. “How would I even find him if you didn’t come along? Ow, my fucking foot.”

      “Then listen next time.”

      Rufus grimaced, then grew serious.

      “Do you really think he was able to kill a swordsman? I can’t imagine him killing anyone. He’s been harmless since the day he was born.”

      “You always underestimate him, then get pissed off when he does better than you expected him to. Normally, I’d just watch the cycle repeat itself and laugh, but this time it might get me killed, so you need to get over it.”

      The swordsman’s face grew darker, then he breathed out, releasing the tension.

      “Fine. He killed a swordsman. Lucky we won’t be working alone then.”

      “I’m serious, Rufus. If you can’t deal with this hang-up and do your job, I’ll be turning around and heading back to the academy. I wouldn’t mind the coin, but not enough to risk my life over it.”

      Rufus held up both hands.

      “I’ve got it. Don’t worry, I won’t underestimate him. This won’t be like the last time, I’ve learned a few tricks since then.”

      You think he hasn’t? Laurel thought to herself.
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      The numbers were shocking in and of themselves. He’d known he’d done something unusual, risky, something admittedly more complex than what a Mage of his level should be attempting. He’d been proud of himself, for having succeeded, for having the inspiration to see the possibilities and the daring to follow through.

      Now, he was just scared.

      “D-Dove?” he stammered. “This doesn’t seem right. Something… something is wrong.”

      The skull, sat on a nearby rock, scoffed. 

      “You fucking moron. By the gods, you shit me, Tyron. How can someone be such a gifted Mage and be so fucking stupid at the same time?”

      “I’ve taught myself spells before!”

      “You taught yourself how to cast Light, you braindead, dickless shitbag! Don’t you think figuring out the method to create revenants by yourself is slightly more impressive? The Unseen rewards feats such as that, which I assume is why you’re staring at the page like a gormless fish with a cock in its mouth.”

      He’d gained levels, of course, in both his main and Sub-Class. He’d done a fair bit of fighting since the last time he’d performed the ritual. The deeds he’d been forced to commit were no doubt pleasing to the patrons as well, sowing unintended chaos in his wake.

      But some gifts belonged only to the Unseen to give, granted to those with exceptional insight into an aspect of its power. Not one, but both of his mysteries had been elevated by his success, and by more than should have been possible.

      The entry on his Status, which had previously read:

      
        
        Spell Shaping (Initial): INT +3, WIS +3

        Words of Power (Initial): WIS +3, CHA +3

      

      

      now said,

      
        
        Spell Shaping (Advanced): INT +20, WIS +20

        Words of Power (Advanced): WIS +20, CHA +20

      

      

      A dramatic change, to say the least. What was truly shocking was that he didn’t believe it was possible for a mystery to progress this far at his current Class level.

      Had the Unseen broken its own rules for him? Such a thing was unheard of!

      “My mysteries progressed, both of them,” he stuttered to Dove.

      The once-Summoner grunted.

      “I figured as much. Judging by your reaction, they went further than you expected, right?”

      Tyron nodded numbly.

      “Haaa. Fucking kid. If I’d had balls like you… I’d have probably killed myself because I could never work magick the way you can. Which, for the record, pisses me off.”

      The skull muttered angrily to itself for a moment.

      “Right. The biggest change you’ll feel, greater even than the stat-boost, is the hand of the Unseen working in your favour. The mysteries represent your understanding and ability stretching beyond what is normally possible. To turn that difference into discernible power, the Unseen will put its hand even more firmly on the scale.”

      This was much as his mother had told him. Both of his parents possessed multiple mysteries, all of them highly advanced. He hadn’t really believed her when she’d declared he would share the same Status as them one day, though he’d hungered for it.

      “I’m presuming your parents told you all about this,” Dove said shrewdly.

      Slightly embarrassed, Tyron nodded.

      “Fucking hell. Sometimes I forget you were raised by literally the two strongest Slayers in the fucking province.”

      “I… wouldn’t say ‘raised,’” Tyron hesitated to say. He felt disloyal, even if it was the truth.

      “You had access to them, at the very least. There are a ton of people who’d cut off their left nut to be taught just about anything by the Steelarms. Especially your dad.”

      “Why is that?”

      It never made that much sense to Tyron that his father was the more respected of the two. In his eyes, Magnin was the less responsible, less organised, and generally more easygoing, whereas Beory was both driven and intense. Both were incredibly strong, though they possessed very different Classes.

      “I suppose the Magnin you know is a little different from the one most people hear about,” Dove observed. “Look, Magnin Steelarm is the fucking shit. You might not believe it, but he’s legitimately one of the strongest Swordsman in the empire. The man is fucking godly. When you combine that with the fact that Swordsman Classes are exceptionally powerful duelists, you’ll realise that one-on-one, he’s absolutely the strongest Slayer in the entire Western Province, and it isn’t close.”

      “Huh.”

      “Your sword skills being so shit despite living in the same house as that man…. It’s hilarious, in a way.”

      “Thanks….”

      “Look… I’m reluctant to ask this, but since we’re on the topic of mysteries, my curiosity has been piqued and you’re probably the only person who can answer this question. You’ve seen your parents’ Status sheets, right?”

      He had, once. The two of them had never really hidden it from him, but he’d only worked up the courage to ask them that one time. He nodded.

      “I’ve always wondered how many mysteries those two had unlocked. Any chance you can tell me?”

      Tyron didn’t see the harm in it.

      “My mother had five.”

      “FIVE? What the fuck?! FIVE?! How is that even possible? She’s a Mage, for fuck’s sake! Are there that many spell-related mysteries? I’ve never heard of that many! By the munificent mammaries of the golden goddess. That’s bullshit!”

      Dove continued to sputter away for a minute until he finally managed to calm himself.

      “I almost hate to ask… what about Magnin?”

      Tyron hesitated.

      “I don’t think I want to tell you.”

      If he got that sort of reaction for his mother’s sheet… he didn’t want to deal with five minutes of solid cursing when he was halfway through a Status ritual.

      “You can’t leave me hanging like this, you little shit! Don’t tell me he has more than five. If it’s more than five, I’ll grow a new body right here and now just so I can shit myself.”

      “Let’s just focus on the Status ritual for now, okay?”

      “It is more than five, isn’t it? Don’t avert your gaze from me! You look as shifty as a brat with a pocket full of biscuits!”

      “I’m not talking about this anymore,” Tyron declared. “I need to focus. Getting distracted during the ritual is a rookie move. That’s your advice.”

      The skull grumbled a bit but subsided after a few moments.

      “Hitting me with my own words. That’s low,” Dove declared.

      Tyron was just relieved. If Dove had found out Magnin had eight mysteries… he might have had an aneurysm, undead or not.

      Three levels of Undead Weaver and three in Anathema. Another incredible leap. He’d expected his progress to slow dramatically after reaching level 20, but so far, that hadn’t been the case.

      This meant he had reached level 28 in his main Class and level 17 in Anathema. Another welcome injection of raw statistical power, and another chance to choose new abilities. Two for Undead Weaver, a feat and a new ability from Anathema.

      He didn’t think too hard on the new skill he had developed through his own methods, now listed amongst the others. Even if he tried to avoid it, his eyes still flicked to the name against his will.

      Bone-Soul Melding - Level 3.

      It was this technique that gave the ability to create revenants, a more potent form of skeletal warrior. 

      He slid his eyes down the page and carefully read through the options. Concentration and careful, measured thought were required at times like this. Making the right decision was critical.

      There were two options he hadn’t picked so far for Undead Weaver: Ghoul Flesh and Empowered Bone Armour. 

      The latter was immediately attractive, for several reasons. Staying alive was his primary responsibility as a Necromancer, and this would be a significant upgrade to the only defensive magick he possessed. It also synergised with his last feat selection.

      Still, he couldn’t pick it immediately. There were four new items listed that he needed to consider first.

      Advanced Death Magick - Replaces Death Magick and raises the level limit to 20.

      Bone Weapon Sculpting (Bow) - Create simple bows and arrows by moulding bones.

      Crepify - An infusion of power to Undead Flesh, rapidly healing damage and strengthening it for a duration.

      Death’s Grasp - An offensive magick that wraps the target in Death Magick.

      The Undead Weaver truly was a minion-focused Class. Almost all of the choices he could make related to them, which is why he had picked it after all. A true Necromancer was only as powerful as the undead he controlled. By continually doubling down on strengthening the creatures who fought on his behalf, he truly believed he would reach the full potential of the Class he had Awakened.

      When the moment arrived that even his basic skeletons became intimidating foes, he would have truly stepped into his power.

      With these four selections, there was a lot to think about. Crepify could be put aside comfortably. He hadn’t even dabbled with flesh-based minions and, at this point, was never likely to. 

      Advanced Death Magick was attractive, despite his relative lack of spells that utilised that particular attributed energy. The main spell he used which fell into this category was his literal bread and butter—Raise Dead. Anything he could do to further empower that spell was worth considering.

      Although, another selection came along shortly after to help resolve this relative shortfall. Death’s Grasp. Finally, an actual offensive magick, though it sounded more as if it immobilised or hindered rather than killed. Which was perfect for his purposes. 

      Except the other option was also tempting! Skeletal archers would give him the ability to diversify his troops. Somehow he knew, even before purchasing the skill, that his skeletons would be perfectly capable of wielding these weapons, at a basic level at least.

      That meant there were four choices he wanted, but he could only take two!

      After careful consideration, he placed a mark next to Bone Weapon Sculpting and Death’s Grasp. Advanced Death Magick and the improved Bone Armour were still well worth consideration. He’d have to hope his Class threw him some choices he could safely overlook to go back and select them.

      Now for the Anathema choices.

      The feat presented him with a dilemma. He’d hoped to see Wall of Thought II, and indeed, it was present on the list. Losing control of his mind terrified him, and this feat provided the best direct boost to his defence that he’d seen. Working against and alongside dangerous powers, the one thing he could never afford to lose was the integrity of his thoughts.

      Yet Drain Life tempted him greatly. Direct experience of the suffering inflicted by a single wound had left him thoroughly disillusioned in his ability to function through the pain. Could he countenance consuming souls to heal himself? No. His moral compass may be sliding into the grey, but that he would not conscience. Siphoning health in battle? That could definitely work. If it performed as described against rift-kin, even better. In fact, it would be perfect.

      With a sigh, he placed his mark next to Drain Life and moved on to selecting his last ability.

      Only two opportunities remained to select Anathema spells and skills. Looking at the list, Tyron was quite happy to leave much of what he saw alone.

      Neither of the new abilities tempted him greatly, despite sounding rather strong.

      Mind Siphon - Examine thoughts and memories of a suppressed target.

      Storm Cloud - Summon a magickally charged fog around yourself.

      There was something on this list he wanted quite badly, something he didn’t think would normally be offered, and he was pleased to see it still remained.

      Blood still dripping from his thumb, he pressed it to the page beside Abyss Tongue.

      Mastery of this skill would bring the ability to commune directly with the Abyss without relying on Yor or the vampires, freeing him of another hold.

      Choices made, he finished the ritual and leaned back with a sharp intake of breath as the power of the Unseen flooded through him. Strength and knowledge flooded into his mind and body until he felt like a waterskin about to burst.

      “Holy shit, that was a rush,” he gasped once it was over.

      “I bet that was a fucking big one,” Dove said, “What with the mysteries and all that. I assume you’ve got a bunch of crazy shit you want to try now. Anything good? Wailing Souls of the Damned or something?”

      Tyron still sat, breathing deeply as the changes continued to wrack him, puzzle pieces slotting into place deep in his brain. 

      “Almost… like that.”

      He cast an eye over the back of the cart at his dwindling bone supply. With his strength increasing, the number of minions he could maintain continued to grow, as did the demands on his resources.

      “We are going to need a shitload more bones.”

      “Well, unless you feel like murdering a whole bunch of people…” the skull trailed off meaningfully and Tyron simply shook his head. “Then you’re out of fucking luck.”

      “No, there’s a resource we can tap. A strategic reserve, if you will,” Tyron corrected his friend.

      He looked up at the sky to see the light beginning to fade. 

      “We don’t have a lot of time on our hands either. Yor will not want to be part of this, and we can’t risk getting caught. Dusk should be perfect for our needs.”

      “What are you even talking about? Some buried reservoir of bones, just lying in the groun—oh, I’ve got it. Obviously. Right.”

      “We’re going back to my roots, Dove. The first thing I ever did as a Necromancer was rob graves.”
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      “I suppose watching that graveyard wasn’t a completely moronic decision. I might owe that marshal an apology if I ever see him again.”

      “Wait. You were watching a graveyard? Why? For me?”

      “Yes, it was because of you. I was forced into a stupid stakeout, freezing my balls off in the middle of the night waiting for a Necromancer to show up and start shovelling graves.”

      “It was way too dangerous for me to go to such an obvious place for materials back then. The whole reason I was searching for bones in the forest was because I thought I wouldn’t get caught that way.”

      “Turns out you were fucking bang on.”

      “And I mean… why would I do the digging myself?”

      Dove had to agree. Tyron had thirty skeletons now, including his four revenants, and the bulk of them swarmed over the small graveyard, harvesting bones. The kid had the foresight to keep a half dozen shovels in the cart, and now those tools were being put to good use. There was something oddly creepy about skeletons digging up graves, creatures of bones hunting for bones; it felt worse than if it were a person doing it, but they were undeniably effective.

      “It’s kind of nice how they don’t get tired,” Dove observed. “I’d be knackered after an hour of solid digging.”

      “As long as I don’t run out of magick,” Tyron chuckled. 

      The Necromancer had kept himself busy while his minions did the dirty work, sorting bones, tossing any that weren’t suitable, sorting them into type, paying particular attention to those he could now turn into bows.

      He also examined each set of remains carefully, checking the progress of Death Magick saturation in each. There was at least some accumulation in each of them, but it appeared that there wasn’t enough to spark the “sharing” response he’d seen elsewhere. Or perhaps the graves were too spaced for the phenomenon to occur?

      More puzzles to solve.

      After removing what he needed to craft weapons, he would have to ensure what he brought with him were complete sets of remains so he could start the process. Saturate them with Magick and prepare to raise them.

      With his rapid advancement, he could likely maintain close to forty skeletons right now, alongside his small contingents of ghosts and revenants. With his new archers added into the mix, he was beginning to command his own little army of undead.

      Which was exactly what he’d been aiming for.

      “That’s enough, I think,” Tyron sighed as he stood and stretched out his back. “I think we can pack the rest into the cart and get moving. We’ve delayed enough already.”

      The small gravesite they’d uncovered, several kilometres from a nearby village, was secluded and quite private, nestled amongst the hills and ravines. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t get found if he stayed long enough. The fact he’d been here was certain to be uncovered eventually, putting any hunters right on his trail.

      “Who are you talking to, kid? Better not be the fucking minions.”

      Tyron shrugged.

      “I’m starting to think maybe it’s not so bad to speak my thoughts out loud to them sometimes. It feels strange just to order them around silently all the time.”

      “Ah, you have embraced the madness, I see. Make sure you free me before you go fully loopy and start pissing in my head or something.”

      “Fine, fine.”

      With the skeletons gathered and the materials secured, there was no need to linger. Tyron took his position in the rear of the cart amongst the bags filled with rattling bones, setting Dove on the wooden planks next to him.

      “All right, let’s get moving.”

      “It’s still weird.”

      “Shut up.”

      At his mental command, the skeletons, ghosts, and revenants that made up his entourage gathered around the cart, some to guard, others to pull, and off they went. It was a grim procession to look upon, but the Necromancer at its heart had no thought for that.

      “Time to get to work,” he muttered as he reached for a nearby bag.

      “You sure about that, kid? When was the last time you slept?”

      “It’s been… a while. But I’m fine. There’s a lot I need to do.”

      “That’s not smart and you know it. Sleep is a weapon.”

      “So is time, and I don’t have enough. Stop fussing about me, Dove. If you need to flap your metaphorical gums, then help me with these damn fingers. Do you have any idea how to make a bow?”

      “How the fuck would I know—”

      Bickering back and forth, the cart continued to roll into the deepening night.

      Hours later

      Leaning back with a sigh, Tyron finally let his aching hands rest. 

      I need a feat that makes my hands more flexible or something. Between the bone threading and bow shaping, I’m working my hands harder than a lutist. 

      He massaged the digits with a groan as he surveyed the fruits of his labour.

      If I’d had any idea how to make one of these, I wouldn’t have had to waste a skill choice on it. My father has a brain made of swords and my mother isn’t interested in any weapon other than her staff. I don’t think we even have a bow in the house.

      Had one.

      He wasn’t likely to ever go back to that house now. With everything that had happened, with the lives he had taken, he would likely never be forgiven. That meant he and his parents would never live under the same roof again.

      But I won’t stop pushing forward. That’s what they told me to do. I refuse to let it end.

      The bows he’d crafted were fairly crude things when he looked at them. That didn’t mean they weren’t complex and demanding to make. The skill had granted him the basic knowledge, but as usual, it was up to him to put the pieces together, in this case literally.

      He wasn’t sure what sort of bones would be required originally, something he could mould and bend into a normal curved, bow shape had been his guess. A femur or something similar.

      That had been incorrect. There simply wasn’t enough flex in the material for that to work. Instead, he’d needed smaller bones that he could then thread together. He could get two bows from a single spine, as it turned out.

      The technique was quite tricky, requiring some detailed work that he may never have worked out on his own. He now had the ability to shape the materials in a minor way, lengthening them and helping them slot together more neatly at the angles required. Of course, it wasn’t enough just to link together lengthened sections of spine; if that was all he did, he’d have nothing but a weird, segmented whip.

      After joining them together, further threading was required to pull the joints tight and provide the resistance needed to fire a projectile. 

      That took him some time to work out. The string, of course, was relatively simple, a particularly dense thread of magick, linked to the bow at the tips, served this purpose just fine.

      The result was a crude-looking implement lacking in artistry but functional enough for his purposes, he hoped.

      The arrows were even more straightforward. Lengthened finger bones, joined and moulded together to form a smooth exterior and hardened at the tip. A clumsy bit of shaping done at the end to create a facsimile of fletching.

      The bows would work just fine with normal arrows, he suspected, but in the absence of a good fletcher, he would need to rely on what he could provide himself.

      “Here you go,” he said tiredly as he handed the six bows he’d managed to make over the side of the cart to his waiting undead. The skeletons reached out and grasped the weapons in their bony fingers, seemingly instinctively knowing how to handle them.

      Must be basic information placed into the mind construct. They’ve been able to swing swords and axes just fine, so I guess this isn’t surprising. 

      Just to test, he had two of them fire a few arrows into the night, feeling the drain on his magick as they were used.

      Well, it’s me providing the energy for the bow and the string to function, I suppose.

      Nothing major, but another thing he had to account for when considering his magick expenditure.

      “Oh, they’re up and firing, are they? Holy shit, those arrows are nightmare fuel.”

      “They do look pretty grim,” Tyron mused as he picked one up and spun it in his fingers. 

      Despite the work he’d done on them, it was somehow still easy to tell they’d once been human fingers. Something about the surface and the curves he hadn’t quite been able to eliminate.

      “I don’t think they’ll perform well at long range, but for now, these are good enough,” Tyron yawned.

      “This is something you really need to improve at. A poorly made bow is about ten percent as useful as a well-made one. Ditto for the arrows.”

      “Where was all this expertise before?”

      “Look, I can tell you what anyone knows. If you give a rubbish sword to Magnin, he can still swing the damn thing. You give a master archer a shit bow and arrows bent at right angles, and they’ll fucking struggle. Some things are reliant on the quality of the tools.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Dammit. My eyes feel like sandpaper.

      Rubbing at them didn’t seem to help either. He needed to sleep, but he also needed to work on preparing his next round of minions. With the materials he had, he could easily bring his current total to forty. Before that could happen, he needed to examine the remains, correct any imperfections, and start the saturation process. Always so much to do. Working in the dark was even harder.

      “Actually, that reminds me. Didn’t you know a technique to enhance your vision with magick, Dove? I remember you told me about that.”

      “Of course I did. How do you expect a man to peer into the Astral Sea with normal eyes? Just what do you expect to fucking see that way?”

      “Does it help to see in low-light conditions as well?”

      “I mean. A bit. The primary purpose of the technique is to view shifts in magickal and astral energies, not that you see any of the latter down here. It can also be used to view magick residues, which can be handy in tracking down morons who don’t contain their energy when casting rituals.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I suck. Come on, then.”

      “Come on… what?”

      “Teach me.”

      “Teach you?! You want me to unveil the mysteries I uncovered through my long career with hard practice and the whispers of the Unseen? You think I hand out that information so readily? You think you are worthy of it?”

      “I mean… yes? It’s one little eye-spell, how hard can it be?”

      The skull spluttered for a minute before he grew silent.

      “You know what? For any normal person, I would have laughed in their face had they said something like that. ‘One little eye-spell,’ such idiocy! Spells and methods that affect your eyes are fucking difficult! AND dangerous! You can permanently damage yourself if you fuck this stuff up. There are some things your brain simply isn’t meant to handle.”

      He thought for a moment.

      “But when I think about all the bullshit you’ve been able to do… I can’t help but think you’ll pick this up in a few hours, wondering what I was on about when I said it was difficult.”

      Tyron shrugged.

      “I’m good at magick. That’s nothing new.”

      “Good at magick,” Dove mocked his tone. “You’re good at magick like your father is good at swords. It’s such a moronic, idiotic phrasing, I almost want to give up my ghost right here and now. I think your problem is that your only real metric for measuring magickal ability is your mother. That woman is a freak of nature, the strongest Battlemage in a hundred years. No wonder your sense is so far off.”

      Tyron flushed with pride at being compared to his father, and appreciated the compliments to his mother. Even so…

      “Try not to call my mother a freak of nature if you can help it, Dove. Since she’s been ordered to hunt me down, you’re likely to meet her at some point.”

      “Oh?” the skull sneered. “And what is she going to do? Kill me?”

      “If anyone can work out how to annihilate your soul, other than Yor, I think it would be her.”

      “… You might be right about that. That would seriously suck. Married women aren’t my thing. Let’s get started then, might as well get this done. After I teach you, I want you to sleep, I fucking mean it too.”

      “... Fine.”

      Nearby

      “Things are progressing faster than anticipated,” Yor said. “At this rate, things may spiral out of our control. If that happens, I may not be able to deliver what you asked of me, Mistress.”

      The vampire stood in the darkness, staring intently at a blood-red gem cupped in her palm. Multifaceted, exquisitely cut, and filled with a strange, shifting darkness, the gem glowed with a soft, pulsing light that illuminated her perfect features.

      “You need not overly concern yourself, child,” a voice emanated from the stone. Refined, aristocratic, and impossibly cold, it was a voice no human could hope to speak with and one they would shudder to hear. “I am confident you have represented our interests well. Regardless of whether the boy comes to our side, he will be sympathetic and remain in our debt. For now, that is enough.”

      Despite the words of reassurance, Yor flinched, a shiver of fear running through her undead veins. The Mistress was consistent in all things, especially her treatment of failure. It was a fate she would do anything to avoid.

      “I can still succeed, Mistress,” she insisted, her voice firm as she masked her fear. “You requested I bring the boy before you of his own free will, and I will not disappoint you.”

      She had wanted to refuse when handed this task. To travel to such a backward place, with barely a trace of her people’s power, in order to recruit a nascent, barely qualified Mage. It was a fool’s errand, so she had thought. 

      Once the order had come down from the Mistress herself, there was nothing she could do about it. 

      Since she had been here… her opinion had begun to change. There was something about this boy, about Tyron. It was his blood. As time passed and he accrued more strength, the scent grew stronger and stronger. He reeked of magick.

      “Do not make me repeat myself.”

      That voice, already as cool as a winter blizzard, froze even further. Yor bit her lip to still her trembling. Should her voice betray her terror, life in the Court would be over.

      “I apologise, Mistress.”

      Still steady, there was pride in that.

      “You will not be punished. Circumstances move outside of your awareness. Whether you succeed or not, the boy will be bound to me in other ways. For now, that is enough.”

      “I hear and understand you, Mistress.”

      “For now, you will continue to observe. Events are coming to a head on that side, and I expect that the fates will not be kind to the boy. Shield him from what you must, but only at the last. Tempered steel is far more valuable, after all.”

      “It will be as you wish.”
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      Children smiling with a tired sort of joy was a balm to the heart, Elsbeth decided. She rose from where she had been crouched as the small gathering of young folk ran back to their parents. Such expressions had been rare over the last few weeks; more often than not, families were in mourning, mothers and fathers having fallen in the chaos that followed the breach.

      She brushed her hands on her skirt before looking around the small clearing. A fire crackled on the eastern side of the camp, the deer roasting over the open flame filling the area with the scent of smoking meat. Small groups of adults stood here and there, discussing in hushed tones.

      Munhilde moved from one group to the next, speaking quietly for a few moments with each. Elsbeth knew the pattern by now, offering words of comfort, asking what she could do to help, offering the support of the Dark Ones.

      At the thought of her new Gods, her smile faltered for a moment before she recovered it. She could feel them now, ever so slightly. Once upon a time, the presence of the Goddess Selene had hovered over her, like a light hanging just beyond the corner of her eye. It’d felt stronger when she prayed.

      Any sense of the Five Divines was gone now, replaced by a different sensation. 

      Rot, Crone, and Raven. Not really their names, but rather words that evoked their spirit, something that people could understand. When she took a step, it was as if they hummed in the ground beneath her feet. The Old Gods were bound to the land, to the realm itself, in an intrinsic way she had only just begun to comprehend.

      The Five always felt as if they were above, looking down on their servants from some lofty position. The three were not like that. They never looked at her, as far as she could tell, they simply were.

      “Teacher,” she greeted the older priestess when she caught up to her between groups. “Is there anything else I can do here?”

      Munhilde frowned. Elsbeth knew the woman well enough by now to recognise that the expression wasn’t directed at her, it was the face she made whenever she was thinking. The lines on her forehead deepened further whenever she tried to commune with the will of the Old Ones, causing her to look positively furious.

      “There are a few more I need to speak to. A few have requested that we perform a Rite of Knowing, which I will get you to do, but we will have to move apart from the main group. Many here do not approve of the faith, and it isn’t wise to test them.”

      Elsbeth nodded in understanding as she felt a knot of excitement bloom in her chest.

      “Very well, Teacher. I will wait for you.”

      Opportunities to perform the Rites were rare, at least so far during their journey. Elsbeth had only recently learned two of them, the Rite of Knowing and the Rite of Health, and she’d only been able to attempt them once before. 

      Along with her growing collection of minor miracles, they represented the sum total of her progress as a Priestess. She was proud. Tyron had gritted his teeth and walked forward on his path despite everything arrayed in his way. The challenges placed in front of her were not nearly so significant, so she had gotten on with it, her newfound determination enough to have her badgering her teacher constantly for new bits of lore and wisdom.

      After another ten minutes, Munhilde returned to her and then eyed a few people in the clearing, gesturing them to come over. An eclectic mix of men and women, some former Merchants, others farmhands or tradespeople, walked toward them, excusing themselves with a few muttered words.

      The small group wandered through the forest for a time, hardly speaking. Elsbeth didn’t have a mind for conversation anyway. She ignored the sounds around her, of rustling grass and snapping twigs, instead focused internally on the Rite she was to perform.

      When sufficient distance had been put between the group and the clearing, Munhilde directed them to form a circle. Elsbeth stayed by her teacher’s side as the others moved to stand as directed, creating a loose ring with two metres between each person.

      When it had been done to the Priestess’ satisfaction, she nodded and gave her student a pat on the shoulder.

      “Relax yourself,” the older woman advised, “you are a vessel. The Raven will give, or will not, neither result is in your hands.”

      Elsbeth nodded firmly and stepped to the centre of the circle, taking slow, steadying breaths to calm her heart. To commune with the gods on behalf of the people was the primary responsibility of any Priest or Priestess. She had always expected to be an intermediary of the Divines, but they had rejected her. Now, an entirely different pantheon could enact their will through her, if they chose.

      She clasped her hands before her, bowed her head, and spoke, intoning the first words of the Rite.

      “You come before the Raven,” she said, “the Watcher Who Rides the Storm, the Sky Father, the Wings of Doom. For what reason do you approach?”

      Unlike the Divines, the Dark Ones did not welcome supplicants. They helped those who helped themselves. To ask a favour of them required no small measure of courage and belief in the sacrifices one had made. The faces of those around her were set and determined, ready for what was to come.

      “We come for Knowledge,” an elderly man, approaching sixty, judging by his iron-grey hair and weathered features, spoke for the group. “Our homes are lost, our kin are dead, yet we endure still. We ask He Who Knows where we should go that will be safe?”

      Despite her focus on the ritual, Elsbeth felt her heart break for these people. Their story was so common. The further she and her teacher had travelled east, the worse the damage caused by the break had become. The far western villages had been protected by the foothills and crags, but here on the plains, there had been no impediments to the ravenous rift-kin. Whole towns had been erased from the map with no survivors.

      Please, Raven, she begged internally, these people have suffered greatly, yet still stand tall. Give them your blessing.

      “I have heard your plea. Look skyward, and I will seek the Raven. May you be spared his wrath.”

      The circle around her leaned back to raise their faces to the sky as Elsbeth began the Rite in earnest. In that same pose, her head bowed and hands clasped before her, she began to pray out loud.

      The words that emanated from her mouth were in no mortal language, or even the words of power used by Mages to cast spells. This was the tongue of the Old Gods, long forgotten by mortal kind. Only those devoted to their service were able to learn it now, via the Unseen.

      To those around her, Elsbeth’s words were indecipherable, almost not sounding like words at all. One sound rolled into the next, seemingly without pause, each harsh utterance a staccato point in a dirge that did not seem to end.

      When it seemed she must stop to draw breath, she did not, continuing to utter the Rite without pause. 

      Having learned this Rite only recently, Elsbeth wasn’t entirely clear on what she was saying. The language was almost impossible to understand, the meaning of any one word shifting and sliding based on the context. It was harsh, and it tore at her throat to speak it for too long, which limited her opportunity to practise with Munhilde, yet she had persevered. 

      In her heart, she continued to repeat her prayer even as the words rolled from her mouth.

      Help these people, they deserve your care. Answer this call, they have suffered enough.

      She believed that these people were worthy. Her mind drifted back to the children and the haunted look that still hid in the back of their eyes. What more could be asked of them?

      As she continued to pray, she did not heed the changes that slowly began to occur around her. The supplicants, their faces still upturned, grew nervous as a chill swept through, followed by a darkening of the light as clouds began to gather overhead with unnatural speed.

      Seconds later, thunder crashed directly overhead. Many flinched, but all remained in place, never glancing away from the storm that had miraculously begun to form before them.

      From a great distance, Elsbeth felt a pressure begin to form. It grew and grew, until she felt as if she might be pressed to the forest floor by its mighty weight. Her ears became filled with a rushing sound, as if a hurricane whistled through the feathers of a giant bird.

      A voice sounded out from that vastly distant presence, yet as it reached her, it thundered in her mind, driving all thought away. 

      Your Call is grating, hatchling. You peck without fear. Shall I teach it to you?

      Unbeknownst to Elsbeth, blood had begun to flow freely from her ears as she continued the Rite. The weight of the Raven on her mind, for that was who this must be, was suffocating.

      These people are strong, these people are worthy, she prayed fervently, grant them a sliver of your wisdom.

      Like a mouse under the eye of an enormous hawk, she trembled in the centre of the circle as the Raven contemplated her.

      I shall.

      All at once, the pressure abated and Elsbeth felt a tiny parcel of knowledge slip into her mind. In an instant, all of it was gone. The thunder, the clouds, the pain and pressure, all of it vanished as if it had never been.

      Elsbeth swooned on the spot but caught herself at the last moment. If she failed to finish the Rite, she would invite the wrath of Raven.

      Overwhelmingly tired, she forced herself to remain steady and spoke the last words. With that done, she opened her hands and held them cupped before her.

      “Raven has recognised your strength, forged through suffering,” she intoned, and the people looked down at her, the tension easing from their faces. “The Answer you seek is this. Head south and to the west. The village of Cragwhistle has room and work. They will take you in. Should you encounter the Necromancer…” Elsbeth blanched but continued, “... he will protect you from harm.”

      Every member of the circle gave thanks, relieved that their plea had been well received. Even more, they were grateful to have some direction in their lives. For weeks, they had drifted, seeking safety, but now they had a clear path forward.

      Munhilde flashed Elsbeth a look that told the young woman to keep her mouth shut and began to move amongst the people. She congratulated them, offered comfort and encouragement, before sending them back to the clearing. When the last had gone, she approached her student and touched her on the shoulder.

      “How bad was it?” she asked, gathering a cloth from her pouch and wiping the blood that continued to drip from Elsbeth’s ears.

      “Not great,” the young woman replied, trying to be stoic.

      It did no good; she slumped down to her knees, all the strength in her legs suddenly gone. Munhilde caught her before she fell, lowering her slowly, a familiar scowl on her face.

      “Raven very seldom answers directly like that. I’ve only experienced it a few times myself. You must have pissed him off.”

      Elsbeth smiled wanly.

      “He said I pecked at him.”

      “Well, don’t. You’ll get your mind squashed like a bug and your soul ripped out of your body if you aren’t careful. The Dark Ones don’t like being annoyed.”

      She sighed.

      “I know you want them to answer every prayer and help the people who come before you, but that isn’t how they operate. They’re whimsical, sometimes in the mood to help, sometimes not. Sometimes they will crush the next thing that reaches up and catches their eye, deserving or not. We are not safe from them, just as we are not safe from lightning or flood.”

      Elsbeth nodded, beginning to get back her bearings.

      “W-what they said. About the Necromancer…”

      “Clearly, the Old Gods have their eyes on that boy. I find it interesting they would send people toward him rather than away. Fshaw!”

      She spat.

      “Raven is always plotting something, the bird brain. Who knows what he could possibly want.”

      The young Priestess couldn’t begin to imagine plumbing the depth of the god who had deigned to glance at her, almost ending her life in the process. Such a being was too lofty, too grand, for her to comprehend.

      “Do you think he is safe?”

      Tyron was her friend, though, and a good person at heart. She wanted him to be okay.

      Munhilde looked down at her apprentice with sympathy.

      “For the likes of him, safety is always an illusion. At least you know that, for now, he is still alive.”
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      “Is that smoke?” Tyron squinted into the distance.

      The early morning light seemed thin in the foothills, the fog that rolled off the mountains lasted until the sun was high overhead on cold days. Even so, the dirty streak that stained the sky seemed to trace its origin down to a point on the ground.

      “I don’t fucking know, you fuck! Why do you insist on saying this shit out loud?”

      “Shut up, Dove,” the Necromancer muttered absently as he continued to examine the sky.

      The more he looked, the more the sense of disquiet in his chest grew. It was smoke, he was sure of it now. Perhaps a remote village was burning off rubbish? Or a hearth fire had gotten out of control?

      Both scenarios were unlikely.

      “We’ll go check it out,” he decided. “Someone might need help.”

      Here on the edge of the empire, assistance was hard to come by, speaking mildly. Settlements were far apart, with almost nothing in between.

      “You can’t be serious,” the skull exclaimed. When Tyron didn’t reply, preoccupied issuing mental commands to his minions, Dove continued. “You are serious. Fucking hero complex is going to get your balls lopped off, kid, and yours are massive, the blood loss will be insane. Probably make you more mobile, though. You could lose the wheelbarrow.”

      “If a village is under attack all the way out here, the Slayers and marshals aren’t going to see it,” he defended his decision. “We’re probably the only ones who see the smoke, so we should go and help.”

      “You see the smoke, I don’t see shit,” the skull refuted from his position on a corner post. “By the by, aren’t you supposed to be fleeing south in order to avoid getting your face murdered off by angry Slayers? If one of them does turn up to this little emergency, you’re completely fucked. You get that, right?”

      There was merit to what his friend and mentor had to say. Even so…

      “Everything I’ve done has been to grow strong enough to help others. What will have been the point of any of it if I don’t help defend these people? I haven’t mutilated and murdered my way through the Western Province for my own personal gratification!”

      By the end, Tyron’s voice had grown quite heated, and his eyes, filled with anger, bore down on Dove, who held his ethereal tongue. He disagreed with the young Mage but felt it would be wiser not to argue. A part of Tyron wanted to help others, to be sure. Dove knew he was a good kid at heart, but another part of him, a larger part, refused to accept life as an ordinary person. He would blaze a trail as his parents had, or die trying.

      Eyes focused on the smoke in the distance, Tyron wordlessly directed his skeletons, ghosts, and revenants over the terrain. Even with eight of his minions now hooked to the cart, traversing the uneven ground was still painfully slow.

      The procession was a more impressive, or fearsome, sight than it had been before. A full forty skeletons were arrayed around it now, along with his four revenants, still burning with their inner fire. Less visible were the ghosts, who still drifted silently in a loose formation around the cart over a hundred metres out. They were a poor early warning system, but they were all he had.

      It took over an hour for them to cover the distance, the smoke growing thicker in the air as they drew closer. Tyron’s heart clenched over the journey, worried that whatever had caused the blaze would have been over and done with by the time he arrived.

      Shouts, screams, and inhuman chittering of the rift-kin could be heard drifting through the air before he laid eyes on the village itself. 

      “They’re under attack!” he yelled, throwing himself off the side of the cart and scrabbling for his sword.

      “Isn’t that what you thought was happening?” Dove yawned.

      Ignoring his advisor, he urged his minions to drop the wagon, eliciting a squawk from the skull as he rattled on his perch. 

      “Careful, you bony fuckheads!”

      Ordering the eight cart pullers to protect the supplies, Tyron rushed forward with the others. He demanded more speed from his minions and they responded, drawing deeper on his magick to fuel their unliving forms.

      Extra energy flowing from him to almost forty undead was an unpleasant sensation, to say the least. Fortunately, he’d advanced to the point he could sustain it, though not for long.

      When the village finally came into sight, Tyron sucked in a breath. Crude barricades caught his eye, placed between buildings to create a defensive wall. One of them was burning, the flames having spread to the adjacent home, causing a plume of greasy black smoke to billow into the air.

      Rift-kin raged, kept at bay by the simple barrier and the spears of determined villagers. The insect-like kin slashed and stabbed, trying to climb over again and again, only to be forced back, but they drew blood each time they charged.

      This fight had been going on for a long time already. Heavy wounds and casualties could be seen on both sides. One side would soon break, and it wouldn’t be the kin. Monsters didn’t break. They won or they died.

      Tyron urged his minions to even greater speed, only remembering at the last minute that he was no longer without any ranged options. Belatedly, he instructed his small contingent of archers to begin firing. He had the spine-wielding skeletons move to the right flank, opening up a straight shot rather than have them shoot high-arcing arrows over his head.

      The bone arrows weren’t the finest make. They weren’t perfectly straight, or balanced as well as they should be. The hardened tips were no substitute for a proper steel arrowhead either, at least not at his skill level, but still they did damage.

      As the arrows began to fall, his archers firing as quickly as they could, the kin noticed almost immediately. Some shots bounced off the carapaces and hardened shells of the monsters, but others penetrated, finding the right angle to puncture or slipping through gaps in the armour.

      There were almost a hundred of the creatures still alive, but most were smaller, more minor variants. What worried him were the handful of more threatening kin, the size of ponies, who stalked amongst their weaker brethren.

      The crazed monsters at the rear of the crowd turned and hissed as one, a rattling, alien sound that filled the air and drilled deep into Tyron’s ears. Then they charged.

      His skeletons formed up in neat ranks at a thought. Three deep and ten wide, his phalanx of silent, eerie warriors stepped forward in unnatural unison. Tyron knew his place and his role as a Necromancer. He placed himself in the back, with his four revenants positioned nearby for protection. The ghosts, he allowed to range forward. Whatever disruption they could cause with their freezing effect amongst the kin would be useful.

      Before the battle was joined, his hands were already raised, words of power puncturing the air. 

      Death Blades.

      The dark blessing ignited along the motley weapons his skeletons bore, covering the blades in dark magick. The Mage grunted as he felt his reserves dip. More minions meant more expenditure if he wanted them all to benefit from the spell. His need for arcane energy remained as bottomless as ever.

      Armed with their necrotic weapons, his skeletons were an intimidating sight. They stepped as a unit, fearless in the face of the monsters from beyond the rift.

      As the two sides met, fangs and blades slashed and clanged as the kin drove themselves into his formation. The skeletons held as best they could, but they simply lacked mass and were forced to drain yet more energy to hold their ground.

      His minions were surprisingly fast when they wanted to be and moved with a lightness that belied their dreadful appearance. Made from only bones and magick, they weighed little. Even the toughened and hardened bones of those with high constitution weighed significantly less than an average person.

      Despite the buckling of their line, the skeletal soldiers made not a sound, their weapons rising and falling methodically as they hacked, slashed, and stabbed at the creatures within their reach.

      The archers advanced, firing at any kin that tried to wrap around the right flank. His skeletal bows could pack quite a bit of power as it turned out, at least at these short distances. Smaller kin were skewered as they undulated across the ground.

      “Hold the line!” Tyron bellowed as he tried to track the battle in his mind. So many things were happening at once, it was difficult to see it all at any one moment.

      He had to be careful. Something might try and rush his archers, in which case he would need to pull them back. Or a kin could swing around and attack him, in which case he needed to activate his revenants.

      A stab of pain drove straight into his mind, causing him to flinch and slap a hand to his head. 

      Where did that come from?! He wondered.

      Was he under attack? For a terrifying moment, he spun on the spot, trying to locate his attacker, only to find himself staring at the revenant to his left. Burning purple eyes stared back at him, wreathed from beneath by the flame that burned within its rib cage.

      “You,” Tyron growled.

      Trying to kill me now that we are engaged in a dangerous battle? Perhaps this Slayer is too dangerous to keep.

      His fingers flexed as he prepared to bear down on the minion with his will, then he paused. Not ten metres away, the fighting raged as more kin turned from the barricade and attacked his undead. What he felt from the revenant hadn’t been a desire to kill him. At least not entirely.

      You want to fight….

      Whoever he had been, this Slayer had known his purpose. Even in death, it burned in his soul. His duty had been to kill rift-kin, and so it remained.

      “Go,” Tyron flicked his jaw toward the monsters, along with a mental command.

      The pressure on his mind, which he hadn’t been fully aware of, eased immediately. A skeleton couldn’t display emotion, but perhaps there was a tiny hint of gratitude in the posture of his minion?

      He likely imagined it.

      His best servant would do its job well. Tyron should make sure he performed his. He raised his hands once more and snapped through the complex incantations, bringing down the Shivering Curse. 

      Unaffected, his skeletons continued their work, but the rift-kin struggled in the piercing cold. The diameter of the curse wasn’t enormous, only ten metres across, but it was enough to impact the majority of the fighting.

      With those two spells cast, it was time for Tyron to turn to other, less impactful magicks. 

      Briefly, the Mage considered his options. He could throw Magick Bolts, but he didn’t have a good angle from his current position at the rear of the formation. The other option was to try to dominate the mind of a stronger rift-kin, but he wasn’t keen to freeze himself during an ongoing melee. He would have to turn to his new spell.

      Once again, the words rolled from his tongue and his hands flicked through arcane sigils, summoning and shaping the magick with proficient ease. This was far from an economical spell, its cost exceeded Supress Mind by a factor of two, but the effect would hopefully be worth it.

      When the spell completed, Tyron stretched out a hand toward the largest monster he could see. Despite knowing vaguely how it would function, he was still surprised by what he saw next.

      Flecks of black magick swarmed like locusts through the air, taking on the shape of a grasping, clawed hand. Ignored by his skeletons, the flecks buzzed through and around the undead, forming, scattering, and reforming with dizzying speed until they were upon the intended target.

      Without thinking, he snapped his hand closed and the claw mirrored his action. Formed from thousands of small shards made of Death Magick, the hand snapped shut around the monster, who immediately froze, then began to writhe and bellow.

      The spell wouldn’t last forever, and Tyron was keen to see how long it took the kin to break free, but he had to continue to assist his minions in the fight.

      Since he didn’t need to maintain the spell, he began to cast it again, dipping further into his rapidly vanishing reserves to form it once more.

      When complete, he reached out and the same thing happened, the claw formed of black shards flew through the air and surrounded the kin, snapping shut around it when he clenched his fist.

      That’s about as much as I can do.

      What energy he still possessed would be required to fuel his skeletons. With the revenant now active in the fight, he wouldn’t be able to maintain even that minimal output for long. Pushing his skeletal form to its limits, the once-Slayer, now-undead, was fast and deadly, his sword flashing with far greater accuracy and force than the other skeletons. The comparison wasn’t correct in the first place; the difference between the average minion and the former Slayer was like night and day.

      Of course, that performance came at a cost.

      Tyron stood impassively, directing his minions as best he could until the fighting was over. It ended suddenly, the final rift-kin screeching as it was impaled by a dispassionate skeleton, and then silence reigned on the field.

      Almost surprised, Tyron looked about, and only then did he notice that no villagers had emerged to assist him in disposing of the attackers. It shouldn’t be surprising.

      They probably think they jumped from the frying pan and landed in the fire.

      Should he just walk away? Some supplies and a hot meal wouldn’t go astray….

      With a shrug, he advanced toward the barricade, bringing his undead with him.
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      At a certain point, the rolling foothills, pierced in places by ragged outcroppings of rock or torn by ravines, gave way to the true mountains. 

      The Barrier Mountains were, like their name, a veritable wall, one that scraped the sky with jagged claws formed from the bones of this plane. If a way through existed, the people of the Western Province did not know it. To them, these mountains were impassable, anything that lay beyond may as well not have existed at all.

      At the boundary between these two, the village of Cragwhistle lay. Stonecutters for the most part, the citizens of the humble settlement were hard people, used to isolation, freezing winds, and a dangerous life in the quarries.

      Tyron could sense a little of that as he looked up at the faces beyond the barricade. Many were wounded, bleeding openly from cuts around their heads and shoulders. They stared at him with hard eyes. Despite their outer appearance, he knew they feared him. Without ill intention, he walked to within thirty paces of the barricade but ensured he remained surrounded by his minions.

      If some archer wanted to try their hand, he wanted to have cover. There was also a slim chance the villagers could rush him, leaping over the wooden obstructions to end this new threat. He’d learned not to take chances, even with people.

      “Ho the village!” he called.

      “The fuck do you want?” a rough voice called back.

      Great. Sounds like Dove’s long-lost brother.

      “To help you get back on your feet. Maybe some supplies and trade, if you have any to spare. I can’t stay long, but I’d like to assist if I can.”

      He gestured to the still-smouldering building adjacent to the wall.

      “My minions don’t fear the heat. We can deal with that safely, as well as other odd jobs. All I ask in return is a chance to trade for supplies.”

      There was a chorus of muttering from beyond the wooden barrier, punctuated by some choice swearing.

      “He’ll just fucking KILL US, you idiotic pillock!” that same rough voice bellowed. “That’s a Necromancer! You’re worth more to him dead than you are alive.”

      “Not to put too fine a point on it,” Tyron called out, “but I could kill all of you right now if I wanted to. I slaughtered all those rift-kin you couldn’t deal with… and saved your lives in the process. Do we remember that?”

      “You shut the fuck up!” the voice called back. “We’re having ourselves a conver-fucking-sation over here.”

      “Aren’t any of you worried I’ll get angry and kill you if he keeps jawing me?” Tyron wondered aloud.

      His words were followed by more urgent, angry mutters, followed by a “Fuck off!” then the sound of blows being exchanged.

      For a moment, Tyron considered just turning around and leaving. These people were clearly far more trouble than they were worth. On the flip side, he did need supplies. He was running short on food, needed to refill his waterskin, as well as replenish other sundries for life on the road. 

      The handle on his cookpot had broken two days ago. If he could get that fixed, he’d be much happier. He could get the skeletons to lift it from the fire, since they didn’t burn, something he’d learned after making a stew, but it seemed strange to have his minions help him move cookery.

      Any information he could get on the surrounding area would also be helpful. He planned to move toward Skyice Keep, and the terrain grew more treacherous the further south he went. As annoying as it seemed, dealing with the people of Cragwhistle would be better than setting out blind.

      “Ah, that man doesn’t speak for us,” another voice called out, slightly panicked, “we’d prefer it if you didn’t murder us.”

      Tyron rolled his eyes. Being treated like a storybook villain was going to get old very quickly.

      “I just saved your entire village,” he reminded them. “I’m not some evil Mage coming to kill you all.”

      “That would be more convincing if you weren’t accompanied by dozens of human skeletons….”

      That… was a good point.

      “Look, I’m going to get my cart, it has my supplies on it, then come back. If, by then, you’ve decided you want to trade, make a little coin, then we can do business. Otherwise…”

      He left them hanging. They hadn’t responded well to him being nice, perhaps if he implied a vague threat, something more in line with what they were expecting, then he may get a more favourable response.

      Drained of magick, he was forced to pull an arcane crystal from his dwindling supply and pop it into his mouth. Cool, pure magick began to flow into him, replacing what he’d lost, albeit slowly. He’d have enough to bring the cart up to the village at least.

      When he returned, he was pleasantly surprised to see a gap had been opened in the barricade. The way through was barred by several angry-looking men, including one sporting a very fresh black eye, but at least they were willing to talk face to face.

      On his side, Tyron had his full complement of undead, including his ghosts hovering out of sight. He could bury this village in a tide of bone and blood in an instant if he so chose. Obviously, he wouldn’t, but they didn’t know that.

      “Nice to see some friendly faces,” he said as he walked alongside the cart pulled by eight skeletons.

      “Who the fuck are these guys?” Dove chirped from his place on the corner post.

      Tyron sighed. The skull had been asleep a moment ago, so he hadn’t bothered to hide him. Now the once-Summoner glared down at the villagers with the purple orbs that functioned as his eyes.

      “Woof. I’ve seen some ugly fucking villagers in my time, but by the Mother’s teats, these guys take the cake.”

      “Not looking so fresh yourself, fuck-face!” One of the men ground out, and Tyron recognised him as the rough voice who’d yelled at him earlier.

      He looked younger than Tyron had expected, though older than Tyron himself was. Mid-thirties perhaps? A scraggly beard clung to his chin, his face was blackened with soot, and he had no eyebrows. Must have been up close and personal with the fire. It certainly didn’t do his appearance any good.

      The Necromancer raised his hands to try and make peace, only to have Dove cut him off.

      “Oooh, we’ve got a talker over here! What happened to your hair? You look like my balls if I dipped them in tar. Dickhead.”

      “You cockless abomination,” the villager spat. “Get the fuck out of our village, you freak.”

      “That actually hurt,” Dove sounded surprised. “Not the abomination bit, the cockless bit. I really miss my cock.”

      “How about the two of you shut up?” Tyron suggested coldly. He glared at Dove, then at the villager, who held his tongue, after being jabbed in the ribs by his neighbour.

      When neither of them interrupted, he continued.

      “What village is this, anyway?” he asked. “I’m totally lost.”

      “Cragwhistle,” the enormous man in the centre of the line said softly, and Tyron recognised him as the second voice he’d spoken to. “We’re just a humble village, Mage. We don’t have much.”

      “I don’t need much, just some basics… and a new pot handle.”

      “Well…” the man scratched his cheek awkwardly, glancing at the others around him. “We’d prefer not to let you in the village proper… if you don’t mind. We can do your trade here at the front.”

      “That’s fine,” Tyron shrugged. 

      He approached but still kept a distance of twenty paces between them and kept his revenants close.

      They got down to haggling. The prices started at outrageous levels, requiring Tyron to remind them several times that they would all be dead, and therefore unable to enjoy the benefits of their goods, were it not for him. The massive man, named Ortan, appeared to be a figure of some authority in the village and did most of the talking. The loudmouth with no eyebrows stood to the side, fuming, and looked like he would burst out several times, only to catch a fist in the ribs from those around him.

      Eventually, they settled on a price for some goods, a local map, some smoked meat, and a cloth-wrapped bundle of hard biscuits. He tried to barter for some fresh ink, but they were out.

      When a skeleton stepped forward to deposit the coin and collect the goods from the ground, there was a palpable sense of relief on the faces of the villagers. It was clear that they wanted him gone as soon as possible and expected him to buzz off now that the trade was done.

      “Now we need to barter for something else,” Tyron smiled, watching as the others stiffened. 

      The Necromancer gestured to his skeletons. 

      “I need bones,” he said, “and while I’m not going to take them from the living, I find that the dead don’t have quite as much need for them.”

      “Oh you FUCKING C-”

      “Shut up, dickhead, or we’ll take yours!” Dove cackled.

      As the loudmouth went to take another breath, Ortan surprised Tyron by turning around and punching him right in the face. He watched wide eyed as the smaller man went sprawling on the ground, spitting and cursing.

      “Shut him up,” Ortan said tightly before turning back to the frightening Mage. “Explain what you want, quickly.”

      The request for bones had gone down as well as a ton of bricks with the villagers before him, and he could hear the terrified whispers of others behind the wall as his words spread. He hurried to explain.

      “As you can see, to create my minions, I need bones,” he gestured to the skeletons around him as he spoke, “and some were damaged in the fight to save your village. Even the arrows my archers fired were made using bones, and not many are in good enough condition to recover.”

      That had been obvious even during the fight. The arrows weren’t well made enough to survive a hard impact in one piece. As he got more skilled, that would change, but for the moment…

      “I know this is a difficult thing for you, but my aid does have a price.”

      Ortan looked at him with an unwavering gaze, showing more courage than he had before. There was anger in his eyes, along with a certain wariness. He knew that the Necromancer could take what he wanted if push came to shove.

      “How would you do it?” he asked finally.

      “There are two options. I’m pretty sure not all of you survived this attack, am I right?”

      Ortan nodded and Tyron held up his hands.

      “You probably don’t want to do this, and that’s fine, but you can give me their bodies an-...”

      He didn’t get to finish speaking before angry cries floated over the barricade and Ortan’s face darkened.

      “.... which is fine,” Tyron raised his voice. “It’s upsetting having friends and family desecrated for necromancy materials, I get it.”

      He didn’t really, but he was trying to put on a good face.

      “The other option is to let me into your graveyard. Point out some remains you’re relatively happy for me to take. There must be some people buried there that nobody even remembers.”

      Older bones would be less useful for him, but if they’d had particularly tough bodies, the remains might still be in good enough condition to raise. Otherwise, he could use them for various other purposes. Bone Armour, arrows, replacing damaged bones, more bows. His need for raw materials would never be exhausted.

      “We will need to discuss this,” Ortan said slowly, “it’s a difficult request. Our ancestors are buried here. Many of the families have lived here for generations.”

      “I’m not looking to clear out the place,” Tyron defended himself. “Just let me know what you can bear to part with.”

      He sighed internally.

      “I know it’s difficult to accede to this request, but it is necessary. I’m trying to help people, just like I helped you today. I can’t do that if I don’t have materials to create my minions. The only way I can get what I need without murdering people is to steal it or ask for it. I’m trying to do the right thing.”

      The villagers didn’t appear happy to hear his words, but he felt at least Ortan understood where he was coming from.

      “I’ll have an answer for you soon,” he said.
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      When night fell that evening, Tyron found himself in increasingly familiar surroundings.

      “Is it really inevitable that Necromancers end up in graveyards all the time?” he sighed.

      Dove was not impressed with his melancholy.

      “Are you damaged in the head? You fucking moron. Of course a Necromancer is going to be frequenting graveyards. That’s where all the bones and dead bodies are!”

      “I get that! It’s just… a little bleak.” He gestured to the cemetery, a worn and secluded area fenced off with a low stone wall. The gravestones were well made, created by experienced stone workers in the village, but the frequent rain and damp conditions eroded everything in time.

      The people of Cragwhistle had put generations to rest here, making the cemetery significantly larger than he’d expected. It was possible the village had been larger in the past to need so many graves, but Ortan, who had accompanied him, wasn’t too keen to engage in conversation.

      After marking the graves Tyron had been given permission to disturb, the villager had walked a hundred metres away, folded his arms, and watched with a scarcely concealed look of disgust on his face. Which seemed a little harsh, there wasn’t even any butchery going on!

      Tyron had his skeletons bring the cart around and then set his minions to work. With his reserve of trusty shovels, the skeletons were diligent workers, shovelling away without complaint. It was a finicky task to direct them when it came to laying out the remains, but Tyron had been getting used to it, and the task progressed at a good pace.

      You really can get used to anything, he mused, even directing undead to dig up graves. Not exactly the glamorous life of magick that I’d envisioned.

      In truth, he’d mainly seen himself locked in a tower studying books, occasionally emerging to hurl massive fireballs at things. He’d have access to powerful spells, his Slayer licence, and resources to further his craft, which qualified as a glamorous life in his book.

      Instead, he flipped through the pages of his notes between taking stock of his inventory. He’d improved rapidly in his control and understanding of the Necromancer’s art since his Awakening, but there were many holes in his grasp of the theory. There just hadn’t been enough time for him to test everything that needed to be tested. As a result, there were some things he grasped far better than others, which made his knowledge a bit lopsided.

      Another frustrating realisation was that he had begun to run out of low-hanging fruit. Quick and easy ways to better his minions, improve the Raise Dead ritual, or gain quick levels had basically run dry. 

      If not for his breakthrough learning to create revenants, he would be in a far worse position.

      Still, it wasn’t all doom and gloom. He ran through his notes once again, tallying the items he most needed to focus on.

      First, there was the matter of Death Magick and the saturation process. The Necromancer knew this was important but couldn’t quite figure out how. Further investigation was required.

      Second was optimising the balance of his undead. How many ghosts did he need? How many revenants? How many archers? Equipping the skeletons had also begun to be an issue. He’d stolen weapons whenever and wherever he could, but with almost fifty skeletons, he needed a small fortune’s worth of arms. His weakest and most damaged skeletons were swinging farming hoes at this point.

      Third, he needed to spend time bettering his understanding of ghosts. They were his second form of undead after skeletons, and he knew basically nothing about them. There were a few lines of inquiry he’d thought of but hadn’t yet had the opportunity to investigate.

      Fourth… fifth… sixth… the list went on and on, but at least he had something he could focus on.

      There was another task, one he’d desperately been avoiding. An inventory of the cart was desperately needed at this point. His supply of hessian bags that he’d secured from the ladies at the farm he’d saved was running thin, and bones were starting to pile up all over the place.

      With a sigh, he pushed himself to his feet, carefully stepping through the mess until he reached the first bag.

      “What are you so miserable about now?” Dove demanded, exasperated.

      “Going to clean the cart and take an inventory. I honestly don’t remember what we even have in here.”

      “Oh shit. Fuck that, I’m out.” 

      The light glowing within the hollow eyes of the skull immediately faded as Dove retreated into “sleep.” 

      “Prick,” Tyron cursed, though there wasn’t much energy behind it. He’d avoid the job himself if he could.

      His experience as the bookkeeper at his uncle’s tavern hadn’t quite prepared him for the mind-numbing process of counting bones. Did he have to know exactly how many finger bones he had? No. Would he count them anyway? Yes. Once he started, his brain wouldn’t let him stop until he had a precise count. 

      Hours of fun for the entire family.

      Against his will, thoughts of Magnin and Beory bubbled up in his mind, and he pushed them away before they could sting him. His parents would be fine, they always were. Better to worry about himself.

      Loosening the knot on the bag, he reached inside, bending down to grab the contents at the bottom.

      THUNK!

      Before the sound properly registered, Tyron was already moving, throwing himself forward and burrowing into the bags. It wasn’t lost on him that his first instinct was to seek the protection of human remains.

      As he rolled, he saw the arrow lodged deep into the wood of the cart bed. If he hadn’t shifted his position, that might have been the end of him….

      Slayers.

      Only someone with archery skills and feats could be that accurate from long range. His ghosts hadn’t seen anything within a hundred metres of his current position. From that distance, in the dark?

      Please let there be only one, he prayed, though to whom he wasn’t sure.

      THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!

      Three more arrows slammed into the cart, narrowly missing as Tyron scrambled to organise his forces.

      Should have been wearing Bone Armour, you idiot, he cursed himself.

      No time for regret. Huddled amongst the bones, he directed his minions to secure the perimeter, and they acted swiftly to enact his will. Shovels were thrown down and the collection process abandoned as his skeletal warriors seized their weapons and began to hunt for his attackers. Undead carrying shields gathered around the cart, creating a wall that Tyron threw himself behind the moment it was complete.

      His archers let fly into the darkness. Bone arrows whistled through the cool night air and shattered against stone outcroppings. He didn’t expect them to hit, but hopefully they would provide a distraction.

      Surrounded by his minions in a proper defensive formation, he began to feel a little more confident. His magick hadn’t fully recharged yet, but he had enough in reserve to put up a fight at least.

      His position secure, the skeletons began to fan out, three revenants in the lead. Ghosts drifted through the darkness, billowing cold and filled with hatred of the living, they hunted for any target through which they could vent their wrath.

      Tyron waited, unease warring with confidence as his undead continued to hunt for the attackers, but finding nothing.

      They can’t have just vanished. Either they can hide too well for my minions to find them, or they retreated when their sneak attack failed.

      A very different threat than the Swordsman he’d faced before, a Ranger was deadly in an entirely different way. Hidden in the shadows with the ability to strike from range, a Ranger was, somewhat ironically, a much better matchup for him.

      Now that he knew they were out there, the element of surprise would be so much harder to grasp. Skeletons and ghosts may not have the best eyesight, but having to sneak past dozens of them would test anyone. As long as he kept his minions spread out around himself, he would be that much harder to approach.

      And since a Ranger was much weaker in direct hand-to-hand combat, his skeletons would be a threat if they managed to gang up on the opponent. So long as this Slayer wasn’t significantly stronger than the last, he was confident he would win.

      As long as they’re by themself. Otherwise, I may have a dozen Slayers after me very shortly.

      In which case, he was already dead. A team of Slayers would rip through his minions and take his head in less than a minute. 

      Am I… actually fucked right now?

      No, there had to be something he could do. He suppressed the despair that threatened to overwhelm him and forced himself to think. Protected by his minions, he was safe for the time being. He took a deep breath and calmed himself.

      There should only be one attacker. If there were more archers, I’d have been buried in arrows before I could blink. If there were a full team here, they’d have shown themselves already. 

      That makes for two possibilities, a lone hunter who took a shot of opportunity and has retreated now that surprise has been lost, or a scout who took a chance to finish me off and is returning to bring the rest of the group.

      If the first were true, then he would be fine if he proceeded carefully. If the second were true…

      Overhead, the Barrier Mountains loomed like an impenetrable wall. His only option to escape a group of Slayers would be to retreat to a place they wouldn’t want to go.

      “You could try to rely on your allies a little more,” a voice spoke from behind him.

      Tyron turned to see Yor looking unusually pleased with herself, leaning against a dusty gravestone. That was different, she normally avoided touching anything even remotely dirty.

      “You seem happy,” Tyron said, trying to match her casual tone and watch for incoming arrows at the same time. “Something to celebrate?”

      The vampire smiled.

      “I partook of a delicious meal.”

      She sighed, her eyes slightly unfocused, as if she were drunk. 

      “You didn’t kill anyone did you?” Tyron spluttered.

      He’d only just arrived at this village and saved them from attack. If a random, innocent person had died because he’d stuck around…

      “I don’t have to kill,” Yor chided him, her eyes snapping back to their normal sharpness.

      “That’s not an answer to the question, Yor.”

      “No, I did not kill anyone,” she enunciated clearly. “Though… I could, if you asked me to. You seem to have a Slayer problem that needs to be solved.”

      Always when I’m at my weakest.

      “And I suppose there would be a price for such aid?”

      Her eyes gleamed red.

      “Of course. It would cost you very dearly.”

      He didn’t even need to ask what it was.

      “Then I must decline,” he said shortly, turning back to his minions.

      “I can tell you a little something for free then,” she said, “though perhaps you could consider it a little favour. That archer is working alone. You don’t have to worry about more Slayers coming for you. At least not yet.”

      “Not yet?” Tyron asked, confused.

      Yor just smiled once more, a predatory cast to her features.

      “I will say no more.”

      Figures. She gave me valuable information anyway.

      “I’ll repay this debt,” he said, forcing himself to speak evenly.

      “Of course you will.”

      I never had a choice. They’ll get the price out of me one way or another.

      Thoughts of vampires and their machinations could wait until later. Yor wouldn’t lie to him, which meant he had a small window of opportunity.

      Beside him, his only Slayer revenant burned with magickal fire.

      “Looks like you’re about to make a friend.”

      My archers needed a leader.
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      Katlyn pulled her cloak tight around her and drew deep, steadying breaths. One finger kept the tension on her bowstring taught as her eyes flicked from tree to tree, watching for any sign of pursuit.

      Stay calm. Be steady. That’s how you stay alive.

      The words of her mentors from the academy rang in her mind and she heeded that advice. Analyse the situation, make a plan, then execute on it. That’s how a Ranger was meant to fight.

      She’d lost her cool back at the graveyard and it had cost her. The sight of so many undead swarming through the graves and patrolling the perimeter had shocked her. So many! She’d counted close to forty of them, and doubtless there were more watching the other side of the cemetery.

      This Necromancer was supposed to have Awakened at the same time she had! How could he possibly be able to sustain so many undead? A chill had run up her spine as she considered what level he must have been.

      How many people did he murder to advance that quickly? How large a trail of destruction had this monster left in his wake?

      She’d hesitated in that moment, a shiver of fear running down her spine. She’d wondered if she should back off, return to the others and negotiate to share the prize, but had decided not to. All she needed was one arrow to find the mark and the money would be hers alone.

      But she’d rushed.

      A better opportunity would have presented itself if she’d been patient! Pushed by her fear, she’d attacked too soon and failed.

      It’s fine. He never saw you. Take some distance, gather information, and then prepare for another strike.

      Her heart had finally slowed to its resting rate, and Kat breathed deep one more time, filling her lungs with chilly night air. It was cold and damp this high up. She hated it. Born to the south in Endless Sand Keep, she’d grown up a few hours’ ride from the desert. 

      A sound tugged at her ear, something like a breath or sigh, and she snapped around, her bow rising to eye level in one, instantaneous motion. 

      Nothing. 

      It was difficult to see, even with her Heightened Senses feat, but there was nothing there. She lowered her bow and continued to peer into the darkness. She was sure she’d heard something, an odd sound, almost like wind.

      Had it always been this cold?

      A freezing cloud of ice gripped her arms and the Ranger threw herself backward, rolling smoothly to her feet and loosing an arrow where she had been standing. The shot whistled through the air, touching nothing.

      No, there was something!

      The night air twisted in her perception and she could finally make out the shape. Lines blurred, almost immaterial as they seemed to drift as though caught in a soft current. A baleful glare met her eyes as what she now realised was a spectre reached for her again.

      “Shit!” she cried, her voice gripped with fear.

      Without thinking, she pulled back on her bowstring again, her free hand flashing an arrow to the nock with inhuman speed. She let fly, only to see the ghost distort slightly as the wood and metal blasted harmlessly through it.

      She turned and ran.

      Heart hammering in her chest, Katlyn stumbled through the brush, her thoughts a tangled mess.

      Fucking hell. A ghost. What am I supposed to do against a ghost?

      In her panic, all the grace and dexterity she would usually exhibit moving through difficult terrain was gone, replaced by blind fumbling as she desperately tried to get away. After clawing her way over a mass of gnarled roots that clung to the rock beneath like the withered fingers of a witch, she dared to look back.

      Immediately, she wished she hadn’t.

      Purple lights flickered in the dark, paired orbs that shifted and bobbed as the skeletons moved through the copse of trees. The sight of them filled her with dread. She wasn’t even necessarily afraid of fighting them, skeletons weren’t the deadliest of foes, but she was afraid of what they represented. Each had been a person not that long ago. If they caught her, she would become one of them too….

      “Fuck off!” she screamed, drawing another arrow and firing it at the first set of purple eyes she could see.

      By some miracle, the arrow flew true, perhaps guided by the hand of the Unseen. There was a shattering sound in the distance, and two of the lights winked out. Just like that, a skeleton had been destroyed.

      It was strange, but the Ranger felt some measure of her calm return. A single success, miniscule it might be, but it gave her something to cling to. She may not be able to do anything to the ghosts, but they were slow or they’d have caught her already. As long as she got a hold of herself and moved properly, they’d never catch up. The skeletons were easy fodder if she played her cards right. All she had to do was take some distance and pick them off one by one.

      The Necromancer was practically feeding her free experience. 

      Get a grip. You’re not dying here.

      Katlyn admonished herself and forced deep, slow breaths into her lungs, slowing her pounding heart and steadying her shaking hands. She could do this. She had to do this.

      All at once, she was in control again; her movements became smooth and her feet found stable footholds once more. As a Ranger should, she began to move through the brush with grace and speed. Another arrow was plucked from her dull-grey quiver and brought to the nock. She sighted and loosed in one smoother motion, not bothering to see if her shot found its mark.

      The crunching sound of the steel head punching through a skull was all the confirmation she needed. 

      As long as he doesn’t get ahead of me, there’s no way I can be caught. That bounty is as good as mine. 

      Cold. Piercing, deadening cold invaded her lungs, freezing the air in her body and the blood in her veins.

      Shit!

      She lunged forward, desperate to avoid the horrific sensation. In her haste, she smacked her elbow into a rock as she rolled, pain beginning to throb up her arm. It was a miracle she managed to hold onto her bow.

      Fighting back against an enemy with no physical form was pointless, all she could do was turn and run. Her only defence against the ghosts was to outrun them. She bounded away, legs pumping as she upped her speed. After fifty strides, she burst out of the trees and into the long grass that clung to the foothills with a death grip.

      Out here, she could see the skeletons coming from kilometres away, even in the dark.

      Need to find a good vantage point, make sure I’m not followed.

      As long as those ghosts knew where she was, it would be impossible to sleep. The thought of being attacked with that freezing touch in her sleep was horrifying. She had to gain some distance.

      Around her, five skeletons rose up from the grass, the light of undeath burning in their eyes.

      No, no, nononono.

      A flash of memory sparked deep in her brain, her instructor smacking an open palm across the back of her head.

      “Think fast, move faster. If you get caught in a melee, you need to get out of it. Fast. Use your speed.”

      The training paid off. She dropped her bow and snatched the machete from her belt, running straight at the closest undead with the hilt clenched in both hands. 

      A wild yell burst from her lips as she slashed with all the strength she could muster. So long as she didn’t get surrounded, she would escape. Losing the bow hurt and meant she had to give up on the bounty, at least until she got another one, but escaping alive came first.

      The skeleton moved fluidly, bringing its rusted blade up in a neat block. With the full weight of her body behind it, the blade of the machete crashed through despite the clean defence, knocking the skeleton off its feet.

      Katlyn gritted her teeth and rushed into the gap, not bothering to look behind her. The skeleton swung at her legs as she ran past but didn’t have the leverage to put real force behind it and the slash didn’t penetrate her boots. She was through!

      Ice pierced her once more and she gasped. Almost invisible in the dim light, she could see the faint outline of a face locked in a malicious grin as it reached for her. 

      How many are there? she despaired. 

      Acting on instinct, she slashed at the arm and watched as the machete cut through without resistance. The chill that threatened to lock her muscles in place diminished slightly as the ghost fuzzed into mist where she had struck, only to start reforming a moment later. It was a window, and she chose to jump through it.

      She swung the machete high with one hand and then brought it down in a savage slash, bisecting the ghost and cutting that rictus grin in half. Then she braced herself and jumped straight through it. Her body was enveloped in ice, as if she had flung herself into fresh snowmelt. For an instant, her heart slowed, and she idly wondered if it would ever beat again. Truly, this was the chill of the grave.

      Then she was through to the other side.

      Her legs were too cold to obey, and she staggered as her feet hit the ground, trying to regain her balance. That’s when the arrows began to fall.

      She could see the archers in the distance, just clear of the trees. Their bows were formed from spines that bent hideously every time they drew back on those ghostly strings. They didn’t have much skill, but the three of them shot as fast as they could.

      Katlyn gave a frustrated hiss as she rolled to her right, trying to avoid projectiles she could barely see.

      I’m not running away from a Slayer. I’m on the run from an army!

      Throughout the pursuit, the Necromancer hadn’t even shown his face, yet she’d been pushed to this state. If she took an arrow to the leg, or knee, she was dead.

      Need to get out of range….

      Even with her Ranger’s Endurance, it was difficult to force energy into her legs, but she pushed and finally began to move. Just as she began to gain momentum, she heard a voice for the first time during this pursuit.

      Words of Power slammed into the air, twisting the fabric of the world.

      At the sound, Katlyn turned her head to see the dark-clothed Necromancer had emerged from the tree line, his hand extended like a claw toward her. Despite her being on the run, he was still well protected, with a number of skeletons bearing shields close by his side. Since she’d seen him at the graveyard, he’d found time to adorn himself in a bone-like armour. Maybe it was bones…. How nice for him.

      Her hands itched for her bow.

      Black Magick erupted from the Mage’s hand and billowed toward her like a cloud of locusts. She tried to dodge, but the spell raced across the space between them, covering over a hundred metres in a matter of seconds. With a surge of energy borne from desperation, she lunged to the side at the last possible moment. It almost worked. The black cloud of magick stretched for her as a hand, wrapping itself around her leg and dragging her to the ground.

      With a cry of horror and rage, she hacked at the spell with her machete, but that did nothing to disperse the arcane energy. Terror threatening to engulf her, the young Ranger turned to face the skeletons who were now catching up to her, blade held in trembling hands.

      Except they didn’t move to fight her, they simply surrounded her, remaining out of her reach. The spell dissipated a few seconds later, but it was already too late. Five skeletons surrounded her now, and more weren’t far away. Probably the ghosts were starting to catch up as well. She was caught.

      Katlyn sank to her knees as the horrible implications of that began to sink into her mind. Would she be killed? Would her remains be desecrated, used to create an undead servant just like these? Mother and Father would never get to bury her.

      As she thought of her family, hot tears began to roll down her cheeks. When she heard booted footfalls approaching through the grass, she scrubbed them away angrily. She wouldn’t give this bastard the satisfaction of seeing her cry. If she was going to die, she’d die like a Slayer.

      She kept her head down as the man approached, machete still gripped in her hand. If he drew close enough…

      Of course, he didn’t. The prick stopped ten paces away and sighed.

      “By the Abyss,” he groaned. “I hate this.”

      That… hadn’t been what she expected to hear, but what did it matter? This sadistic arsehole would slit her throat and carve up her remains any second now.

      … Any… second.

      Surprised to still be alive, she finally turned and looked up at the Mage. His expression was twisted into something between regret and irritation. Eventually, he reached up, slapped a hand to his face, and sighed.

      “What am I going to do with you?”
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      It was tempting to reach out and tap at the array with a finger, just to make sure it was working. Poranus glared at it, unwilling to believe what he was seeing. The eyes could lie, he knew it well, especially when a person was tired.

      And he was tired. Exhausted. Day after day, he and the Magisters had poured their magick into the sigils, turning arcane energy into pain until he had begun to believe it would never end. 

      Yet, as he continued to look, the sigils continued to lie dim. No response from the brands meant that the Slayers in question were not acting against instructions. Despite the fact he’d been pouring his life into the sigils for weeks, he double-checked to make sure that the two he was looking at corresponded to Magnin and Beory, and they did.

      “Well, it’s nice to finally close the book on this little task,” a cultured male voice said from beside him.

      Poranus ground his teeth but tried to keep his dislike under wraps. No need to aggravate his fellow Magisters, particularly one on the fast track for promotion.

      “You don’t see this as a little suspicious, Herath?” he asked, gesturing to the unlit sigils. “After more than a month of resisting the highest level of torture the Magistry has ever devised, they just… give up?”

      Brushing back his long golden hair with one hand, Herath smiled and shrugged carelessly, irritating his contemporary even further.

      “It’s clear that the Steelarms concocted some method to resist or limit the effects of the brand, but they were unable to suppress it completely. Despite their best efforts, they were eventually broken down by our relentless pressure. A triumph for the Magistry and quite the feather in our cap, in my view. The strongest Slayers in the entire province couldn’t resist our will. Doesn’t that mean all is working as intended?”

      Poranus’ eyes boggled.

      “We needed a rotating team of Magisters working around the clock for a month to get any response at all! Does that sound like everything is fine? They must have discovered a flaw or weakness.”

      As he muttered to himself, Herath just shook his head.

      “I swear, you just refuse to take a win when it’s handed to you. Look,” he pointed, “the sigils are silent. The Steelarms will obey, or they will die. That is the end of it.”

      Despite himself, Poranus tried to let his irritation and anxiety go. He was just being paranoid. An unfortunate result of the ordeal he’d gone through over the previous weeks.

      Just by a hair, he allowed himself to relax, and only then did he realise how tightly wound he’d become.

      “I need to sleep for a week,” he muttered, and Herath grinned.

      “I’d invite you to the Jorlin Estate, the grapes are being harvested at the vineyards, you can smell the wine in the air,” he closed his eyes and flared his nostrils, as if imagining the rich scent, then shook his head, “but only family are allowed. Apologies, brother.”

      “Then why mention it?” Poranus growled.

      A robed servant nervously tapped at the door.

      “What?” the disgruntled Magister snapped.

      Always has to flaunt his family connections, as if his natural gift for magick wasn’t enough. Arrogant prick.

      “The Lady would like to see you,” the servant bowed.

      Blood instantly froze in his veins.

      “Do you mean myself, or Magister Jorlin?” Poranus forced out.

      “The Lady requested you by name, Magister Taridus.”

      Herath placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      “Try not to piss her off and get yourself killed,” he said, smiling.

      I will kill you one day. I will kill you, and laugh.

      “Lead the way,” he ground out.

      Bowing low, the servant turned and began to lead the way, studiously ignoring everything he and his contemporary had to say. Poranus served a fresh glare to his fellow Magister, leaving him in no uncertain terms as to his feelings. Herath simply smiled.

      Stop letting him get to you, he admonished himself as he left the chamber.

      Within that small room, the Marks of all the highest-ranked Slayers in the province were kept under lock and key in the heart of the Tower. It was that room—and the others like it that maintained the Marks of all the lesser Slayers—that put the Magisters firmly in control of the populace. 

      The Slayers were the attack dogs of the empire, unleashed on the rifts and the monsters that came through them. The Magisters were the masters, one hand firmly on the leash at all times. Control led to order and order led to survival; that was the mandate handed down from the Divines to his order, and he tried to let some of that prestige and power flow into him now.

      Magisters did not bow and scrape. There was no need for him to be afraid. He and those like him were captains of the ship that was the empire.

      But they didn’t own it….

      When they arrived outside a large, gleaming wooden door, he waved the servant away and wiped his sweaty palms on his robes. All he had to do was mind his tongue.

      He knocked.

      “Enter,” came a clinical reply.

      The door swung open to reveal the Lady’s quarters, as lavish and elegant as ever, with the Lady herself in her customary position, seated behind her oversized, ornate desk.

      “Magister,” she greeted him, her tone as neutral as always, “please come and sit.”

      She gestured to the chair positioned to one side, and Poranus eyed it like a viper. Refusing to let his trepidation show, he took wide steps, grabbed the seat with more force than was perhaps strictly necessary, and moved it opposite the noble before he reclined.

      Lady Erryn watched this take place with the usual impassive expression on her face, as if everything he did, or could do, was boring to her on a fundamental level.

      When she spoke, it was almost as if being forced to do so was disappointing. 

      “I understand that congratulations are in order,” she said.

      Her icy blue eyes were wintry cold as they pinned him to his seat. There was no celebration evident there.

      “It would appear so, my lady,” he replied, meeting her gaze. “The Marks have grown dim. We have no reason to believe the Steelarms resist their instructions any longer.”

      The Lady took a moment to note this on the clean paper that lay before her on the table.

      “I see. The Marks are unresponsive?”

      “That is the case. It was first reported by Magister Thurn, then myself and Magister Jorlin confirmed it.”

      “Do any of you believe that the Marks have been compromised?”

      The question was asked in the same, disinterested tone, but Poranus felt sweat break out on his back. One thing everyone knew about nobles, they always hunted for someone to blame. Lady Erryn would never be held responsible for anything that happened here, she was above such things, but that didn’t mean a scapegoat wouldn’t be useful. If he said they weren’t compromised and it turned out Beory Steelarm had managed to break them, his head would roll.

      The Mark is a work of incredible sophistication that has been employed since the Ascension. I couldn’t begin to think of tampering with it and surviving, what are the odds that a Slayer could do so?... Then again, Beory is no ordinary Slayer.

      “It is my understanding,” he said carefully, “that the stated position of the Aristocracy, the Church of the Divines, and the Magistry is that the Mark cannot be compromised.”

      It was a good answer. Neither yes, nor no, he simply spoke the truth. Everyone believed they were foolproof.

      “Then the Steelarms are moving to execute their criminal child?” she asked as if discussing the weather.

      “We have no reason to believe otherwise, my lady.”

      Her eyes flickered down to the page, then back to meet his.

      “And what is your personal belief, Magister?”

      A direct question. The worst kind.

      “I believe… that the Steelarms developed a method that allowed them to blunt or resist at least part of the pain caused by the Mark,” he said slowly. “Using this method, they were able to endure until this point, but now their will has broken and they obey. That is what I believe to be the most likely series of events.”

      It was the most likely. Herath had believed it also.

      “I did not ask what you believed was most likely. What do you believe?”

      He swallowed.

      “I… find it… difficult… to believe that two individuals such as the Steelarms would give up so easily. I do not believe they will willingly kill their own child.”

      Lady Erryn watched him for a moment, a glimmer of interest finally appearing in her eyes. She leaned forward, resting her chin on her own steepled fingers.

      “Well, I should hope that they don’t,” she said dryly.

      Poranus was taken aback. Isn’t that what they’d wanted all this time?

      “I don’t understand,” he said, “you don’t want them to kill him?”

      The noble shook her head slightly and tsked, her brown curls waving.

      “What will happen if they refuse to obey their orders?” she asked him, as if lecturing a student.

      As if I didn’t know.

      “We will use their Marks to torture them to death,” he said.

      “Obviously. Now that they no longer resist, they will not be granted a second chance. If they do not bring us the head of their boy, we will resume the torture in a week.”

      The Magister wanted to slump forward. So his ordeal was not over yet. How he yearned to be free of this laborious nonsense.

      “So you would rather the boy was left alive and the parents killed?” he asked.

      “You are not thinking with enough clarity,” she said. “All three of them will die. That is our will.”

      All three of them?

      “When you say ‘our will’...” he began.

      “The Aristocracy speaks with the voice of the Divines,” she cut him off, blue eyes glinting like steel. “They have ordered it, and so it shall be.”
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      “I really thought you were over this….”

      “What do you mean, ‘over this’? Are you talking about my aversion to murder? That’s a healthy thing to have!”

      “For most people, sure. You aren’t most people. You’re a Necromancer on the run from the law who’s actively being hunted by superhuman-killing machines. The same attitudes don’t really apply. When you wasted those two Marshals, I figured you understood that.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Tyron growled. “As you damn well know.”

      “And you have a choice now? Look around you, moron! You’re halfway up a mountain in the ass end of nowhere with goddess knows how many of these pricks trying to stab you in the face! Why do I feel like I’m the only one of us two who thinks that’s a bad idea?”

      Tyron hunched his shoulders against the criticism and the creeping feeling that the skull was correct. He should have put this archer down the moment she was caught. Her remains were valuable to him, extremely so now that he could create revenants. As a leader for his archers and as a deadly ranged option, she would give him tactical flexibility and another powerful minion.

      Instead… he looked down.

      Tied hand and foot, carried between two skeletons, the archer looked back up at him. Or glared up at him, more accurately.

      “I don’t suppose you have any advice?” he asked her.

      She was gagged, obviously, but he could guess what she wanted to say. Most of it involved swearing, violence, and his balls. She’d get along with Dove, most likely.

      What were his options? There weren’t many, and basically none of them were palatable. He sighed. This was getting too complicated.

      “I don’t want to kill Slayers when I don’t have to,” he said firmly to the skull. “My parents are Slayers, I’ve wanted to be one my entire life, I can’t just go around massacring them.”

      “Nobody said anything about massacring. This is self-defence, man! Look, I was a Slayer myself once upon a time, I don’t really want you to murder them either. This is different. When they come at you, firing arrows at your noggin from the dark? Fuck the fucking fuckers! That ain’t a Slayer, that’s prime skeleton material.”

      The graveyard didn’t look much more appealing in the daytime than it had at night. It was gloomy and shaded, a fine mist rolling down from the mountains above. The skeletons had largely completed their work now, providing a wealth of bones for the Necromancer to work with. They were in the process of cleaning the place up, returning it to some semblance of the undisturbed, overgrown mess it had been before.

      Well, not entirely.

      In the daylight, it had been much easier to notice what had evaded him the previous night. He really needed to finish learning the vision spell Dove had lectured him on. Most of the cemetery had indeed been overgrown, and it had been those old and forgotten graves the town had agreed he could unearth. There was, however, one area that was quite well maintained. A cursory examination had revealed that Cragwhistle had buried a few people recently. Quite a few. Considering they hadn’t had time to inter the deceased from the siege the day before, something else had clearly caused those deaths. What had appeared to him as a surprisingly large village for this far west had in fact been significantly bigger not that long ago.

      Must have been a rockfall or some such, he shrugged. It’s dangerous work cleaving stone from the mountain. Stop distracting yourself.

      There was so much to do. He hadn’t conducted the Status ritual since the siege, and he was sure to get something from killing such a number of rift-kin. But before anything else, he had to deal with this Slayer.

      “I can implant a suggestion in her mind. She’ll leave and not remember seeing me.”

      “You sure about that? Mental manipulation is far from guaranteed to stick, even in the medium term. Even then, if you persuade her that she didn’t find you, guess what happens? She fucking starts looking for you again! A little more patience, and she would have put an arrow between your eyes the first time around!”

      Judging by the look on the archer’s face, she was regretting that right now. A chill ran down his spine as he remembered that first shot rushing over his head.

      “I could give her to Yor?” he suggested weakly, and Dove just scoffed.

      “So you don’t want to kill her, but you’ll feed her to a bloodthirsty, in a literal sense, vampire? Wow, what a kind soul. Hey, Ranger, you want your corpse butchered into a skeleton, or your eternal soul ripped out of your body and digested by an undead?”

      The archer’s eyes widened and she thrashed against her bonds, yelling and cursing at them as best she could through the gag.

      “Probably ‘neither,’ if I had to take my guess.”

      The unfortunate captive looked a little wild around the eyes after hearing their discussion. Tyron wanted to slap a hand to his face in frustration. Now they were just torturing her mentally. So much for his “mercy.”

      “I didn’t want to give her to Yor to kill her. I thought she might… want recruits.”

      Judging by the vigorous shaking of the captive, that wasn’t much better in her eyes.

      “She would demand a price for a favour like that,” Dove observed, “and I think we all know what it would be.”

      “Damn it, you’re probably right.”

      It had been a vain hope. One with little chance of ever coming through.

      “I guess I’ll just have to try the mental suggestion and hope for the best,” he sighed.

      “What?! Just kill her already, you’re being daft.”

      Before Tyron could retort that becoming a homicidal maniac was not what he intended when he began this journey, something caught his attention. A voice, distant at first but drawing closer every moment.

      “Oiiiiii!” Ortan called as he ran toward the cemetery. “Necromancer, are you there?”

      The desperate note in his tone told Tyron this wasn’t a social call. He rushed toward the village and met the large man on the outside of the graveyard.

      Ortan was panting and dripping sweat when they met; he must have run from Cragwhistle to end up in that state.

      “What’s wrong?” Tyron asked, confused. “Is there a problem?”

      I thought they’d avoid me as much as possible now that our business has concluded. 

      The people certainly hadn’t indicated they wanted him to stick around. They’d been pissed off enough at his demand to access the cemetery that he figured he’d be lynched if he showed his face again. Skeletal army or no.

      “At the village,” the big man wheezed. “Rift-kin… need help.”

      Again?

      “I’ll go as quickly as I can.”

      It took less than a second to marshal his troops with mental commands, bringing the skeletons, ghosts, and revenants to his side. As they gathered, he sprinted to his pack and pulled out one of his precious few remaining arcane crystals.

      To cover that amount of ground quickly, he would need to push his minions hard, which meant draining his magick at an accelerated pace. If he wanted enough in the tank to fight with, he needed to supplement himself.

      After a moment of hesitation, he peeled off four skeletons and a revenant to keep his captive archer hidden and secure. Who knew how Ortan would react if he found the Slayer bound and secured in the graveyard? Better to be cautious.

      With everything assembled, including Dove clutched in one hand, he set off at as fast a pace as he could sustain, which amounted to a jog rather than a run.

      “Can’t we… go faster?” Ortan wheezed.

      The man looked like he would fall over if they moved any faster. Perhaps he thought Tyron was slowing down for his sake?

      “Skeletons can move quickly over short bursts, but they drain my magick,” he explained. “If we go any faster than this, I’ll have nothing left when we get there.”

      The villager frowned but nodded after a moment. Just as well, Tyron really couldn’t move faster than this. To go at even this pace caused his ghosts to suck power from him at an alarming rate.

      When they arrived at Cragwhistle, Tyron already had the candy in his mouth, letting the magick contained within drain into him as he looked for the kin. When he didn’t see any, he turned to Ortan in surprise. Was this some sort of trap? The barricade was still in place, walling the village off with a small gap to allow traffic through, but there were no visible people or kin.

      Do I hear fighting in the distance?

      “Not here,” Ortan gasped. “Other side.”

      He pointed to the break in the barricade and Tyron hurried to order his minions to funnel through.

      The other side? Did the monsters circle around through the mountain? That doesn’t make any sense….

      Rift-kin were intelligent to a degree, but the magick that suffused them drove them to a berserk state. Most would rush straight toward the first living thing they found that wasn’t kin and tear it to pieces, not even waiting to eat it before they rushed off to find something else. 

      Inside the boundary of Cragwhistle for the first time, Tyron didn’t have time to take in the sights as he rushed through, heading toward the mountain side of the village. The further he ran, the louder the sound of fighting got, until he saw the backs of the villagers ahead of him as they defended another barricade.

      With a mental command, he urged his minions forward.

      “Get back from the wall!” he bellowed, but some didn’t appear to hear him over the din.

      They certainly noticed when over forty skeletons joined them at the barricade, several screaming in fear as the undead appeared right next to them.

      I need those spears.

      His skeletons were armed with one-handed weapons and farming tools for the most part. They didn’t have the reach to stab over the edge of the crude wooden barricade.

      He ran forward to a small cluster of villagers.

      “I’m here to help,” he assured them. “I need your spears so the skeletons can fight over the wall. Please.”

      It took a little convincing, but they did hand them over, and he had his revenants distribute them amongst his minions. He urged them to convince the others to hand over their arms before he ran to join his undead at the wall.

      The ghosts had only just caught up, and he forced them through the barricade and out the other side, hoping they could cause some disruption with their freezing touch. The archers took position atop small platforms the villagers had been using to fire over the wall and began to shoot at whatever they could see.

      Although he didn’t want to expose himself to danger, Tyron wanted to get a look at whatever was on the other side before he made any further decisions.

      Take a peek, then get back.

      He poked his head over the edge of the wall for a brief moment before he pulled it back down, cursing.

      What in the name of the Divines?!

      Rift-kin, of that there was no doubt. Except… not from Nagrythyn. Instead of the insect-like monsters he’d fought since his time in Woodsedge, these were completely different.

      The bulk of the kin closely resembled boars, albeit ones covered in a spiky layer of icicles. Knee high, the monsters rushed forward in mobs to smash themselves against the wood, which buckled and splintered after every charge. Roaming amongst the smaller kin were ice-formed monstrosities with stick-thin limbs and demonic faces, all harsh angles and pointed teeth the size of a man.

      Where had they come from?!

      If they were frost monsters, then his Shivering Curse and ghosts may not have any effect, or perhaps even empower them in some way. He pulled his immaterial undead back beyond the wall, swearing under his breath.

      “What? What is it?” Dove demanded.

      “They aren’t kin from Nagrythyn. Some kind of frost beasts and ice monsters.”

      “Fucking what? Did these shits come all the way from Skyice Keep?”

      If his memory served, the rift guarded by the Slayers at Skyice connected to Illica, a corrupted realm of ice giants.

      “I don’t fucking know, I’ve never been there!”

      “Fucking hell. Stick me up there, I’ll take a look.”

      Tyron quickly hefted the skull up with one hand, held him there for a second, then pulled him down.

      “Ohhhhh SHIT. I’ve got bad news, kid.”

      “What?!”

      “Those kin are not from Illica.”

      All along the wall, the skeletons were engaged in battle now. Those armed with longer weapons were thrusting at the boars every time they charged, and a few had engaged an ice creature as it drew close enough to attack.

      “Okay? What does that mean?”

      “There might be a new rift forming in the mountains….”
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      A few things snapped into place at once for Tyron. He was no rift expert, but he had obsessively studied everything related to Slayers since he was able to read. A rift forming was a major, disastrous event, shifting the flow of magick in a wide area. Depending on the size of the rift, it could manifest in a cataclysmic detonation of power similar to what had happened at the Nagrathyn rift.

      Another realm connecting to this one could have created enough of a disruption to cause the break that had devastated the Western Province. He could learn more by talking to the villagers later. For now, he had a battle to win.

      At his direction, his skeletal archers began to focus on the ice creatures, peppering them with bone-formed arrows. At the wall, the fight had degenerated into a battle of attrition. Skeletons stabbed at targets whenever they could, the archers fired rapidly, burning through the limited ammunition, and his revenants stalked up and down the wall, waiting for something to break through.

      Except for the former Swordsman; Tyron kept that revenant by his side for safety.

      With limited options on what he could provide to the battle, he hurriedly got to work casting Death Blades. Anything he did to support his undead would help them end the threat more quickly and preserve themselves.

      Interestingly, it also worked on the arrows of his archers, the arrowheads burning with dark energy just as the swords and spear tips did.

      Need to get somewhere I can be useful.

      Without line of sight to the battlefield, the rest of his magick, limited as it was, wouldn’t be useful at all. He ran to the platform his archers had positioned themselves on and stood amongst them, looking out over the wall.

      The smaller rift-kin continued to fall each time they charged, which was beginning to cause a problem. As their bodies piled up at the edge of the wall, they formed a small mound that let the next charge hit a little higher up. Some of the boar creatures were even able to bite and lunge at his skeletons when they stood on enough of their fallen kin.

      The main threat continued to be the humanoid ice creatures. Already, a few skeletons had fallen to their frozen hands, which seemed to cut straight through a skull as if they were made of paper.

      He had his targets.

      With his growing strength, Tyron could form Magick Bolts with incredible speed, snapping them into existence with both hands in under a second. It was impressive progress, but it remained a weak, base-level spell.

      Picking his moment, he flung both bolts at the next ice creature to approach the wall. As it reared up to its full height and challenged his skeletons, Tyron let his spells rip. More practice was needed to improve his aim… only one spell hit, but it was enough to shatter a portion of the creature. Ice shards sprayed into the air, the kin clutching at its shoulder.

      Shoot at my target, he commanded the archers next to him, and they silently obeyed.

      Empowered with Death Magick, the arrows were able to bite deeper into the ice, wounding the kin further. Tyron rapidly formed another pair of Magick Bolts and flung them at the monster, more accurately this time. Two more detonations and the creature reeled back. Its mouth opened wide, unleashing an unearthly screech like crackling ice before it swept out with one long arm, slashing through a skeleton’s eyes, causing it to fall.

      Dammit.

      He was losing too many skeletons. He had to focus and bring down those ice creatures as quickly as he could. Targeting the next closest one, he prepared Death’s Grasp. The kin turned its head toward him, as if sensing what he was doing, and began to stride forward, but there was no way it could reach him before the spell was completed.

      Thrusting a hand forward, a wave of Death Magick sped over the intervening distance, wrapping around the target and immobilising it. Another command to his archers and they began to pepper the locked-down monster with arrows. A moment later, he fired two Magick Bolts at it, both connecting before the Grasp had faded.

      Still alive but badly wounded, the kin began to slink away and he let it, turning his attention to more dangerous targets.

      In this manner, the fight dragged on, the wall receiving a battering but holding up against the onslaught as his skeletons pushed back against the tide. Whenever he saw an opportunity, he would try to snipe one of the larger kin, either dominating its mind and having his archers fire at it, or locking it down with Death’s Grasp. After another three had fallen in this manner, the rest were much more cautious in how they approached, which suited Tyron down to the ground. His casualties had slowed tremendously thanks to their reticence.

      Eventually, the citizens of Cragwhistle were able to regroup themselves and rejoin the fight. Even Ortan recovered enough to take a place at the wall alongside the undead, swinging with a long-handled hammer over the barricade to swat away rift-kin that drew too close.

      Perhaps it was his example that persuaded the others. Once Ortan showed his willingness to fight, the others rushed to join, picking up their bows and whatever else they could find. It took time, but eventually the kin were driven off or slaughtered, piled high against the flimsy wooden barricade.

      Splintered in places and completely broken in others, the barricade was in desperate need of repair. The boars had broken clean through in several spots, and only the timely intervention of the revenants had prevented the line from crumbling.

      Tyron remained standing on the platform, breath burning in his lungs and body screaming for energy. A protracted battle was still devastating to his reserves, especially with this many minions. He had to make some choices to improve the efficiency of his force. A Status ritual was also overdue. A few more levels would help alleviate his problems, though likely not solve them.

      All around, people stood, trying to catch their breath, nursing wounds, muttering quietly to each other. There was an uneasy feeling in the air, and the Necromancer knew he was the cause.

      He could feel irritated that these people still weren’t comfortable around him now that he’d saved them twice, but he chose not to. It wasn’t hard to understand their hesitation. Trust wasn’t built overnight, even in desperate circumstances.

      Luckily enough, he’d avoided any wounds, none of the kin had been able to threaten him at range, the perfect fight for his Class. He was ready to travel at any time.

      May as well head back to the graveyard and regroup. Plenty of skeletons need repairs, I can make more ammunition and then come back later.

      He needed to know what was going on here.

      Before he could leave, Ortan jogged up to him, hammer in hand. Tyron tensed, but he had his ghosts with him, along with his revenants. He should be safe enough. He jumped to meet with the man.

      “I really can’t thank you enough,” the big man said, extending a hand.

      Tyron eyed him askance for a moment before he reached out to take it. Up close, Ortan didn’t look that old, despite his intimidating size. Probably in his early twenties, which meant he had Awakened sometime in the last few years.

      “I’m happy to help,” Tyron said, then smiled, “but I’ll probably need more bones to compensate.”

      “I figured you’d say that.”

      Releasing his hand, the big man stepped forward and clapped him on the shoulder before turning to the others.

      “Come on then, you lot,” he called to the others, “come and give your thanks to the Necromancer for pulling our hides out of the fire.”

      Tyron really wanted to tell him not to bother, he didn’t like interacting with others that much at the best of times, but to his surprise, the villagers barely hesitated before coming to thank him.

      True, very few of them met his eye, but he could tell they were grateful. It was almost enough to bring a tear to his eye. After being rejected by people for so long, it felt good to be thanked for doing the right thing. He’d killed rift-kin and been applauded for it. He felt like a Slayer.

      Ortan and a few others gathered to divvy up jobs across the villagers with a kind of efficiency that indicated they had done this a few times before. By the time they were done, people were fetching wood, repairing the barricade, helping the wounded, and sorting through the dead kin.

      I should barter for a share of the cores.

      Plenty of gold remained from his looting of Woodsedge, but a little extra currency in the form of cores wouldn’t go astray. He could even get a little enchanting done if he could find someone willing to work with him. Vastly cheaper if he were able to provide his own cores.

      Ortan walked up to him, an exhausted expression on his face.

      “Sorry to leave you standing around so long.”

      “It’s not a problem. I should probably get going anyway.”

      The man looked surprised. 

      “What? Why?”

      “To get my undead out of the way, if nothing else,” Tyron gestured to the tight huddle of skeletons he’d created to try and prevent them blocking anyone. 

      The big man blanched a little to see the undead, clearly he had an aversion to them, but he waved Tyron’s words away.

      “Nonsense,” he declared. “You can stay in the village tonight, and for as long as you like. You saved us and we won’t forget it.” He leaned closer before he continued. “It takes us a little while to warm up to people. Trust is earned here in the mountains. I think you’ve earned a fair bit here today.”

      “Well… that’s kind of you,” Tyron said.

      He certainly wasn’t used to this sort of treatment from people who knew what he was. How long since he’d been welcome amongst other people? It seemed like years ago he’d been sleeping in his aunt and uncle’s attic, attending lessons in Foxbridge.

      “Come on then,” Ortan gestured, “I’ll take you in at my place, I have a spare bed. We can talk there in private, I can tell you have questions.”

      Minutes later, Tyron sat down at Ortan’s table, his skeletons lined up in neat ranks outside, though not where the villager could see them. A mug slammed down in front of him, and Ortan began to fill it with a foamy, dark beer.

      “Brewed local. We use it to strip paint as well.”

      Tyron took a drink and immediately fell into a coughing fit as the fiery brew burned down his throat.

      “Sounds like good shit,” Dove sighed. “Wish I could still drink.”

      Their host hesitated for a moment, then shrugged and poured a brew for the skull as well, though he avoided looking directly at him.

      “Wouldn’t want to be accused of poor hospitality.”

      Dove sounded genuinely touched as he thanked the man, getting Tyron to raise an eyebrow. All Ortan needed to do now was buy him a prostitute and he’d be Dove’s best friend forever.

      “The rift,” he said as the big man sat down heavily in the chair opposite. “What is going on out there? For how long?”

      Ortan groaned as he enjoyed a pull from his own mug.

      “Give me a second,” he said, “it’s been a rough day.”

      He collected himself.

      “Just after the break, immediately after, really. It was only a few at first, not a big deal, but we suspected something was wrong. Only problem was…”

      “You were cut off.”

      “Exactly. With kin running wild in the lowlands, it wasn’t safe to travel. We could have sent ten people with no guarantee they wouldn’t be dead in a ditch. The village got together and decided we’d hole up here as best we could and send for help when the monsters had been cleared out.”

      A dangerous strategy, but probably the right one. It would have worked, except…

      “The attacks got too large, too quickly.”

      Ortan nodded heavily.

      “We were able to hold on for a while, when it was just the little ones, but when the ice creatures showed up…” he paused and took another long drink. “We lost people,” he said shortly.

      All those fresh graves. They’d lost a lot of people.

      “You could have asked me for help when I saved you the first time; why didn’t you?”

      “The village wasn’t ready to hand their safety over to an illegal. With the kin you helped kill, we figured the plains were clear and we could get a message out. Surely the Slayers wouldn’t be too far away. With their help, we could secure the passes and wait for reinforcements. If another rift opens, they’ll build a Keep here, right? At least, that’s what we thought. When I saw those kin coming down from the mountain, I knew we wouldn’t be able to hold against that many, so I ran to get you.”

      This situation was perilous for the villagers. It was far too dangerous for them to remain.

      “You should evacuate,” Tyron told him. “The plains are clear of kin, you can head to a secure village and base yourselves there. The kin won’t stray too far from the rift, at least not for a while, so you’ll be safe until the Slayers come.”

      He hadn’t even finished before Ortan was shaking his head.

      “I’ve tried to convince people. They just won’t leave. Some stubborn and downright stupid blood runs through these mountain villages.”

      The way he said it clued Tyron in.

      “You weren’t born local?” he said.

      “No,” the big man replied. “I moved here after my Ascension. Not many places for a Mason to work where he can be his own master. I didn’t feel like slaving away in the city for ten years under apprentice contract, so I came out here.”

      He drank again.

      “These people were born here and they’ll die here, simple as that.”

      Madness, as far as Tyron was concerned.

      “You need help, then. Slayer help.”

      He sighed.

      “I think I might be able to get you some. Sooner rather than later.”
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      It was no exaggeration to say a new rift could do the same amount of damage as the break that occurred at Woodsedge. Magick would flood through the rift, bringing with it a greater risk of instability to every other rift in the province.

      Slayers needed to be dispatched, and soon. They could manage the flow of monsters through the rift, culling their numbers, keeping the people safe. They could also, with enough Mages, regulate the flow of magick and reduce the likelihood of disruptions.

      Every break drew the entire realm closer to the brink of collapse, widening the rifts, increasing the rate of magick incursion and bringing them ever closer to becoming that which they fought.

      A fallen realm, punching rifts into those still-stable worlds that were not touched by the arcane and flooding them with maddened beasts.

      Tyron had wondered, in his more morose moments in his early teenage years, what the rift-kin would look like that came from the empire. Would they be humanoid at all? Or would his people be completely wiped out in the cataclysm that would come, replaced by another dominant form that drew in the magick and formed the cores that denoted a rift-kin?

       I can’t allow this rift to go unnoticed. This is bigger than me.

      He didn’t want to die, and would avoid it if he could, but Tyron knew that he had to do what he could to help the people of Cragwhistle, and all the others who made their homes in the empire.

      The graveyard was still coated in a thin layer of mist that hugged the ground, curling around the stone graves both new and crumbling. 

      “Are you sure about this, kid?” Dove asked.

      Clutched in the Necromancer’s hand, the skull peered out into the cemetery with his glowing, purple eyes disdainfully.

      “The village needs Slayers. I happen to have one tied up, and she can probably go and get more. I’ll explain the situation and set her free. Any Slayer knows how serious this situation could be. They’ll do the right thing.”

      Dove sighed.

      “It also means she could go back to hunting your overly forgiving ass. Or stick other Slayers on you. Regardless, it means your shit will be twisting in the breeze again.”

      “It’s the right thing to do.”

      The skull sighed again.

      “It hurts me, and I mean really hurts me, with a deep, spiritual pain, to agree with your goodie-two-shoes bullshit.”

      “But you do.”

      “Goddess help me, I do.”

      Friend in hand, Tyron continued to walk back to the place he had left the archer bound and guarded.

      “Hello there!” he called as he approached. “I’m back, got some good news and bad news for you….”

      He trailed off as he drew close. The archer was gone. Rope, cleanly cut, lay in a tangled mess on the ground, along with his skeletons.

      “Look at these arseholes,” Dove scoffed. “On the job, but they went and got completely legless.”

      He was right, though not in the sense that his undead had gotten drunk. Somehow, the archer had managed to free herself and destroy the skeletons’ legs. In the chaos up at the village, he hadn’t noticed his minions here fighting.

      If they’d been destroyed, he definitely would have realised something had happened, so the Slayer had cleverly disabled his servants rather than destroy them. Very smart.

      “Well, fuck.”

      “Kid?”

      “What?”

      “Duck.”

      Oh shit.

      The Necromancer threw himself to the ground, summoning his minions to his side. He raised his arms to protect his head and tried to roll into some cover.

      “Did you see her?” he breathed to Dove, peeking around him for any sign of the archer.

      “What? No! I can’t see shit! It’s common sense to get your fucking head down if there might be a Ranger out there trying to put an arrow through it.”

      Tyron slumped on the ground, relief welling up inside him.

      “By the Goddess and her plump posterior, if you’re waiting for me to spot the danger coming, you are truly in the shit.”

      Soon enough, Tyron was covered by his shield-bearing minions and felt comfortable standing.

      “What am I supposed to do now?” he cursed. “I told the villagers I could get a Slayer to get help for them. Now she’s pissed off to goodness knows where.”

      “We know they aren’t far away. Yor told us that much.”

      “Yes, but where? They could be anywhere out there.”

      Tyron gestured helplessly in the direction of the plains. He didn’t need to say more. Between the mountains and the plains lay an almost infinite number of crevasses, outcroppings, and ravines. If the Slayers were hunkered down in a camp somewhere, he might never find them. There were plenty of places they could fit where he and his band of merry… skeletons… could not.

      “Well, it’s not all bad. You know they’re out there hunting you, so as long as you stick around the village, a Slayer will surely turn up and try to put a blade through your guts.”

      The Necromancer grimaced. That might actually be his best course of action, but it left him with quite literally no way out. If he stayed in the village and ten Slayers turned up, even weak ones, what was he supposed to do? 

      Die. He was supposed to die.

      “To hell with it,” he growled.

      He turned back and started stomping his way toward Cragwhistle. They needed a Slayer to protect them, and he was going to have to step up to the plate.

      Ortan was disappointed when he heard the news. He hadn’t known exactly what Tyron had been planning to do, on account of the young Mage being unwilling to share the exact status of the Slayer he could contact, but he’d been hopeful there might be a light at the end of the tunnel at last.

      “It’s fine,” the big man shrugged half-heartedly. “We’re basically back to our original plan, rustle up some volunteers and see if we can make contact with someone who can get us some help.”

      “At least I can tell you there are definitely some Slayers out there, somewhere nearby.”

      “Friends of yours?” Ortan asked, looking uncertain.

      “Not exactly,” Tyron hedged. 

      The stone Mason looked him up and down before he nodded reluctantly.

      “Fine, I get the picture. What are you going to do?”

      “I want to help, but I also want to avoid getting my head cut off. I think I might head up into the mountains a bit. I can help thin out the kin, at least a little bit, and try and hide. Surely I can find a cave or something up there.”

      “That’s the Barrier Mountains. You’ll find a lot more than a cave. I’m just hoping that nothing finds you.”
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      Marshal Langdon held up a hand to block the dying light from his eyes. Despite being late in the day, piercing rays still lanced out whenever the sun poked out from behind the mountains. It could be quite painful when it caught him unawares.

      “Marshal. A message has arrived by ro’klaw. High priority, for you.”

      “Thank you, Wallir,” Langdon said in his normal, dispassionate tone.

      He took the note, unfurled it, and began to read. When he was finished, he re-rolled the paper before carefully stowing it in his pouch. Official correspondence always needed to be kept, unless specifically noted otherwise.

      “And? Has there been any word?” Wallir asked.

      Normally, his friend and fellow marshal would be more patient, but the times had scraped everyone’s nerves raw.

      “There’s been word of our prey. Someone spotted a Mage matching Tyron Steelarm’s description, accompanied by a force of skeletons in Cragwhistle.”

      “Cragwhistle?” Wallir frowned. “Where the heck is that?”

      “Apparently it’s a village hard up against the edge of the Barrier Mountains.”

      “Any idea who got word to us?”

      “The note doesn’t say who the informant was. Does it matter?”

      “No… I suppose not.”

      Langdon stood, brushed down his pants and adjusted his uniform before he turned and strode back to the camp. There were four of them altogether, each a marshal who had worked in Woodsedge. Each of them was lucky to be alive.

      “We have a lead,” he announced.

      Closest to him, seated on a log and warming her feet by the fire, Riza turned to face him.

      “Better than the last one, I hope?”

      “I would say so.”

      “Fuck, I hope so.”

      “Riza….”

      “Oh fuck off, Langdon, you stiff. I’ll watch my language in front of the public, don’t worry your pretty little head.”

      Considering everything they’d been through, he was willing to overlook this lapse in professionalism.

      “Where are we headed?” Brom said, his deep voice thrumming in his chest as he stretched out a thick hand to douse the flames.

      “Cragwhistle. Right up against the Barrier Mountains.”

      “Any chance the Slayers are already onto him? Or Magnin and Beory?”

      Langdon grit his teeth. He hoped not. All of them did. The Necromancer had made this their business when he decided to murder two of their own.

      “Most of the Slayers have pulled out,” Wallir noted. “I spoke to a few at that tavern in Waycross. Every silver is headed up to Woodsedge, settling the land and preparing the keep to be rebuilt. Most of the free bronze Slayers have been sent back out to bolster the numbers in the Keeps around the province, just to keep things steady.”

      “Which means there won’t be many still here looking for the murderous little prick,” Riza said with satisfaction.

      “Check yourself, Riza,” Langdon warned her. “He’s more dangerous than you give him credit for.”

      “He’s a pup,” she scoffed.

      “He isn’t a drunk Farmer you can knock down with a harsh glare, Riza,” he snapped. “This is an outlawed Mage Class for a reason, and he’s already put two of our people in the ground.”

      “We hope so anyway,” Brom rumbled as he continued to pack up the camp.

      That took the wind out of the gathered officers of the empire’s law. They hated to think of it, but it was true. Their fellow officers would be lucky if all they were was dead.

      Langdon drew a deep breath to steady his anger.

      “We can’t underestimate him,” he said. “We aren’t proper combat personnel. Keep that in mind. Our only chance of success is if we work together to bring him down.”

      “I know that much,” Riza scowled down at her hands.

      “You going to help me pack?” Brom said, and the group stirred to motion at his words.

      Tents were taken down, bedrolls packed away and the coals doused. In short order, the group was ready to move. Despite the fading light, the quartet of officers set out at a brisk pace, trusting their abilities to see them traverse safely over the terrain.

      As they walked, Langdon tried not to dwell on the events of recent history, but it was difficult. He couldn’t have imagined that a simple case of a runaway child would turn out like this. Strange rituals in Woodsedge disturbing the dimensional weave. A seemingly stable rift going haywire so shortly afterward, leading to a break and unspeakable devastation.

      The terror he’d felt the moment the rift had cracked would never leave him. Even now, he could hear it ringing in his ears. That shattering sound, as if the world itself had broken, haunted his sleep.

      In the face of such a calamity, what was the advent of one, solitary Necromancer? It was nothing. A blip. A speck of dust. Tyron Steelarm would have to work very hard, for a very long time, to come even close to causing the amount of death that break had caused.

      But he was a problem that Langdon could do something about. In the face of forces he couldn’t hope to influence, all that remained was to focus on what was within his reach.

      The Necromancer was an illegal Class. A rogue, unbranded, defying the Magisters, the Aristocracy, and the law of the land. Worse than that, he was a murderer. A marshal killer.

      As a rule, the officers of the law didn’t take too kindly to those who killed their comrades. Tyron had to be put down before he became something worse, and before others began to think the Western Province had become so lawless that marshals could be murdered without reprisal.

      “How far until we reach this village?” Wallir asked after they’d been on the road for ten minutes.

      “At this pace, we should get there in two days,” Langdon replied. 

      And then we can put this criminal in the ground where he belongs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-FIVE

          

          

      

    

    







            STEP FORWARD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, 29 March 2023

        7:27 PM

      

      

      “I fucking knew it!” Tyron crowed.

      “Wai - wha?” Dove spluttered awake, the light blooming in his hollow sockets. He saw Tyon examining five skeletons in front of him, face alight with glee.

      “Weren’t you going to do the Status ritual? And wake me up when you were ready to do it?”

      “What? Oh, you’re awake. Dove, I finally figured it out!”

      “Figured what out?”

      The once-Summoner was a little confused. He didn’t exactly feel groggy or dazed after he awoke in his current form, but sometimes it took him a little while to get his bearings again. Sometimes, he forgot what he had become entirely, trying to reach up to rub his eyes with hands he no longer had, or stretch out the kinks in a spine he hadn’t possessed for over a month.

      Every time. Every single time, the realisation of what he had become struck him numb. 

      Oblivious to his friend’s shifting emotions, Tyron turned to beam at him.

      “The energy transfer between the undead! I found it!”

      “Wait… what do you mean? Are you talking about the way Death Magick is propagated between sets of remains?”

      “Yes. Exactly that! Except I find that it happens in undead minions as well!”

      The young Necromancer gestured to the skeletons in front of him, lined up inside Ortan’s house, which they had borrowed for the purposes of enacting the Status ritual.

      Clearly, Tyron had gotten distracted.

      “These five were all raised at the same time, right? That means I used the current process, which includes setting the bones apart as a set and allowing the energy to spread between them, bringing them up to the saturation point. Remember?”

      “Of course I remember,” Dove said irritably. He got like this when something magick and awesome was happening that he didn’t understand. Something Tyron did to him more and more often.

      “It turns out, that process creates a sort of… sympathetic binding between the skeletons! Undead on which we used this method continue to move energy between themselves even after I raise them, but only between themselves.”

      The young Mage got up and started pacing around the small, sparsely furnished room, his eyes alive with possibilities.

      “I knew I was feeling something off about the minions after we used this method, but I was never sure what. It turns out that these groups use slightly less energy or, more accurately, they drain less energy from me, because they share some between each other!”

      Now Dove was finally starting to catch on. This was actually really interesting.

      “So, if you were to raise a larger group at once. Say… a hundred.”

      “Theoretically, they would generate a larger amount of Death Magick and then share it amongst themselves, defraying the cost of maintaining them,” Tyron grinned. “If I were to find a way to enhance this method, then I could make larger groups of minions even more efficient. This could explain how Arhinan the Black was able to create and maintain whole armies of undead!”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, kid. That prick was like… level one hundred or something ridiculous.”

      Tyron stopped in his stride and turned to face the skull sitting on the table.

      “He was? How do you know what level he reached?”

      “There’s a little more detail in the history available to silver-ranked Slayers, kid,” Dove drawled. “Once you crack level forty as a Slayer, you count as someone who matters. A few doors open up to you, societal-wise, including access to some more detailed history.”

      Tyron nodded. That made sense.

      “I suppose I’m not so much surprised that such a practice exists, but rather that you would take advantage of it. Since when did you care about historical Necromancers?”

      “Since I met one in Woodsedge and decided I should read into it,” The skull huffed. “There wasn’t much to go on, but there was a little about your man, Mr. Black. If there were anything useful to know, I would have told you about it already, so forget that. That said, I think you might be onto something with this discovery.”

      The young man grinned, always pleased when Dove praised him. Tyron was so desperate for approval that it would have caused the skull physical pain, had he the capacity to feel it. Certainly, it had while he’d still been alive. Raised in a remote backwater, he had no one to share his passion for magick with either.

      Why the fuck did Magnin and Beory abandon him there? Just because his aunt and uncle were there? That’s such bullshit.

      If he could, the Summoner would shake his head. Who was he to judge such high and mighty people? Still, the Steelarms truly were shit parents.

      “This is great and all—”

      “I know! There could be other applications for this as well…. If a conduit exists between the minions, and it must for this phenomenon to take place, then what other ways can it be taken advantage of? First, I have to find a way to identify it… locate it. Once I’ve done that, I need to see if I can utilise it…. And I need to see if there’s a way to increase the amount of magick each minion is generating. The more they make, the less I need to provide…. This could change everything!”

      “Tyron! You’re supposed to be performing your Status ritual, remember?” Dove cut in, having to shout to cut off the kid before he gathered too much steam.

      He’d seen this before. Another few minutes and Tyron would be frothing at the mouth, his eyes rolled back in his head as he went about trying to create new techniques and methods for the next forty-eight hours.

      “Oh,” the Necromancer blinked. “Right.”

      “Tch,” a voice came from the corner.

      “Yor?!” Tyron jumped.

      Dove would have jumped.

      “Sweet mammaries, woman!” he burst out. “Let a skull know when you’re in the room. Tyron, turn me around.”

      A moment later, he was facing the right way and could look the vampire in the eye. He chose to focus on other areas, but he could look her in the eye. She glared at him.

      Cragwhistle appeared to have been good for the vampire. She’d found some new clothing and a decent set of boots at last. The dark purple dress wasn’t particularly formfitting, but she made it work somehow. The footwear didn’t quite match, but she appeared to think it worth the sacrifice to get something better made on her feet. It was doubtful she needed well-made shoes to help her walk, but appearances did seem to matter to her quite a bit.

      “Sorry, Yor,” Tyron apologised awkwardly. “I didn’t see you there.”

      The flawless woman chuckled, dark-red eyes gleaming in the dim light.

      “If I had wanted you to see me, then you would have seen me. I only make myself known because it seems the possibility of further developments has been put on hold.”

      She flicked an irritated glance down at the skull on the table and Dove bristled, spiritually.

      “He doesn’t have time to lose his fucking mind and work on magick right now. He needs to perform the Status ritual and get the fuck out of here. Otherwise, he’s going to get his shit kicked in by Slayers, or rift-kin, or goodness knows what else is going to leap out the shadows to punch him in the head.”

      “There would have been time enough. Growth is the priority,” Yor rebuffed.

      Caught in the middle of the argument, Tyron couldn’t help but feel a little put out that both of them assumed he would lose control of himself and get lost in his work. 

      I’m not that bad. Sometimes I get a bit carried away is all….

      “Stop your bickering,” he told them. “I’ll do the Status ritual, alright? Then we get out of here and up into the mountains. Maybe I’ll have some time to do a bit of study for a change.”

      He continued to grumble as he rummaged in his pack, withdrawing his notebook and tearing free another precious page. He possibly could have performed the ritual on the table, but he didn’t know if such a thing could be traced. Better to do it the cleaner way—use a sheet of paper and then burn the hell out of it, scattering the ashes for good measure.

      The last thing he wanted was for someone to see his full and unabridged status, with Dark Gods and Anathema references plain to see.

      “Right, then, here we go.”

      Quick and simple, he performed the ritual, the now-familiar, slightly nauseating feeling of blood running out of his veins and onto the page, forming the words and numbers that described his totality in the eyes of the Unseen.

      There had been a number of events since his last ritual. A considerable amount of fighting, as well as new discoveries in the application of his abilities. A notable improvements was his Death Magick Skill reaching level 10. To make any further gains, he would need to improve the maximum level he could achieve in it. Advanced Death Magick became even more important.

      Most of his Necromancer skills had seen some progress, though not as much as he might have liked. Corpse Appraisal and Preparation weren’t moving, but then again, he hadn’t had the opportunity to test and refine new methods.

      Likewise, his spells had seen incremental gains. 

      You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Undead Weaver has reached level 30. You have received +2 Strength, +4 Constitution, +6 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +2 Willpower, +2 Manipulation, and +4 Poise. 

      Another feat and ability choice. That was excellent and could prove crucial. His levelling speed was sure to slow from this point onward, so he had to make them count.

      Your patrons continue to enjoy the chaos that ripples out from your actions, much further than you can know. Crossroads approach, and any choice will prove entertaining. Anathema has reached level 19. You have received +4 Constitution, +4 Intelligence, +4 Willpower.

      Mention of crossroads was more than a little ominous, as was the Sub-Class reaching level 19. One more and it would advance. Although advancing a Sub-Class was not normally anything near as impactful as advancing a main Class, Anathema was not like normal Sub-Classes. Who knows what choices he would get, or what they would ask him to commit to?

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 14)

         

        Class:

        Undead Weaver (Level 30) 

         

        Sub-Classes:

        Anathema (Level 19) 

        None

        None (Locked)

         

        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

        Attributes:

         

        Strength: 32

        Dexterity: 21

        Constitution: 100

        Intelligence: 150

        Wisdom: 94

        Willpower: 71

        Charisma: 43

        Manipulation: 49

        Poise: 43

         

        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 5) (Max)

        Concentration (Level 5) (Max)

        Cooking (Level 3)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 2)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 5) (Max)

         

        Skill Selections Available: 3

         

        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 11)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 11)

        Death Magick (Level 10) (Max)

        Bone Mending (Level 7)

        Minion Commander (Level 4)

        Undead Control (Level 3)

        Minion Modification (Level 4)

        Bone-Soul Melding (Level 3)

        Bone Weapon Sculpting (Bow) (Level 3)

      

        

      
        Anathema Skills:

        Abyss Tongue (Level 1)

        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 5) (Max)

        Magick Bolt (Level 5) (Max)

         

        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 12)

        Bone Animus (Level 12)

        Commune with Spirits (Level 5)

        Shivering Curse (Level 6)

        Death Blades (Level 7)

        Bone Armour (Level 4)

        Minion Sight (Level 6)

        Spirit Binding (Level 3)

        Death’s Grasp (Level 4) 

      

        

      
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 5)

        Appeal to the Court (Level 2)

        Dark Communion (Level 1)

        Suppress Mind (Level 5)

        Repository (Level 2)

        Fear (Level 3)

        Glamour (Level 2)

        Invasive Persuasion (Level 2)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus II

        Magick Battery II

        Bone Mastery

      

        

      
        Anathema Feats:

        Repository

        Wall of Thought I

        Drain Life

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Advanced): INT +20, WIS +20

        Words of Power (Advanced): WIS +20, CHA +20

        Undead Weaver has reached level 30. Choose an additional feat:

        Zombie Focus I - Improve the quality of raised zombies.

        Skeleton Focus III - Improve the quality of raised skeletons.

        Spirit Focus I - Improve the quality of raised spirits.

        Flesh Mastery - Increased skill with flesh based undead and abilities.

        Spirit Mastery - Increased skill with spirit based undead and abilities.

        Minion Controller - Improve the capacity to direct undead.

        Undead Specialist - Increase the maximum level of Raise Dead by ten.

        Intelligent Dead - Improve the minds of undead minions.

        Boon Giver - Spells and abilities that empower the dead are strengthened.

      

        

      
        Undead Weaver Level 30. Choose an additional skill or spell:

        Skills:

        Ghoul Flesh - Instil Death Magick into the flesh of the deceased.

        Advanced Death Magick - Replaces Death Magick and raises the Level limit to 20.

        Spells:

        Empowered Bone Armour - Replaces Bone Armour and increases the maximum level to 20. A modified spell to enable greater protection.

        Crepify - An infusion of power to undead flesh, rapidly healing damage and strengthening it for a duration.

        Undead Leader - Bind undead to one of their own to empower it and increase its intelligence.

        Command Spirit - Replaces Commune with Spirits and raises the maximum level to 20.

      

        

      
        Anathema has reached level 19. Choose one of the following:

        Air of Menace - Surround oneself in a dread aura.

        Pain - Inflict the target with severe pain.

        Fear Implant - Leave an impression of fear within a suppressed mind.

        Blood Healing - Convert the blood of others to a healing serum.

        Eyes of Blood - See sources of blood nearby.

        Rot’s Favour - Encourage infection.

        Soul Transfusion - Consume a soul to heal the body.

        Mind Siphon - Examine thoughts and memories of a suppressed target.

        Storm Cloud - Summon a magickally charged fog around yourself.

        Crone’s Shade - A shield that protects from magickal scrying.

        Shadow Meld - Become partially immaterial and meld into the shadows.

      

      

      Tyron’s Status page was beginning to become something fearsome. The unusually high number of stats granted from Anathema were adding up now that he had reached level 19 in the Sub-Class, and ten levels in Undead Weaver weren’t hurting either.

      The cherry on top was the free bonuses he received from his mysteries providing an insane +80 overall.

      As he looked at his progress, Tyron couldn’t help but marvel at what he’d achieved. Not so long ago, he hadn’t had a Class at all. This was an insane level of development, no matter how he looked at it. Under any other circumstances, he’d be ecstatic. As it was, he worried that it wasn’t enough for him to survive.

      He brushed off the morbid thought before it could fully manifest. There were choices to make.

      A new Class feat was exceptionally welcome, and Tyron had already earmarked one for selection. He fully intended to take Undead Specialist with his final choice, which left him with two selections. There were several that tempted him. Minion Controller, Intelligent Dead, and Boon Giver were all worthy options with pros and cons. But now that he had access to revenants, there was no reason not to double down on his greatest strength.

      Spirit Mastery. A revenant was a combination of spirit and skeleton. Now he would improve both aspects of his strongest minions.

      For his Class ability, he was at least pleased to see that one of the new options was something he didn’t care about. Finally! However, the other intrigued him to no end. Undead Leader would enable him to create… a captain, he supposed, a skeletal squad leader, stronger and smarter than the minions it led.

      As his numbers increased, such an ability could prove crucial to ensuring his undead horde was able to function.

      No, it would prove crucial, he could already tell.

      Yet… he suspected he was already touching on the edges of this with the revelation he had uncovered today. Was it possible he would be able to recreate this spell on his own?

      Advanced Death Magick beckoned to him. 

      Reluctantly, he placed his mark next to it. He would have time to come back to the leadership question, hopefully.

      As to the new options for his Anathema Sub-Class, one of them spoke very clearly to him. Crone’s Shade was exactly what he needed to help him hide from prying eyes. It was possible that one of the Slayers hunting him right now was a Mage capable of scrying, or perhaps the marshals could do it.

      He knew for a fact that certain artefacts would perform the same function, but he had no hope of getting his hands on one any time soon. Even then, having the spell would be a benefit, since multiple layers of protection were always better than one.

      He placed his mark next to Crone’s Shade and ended the ritual.

      The rush of power made him gasp and slump to the table, unable to breathe for a moment. Once he recovered, he stood, gathered the paper, and packed his things.

      “Time to go,” he said to the skull.

      “About fucking time.”

      “I am not going to enjoy this,” Yor sighed.
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      “Damn it,” Tyron cursed.

      “I think a more potent choice of language is appropriate in these circumstances. Elevating to ‘fuck’ is a basic step, but more colourful words can be employed to magnify the effect. Fucking-puke-filled-shitbags is a personal favourite.”

      “Why didn’t I expect this? It’s so obvious this would happen….”

      “I think you didn’t want to consider it, worried about what a pain in your soft, fleshy backside it would be. And now is.”

      “You wish you had a soft fleshy backside,” Tyron grumbled as he jumped down from the cart.

      The very same cart they would need to abandon.

      The narrow trail that led up into the Barrier Mountains had been wide enough for the cart to travel on, if only just. Naturally, as the incline steepened and the terrain grew more rough, the trail became even more narrow. Soon, it grew so narrow that the cart would no longer fit, which meant they would need to abandon it if they wanted to go any further.

      “It makes a lot of sense when you think about it. Why would they cut the road any deeper into the impassable mountains of death after they’d reached the quarry? There’s literally no reason to do it, and from what I understand, cutting roads into mountains is hard fucking work.”

      Tyron pulled his new, thicker cloak tighter around his shoulders as he inspected the trail. As his skeletal friend had suggested, it was clear they had reached the end of what the villagers had bothered to carve when working on this path. They’d passed the quarry over a kilometre back, and this extension likely only existed because they’d been looking for more usable stone.

      Icy cold wind whistled down from the mountains that rose like a wall before him, and he pulled his cloak even tighter.

      “Blood and bone, that’s cold!” he shivered.

      “What did you think it would be like up here? Just as an aside, I don’t feel the cold.”

      “Thanks, Dove.”

      “I also don’t feel anything else, though. So, there’s that.”

      “Do we need to have this conversation now?” Tyron said as he tried to peer ahead and find a way to get closer to the burgeoning rift. “We’ve got a situation to deal with.”

      “Something I’ve noticed in the time I’ve been around you, Tyron, is that there is always a fucking situation to deal with. If there isn’t a situation that needs dealing with, you will promptly stick your goody-goody neck out and create one. The result is that my otherworldly patience has vanished deep into the recesses of the Astral Sea, and so I’d like to have this conversation now.”

      “Fine,” Tyron growled, “but I’m going to take a look up ahead. I’ll just bring you with me.”

      He marched over and plucked Dove from his traditional position on the cart’s corner post and tied him to his belt.

      “Ugh, the belt? Can’t you just carry me?”

      “The ground is uneven, I might need my hands.”

      “... Fine. Make sure you bring some bony boys.”

      “Of course.”

      They’d encountered a few kin here on the slope, but thankfully not many. Even so, it would be foolish to run around without protection.

      They marched forward up the incline, the skeletons dealing with it better than Tyron. He was a child of the plains, not used to this sort of terrain, and he hated every minute of it.

      “So,” Dove chirped, “when are you finally going to allow me the sweet release of death?”

      Tyron rolled his eyes.

      “Soon,” he said.

      “Now, see here. That’s bullshit. You know it’s bullshit. I know it’s bullshit. That fucking bird over there know’s that it’s bullshit. Kill. Me. Already.”

      “It’s not that easy, Dove,” Tyron protested. “One, I don’t want to kill anyone, let alone my friend, and two, if you’re gone, then I’ll be all alone out here.”

      “You’d have Yor.”

      “Yor is not human.”

      “Look, that’s just straight up racist. What if the Dusters heard you talk like that? Or the Stone bloods? You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “You know what I mean, Dove….”

      “Yes, I do, and I think it’s stupid. Not to put too fine a point on it, but most humans have a face. Do I have a face, Tyron? No I do not. They also have genitals. Fun, wonderful genitals. I do not have those, Tyron. I may have ghost balls, though, and I want to find out what I can do with them.”

      The Necromancer hung his head. He was ashamed that he had dragged out Dove’s unlife far beyond what he had initially promised. The Summoner had never wanted to live like this, had protested vigorously against it, to be honest. Nevertheless, he had accompanied Tyron for more than a month as an undead skull, faithfully offering his advice wherever he could. Or acting as a soundboard for ideas as they discussed magick together.

      There was no real way he could justify keeping his friend around any longer that wasn’t purely selfish. He wanted Dove to stay, desperately, but Dove didn’t want to remain. It was as simple as that.

      “Fine,” he said finally.

      “... What, really?” 

      The young Mage glared down at the skull tied to his waist.

      “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

      “Well, yes, it is. I just figured you were going to be a right prick about it. Right. This is great! Well, kid, it’s been a pleasure to meet you and behold your giant ball sack in action. Truly. Now smash me on a rock or something.”

      “Not this second,” Tyron groaned. “Let me get a camp set up, and I want you to take a look at the rift for me. You know a hell of a lot more about rifts than I do, I’ll be totally useless even after I find the damn thing.”

      “I also promised to finish teaching you my favourite eye technique, didn’t I?” Dove mused, his enthusiasm damping down. “Alright, fine then. That should only take a couple of days. I can wait that long…. Is that a cave?”

      It goes to show how distracted he was that Tyron didn’t even notice it, yet Dove, with his cripplingly poor undead eyesight had been able to find it. The mouth of the cave had been hidden behind a few branches and scrub, but not much. Relatively close to the direct line that ran from the rift to the village, and with a small mountain tributary running nearby, the cave was all he could have hoped for, if a little cramped.

      It took hours to unload the cart and transport the contents, prioritising the supplies the people of Cragwhistle had given him. They hadn’t been able to spare much but had given what they could to help him survive the cold. He pegged down a canvas to cover the opening as best he could and once again lamented his entirely too poor survival skills. Would it have killed him to travel with his parents at least a couple of times?

      No point crying about it now, he admonished himself.

      The cave wasn’t large enough to fit his minions inside, so he tried to find a few places they could gather outside of the wind but remain nearby, while he kept his ghosts out on watch and the revenants by his side.

      “I think that ought to do it,” Tyron said, wiping the sweat from his brow and sitting on his bedroll. 

      A small fire crackled near the mouth of the cave, sheltered from the wind, and the warmth was just enough to take the edge off the cold.

      “We can’t be too far from the rift,” Dove mused, “I can sense strange movements in the magick around here, and it’s unusually thick. This cold isn’t totally natural either.”

      Tyron nodded grimly. It wasn’t unusual for rifts to have some sort of effect on the surrounding area, but it wasn’t a certainty either. If this rift dropped temperatures even further, then the people of Cragwhistle might eventually need to relocate further down the mountain. The winters would be brutal.

      “Right, then, time to learn some magick, kid,” Dove announced. “I’ve got a few items I need to cross off the bucket list, and then I can kick the bucket. Let’s get to it.”

      The Necromancer sighed and tried to ignore the twinge of pain in his chest. He didn’t have the right to ask Dove to continue his existence, so he didn’t. Instead, he brought out his notebook and began to scribble in it as the skull lectured him on the particulars of ocular magick.
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      “How many skeletons?” Brun asked, making note on a filthy page ripped from his satchel.

      “Over forty,” Katlyn replied, her expression grim.

      The old Slayer whistled through a gap in his teeth as he scribbled something down.

      “That’s more than I would have expected,” he said, “a lot more. Now the bounty is starting to make a little more sense. Not all the way sense, but we’re getting there.”

      Katlyn stared at the dishevelled man with consternation.

      “That’s it? You aren’t a little more worried? He practically has an army of undead following him around! I’d be dead right now if it weren’t for something distracting him.”

      “I can’t believe you were caught,” Laurel said, glancing sideways at her fellow Ranger. “How did a magick wielder manage to keep up with you?”

      “He didn’t have to,” Katlyn ground out, “he has ghosts and skeletons and spells to do that for him.”

      “So what?” Rufus harrumphed, expression filled with contempt. “His skeletons are weak. So long as enough of us go at once, then there’s no way we can lose.”

      Brun shrugged.

      “That’s up to you lot,” he said. “If you wanna split the bounty further, then you make an agreement and write it down all gentlemanly like. I’ll hold onto it for you so there won’t be any funny business.”

      Laurel scanned the group quickly, her eyes flicking over the ten faces of the iron-ranked Slayers. Some looked nonplussed to hear just how many undead they were up against, whereas others didn’t appear to care.

      Only Katlyn appeared to be afraid.

      “You’re making a mistake,” she warned Brun, “he’s a lot stronger than you’re giving him credit for.”

      “Lass, I’d have run up that mountain and killed him myself days ago, but the academies want you shits to do it, so I’m sitting on my hands. Two hundred sovereigns is enough to have you living like a noble for a good few years. That kind of coin doesn’t land in your lap without a little risk. Now, where is this stupid village?”

      The Ranger stared at him for a moment before she slumped, giving in.

      “Fine. I’ll show you the way. I just hope we can work together and not all end up dead.”

      She turned on her heel and began to walk, and the others hefted their packs and fell in behind. Rufus jogged to the front to stand with her, Laurel following after a few seconds.

      “Hey, how are you?” Rufus flashed Katlyn a smile and the girl scowled back at him.

      “If you want to make a deal, then spit it out,” she said.

      Rufus’ smile faltered, but he recovered soon after. Laurel chuckled.

      “Straight out with it, that’s good. This is a dangerous mission, and we need to be clear about things. This is my partner,” he gestured to Laurel, who nodded politely, “she’s a Ranger, like you. We’ve agreed on a fifty-fifty split, but we might consider expanding that and widening the group, considering what we’re up against.”

      “Is that right?” Katlyn said, looking straight ahead as she continued to march at the front of the group.

      “I’m also open to paying for information,” Rufus said. “So far, you’re the only one of us to lay eyes on the bounty. I’m sure you managed to learn a lot.”

      “Maybe,” she grunted.

      “Did you even manage to take a shot?” Laurel asked, a hint of mocking in her voice.

      “Of course I did,” Katlyn snapped before she regained her composure. “Of course I did. Which was the first mistake I made.”

      She fell silent, and Rufus raised his brows, his expression open and eager for her to continue. She scowled at him.

      “No information for free,” she spat. “Ten percent cut, just for the information. Agree right now and I won’t sell it to anyone else.”

      Rufus looked like he wanted to argue, but Laurel cut him off smoothly.

      “That’s fine,” she said, “though for twenty gold sovereigns, this would need to be good information.”

      “You’ll have to judge that for yourselves. Now you’ve already paid for it.”

      “You don’t get paid unless we claim the bounty,” Laurel reminded her. “So I presume you’ll be doing your best to make that outcome a reality.”

      “If you want me to help fight, I want a larger share.”

      “Let’s hear the story first,” Rufus broke in, frowning, “we can sort the rest out after that.”

      “... Fine.”
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      Tyron huddled in his cave and tried not to feel too miserable. He was helping people, he reminded himself. Good people, who had fought and bled for their homes. People who had shown him a little kindness and appreciation, something that he’d sorely needed.

      “You feel like shit, don’t you?” Dove asked him.

      “It’s fine, “ the Necromancer replied shortly.

      “Not all sunshine and roses, is it?” Dove mocked him. “When I was a Slayer, I got paid handsomely for my efforts, was lionised by the people and the ladies fell over themselves to land in my lap.”

      The skull fell silent as he reminisced on those wonderful days and nights. Especially the nights. The drinks had flown freely and his bed had seldom been cold. Back when he’d had a mouth for drinking and a cock for screwing. The good times.

      “But you get none of that,” he continued, “sitting in a cave, chewing on mouldy bread and hoping the people you rescue aren’t going to kill you for it.”

      Tyron shoved a hard piece of crust in his mouth. He really had to work his jaw to get through it.

      “Isth not mouldy,” he said, mouth still full of food.

      “Not yet, anyway.”

      The Mage finished his chewing and swallowed, the loaf settling as a solid lump in his stomach. Would he even be able to digest it?

      “What’s your point?” he sighed. “You want me to pack up and leave? Abandon these people?”

      “Yes. That is what I want. After you release my soul, anyway. To be clear, I want two things. First, release my soul, then, get the fuck out of here. In that order.”

      “You don’t want to ogle Yor, naked?” Tyron asked, brow raised.

      A moment of silence.

      “I want three things,” Dove clarified.

      The young man chuckled and poked the fire once more. It was cold up here. Bitterly cold. The influence of the rift was growing stronger by the day, and after three nights up in the mountain, he was starting to yearn for the lower ground.

      Twice, he had mounted a charge further up the mountain to find the rift, and twice been rebuffed. The first attempt had been thwarted by a sudden storm, the second by a surge of rift-kin. There had been a steady trickle of monsters making their way down the mountain, but this had been a larger pack of almost a hundred. On the difficult terrain, his skeletons had struggled to battle uphill, but eventually, they had fought off the kin. Drained of magick and with many minions in need of repair, Tyron had reluctantly retreated on Dove’s advice.

      “I want to die, kid, but I don’t want to get you killed to achieve it,” the former Summoner had admonished him and he had agreed, after considering his options.

      Here they were on the third night, no closer to the rift itself, exhausted, cold and weary beyond words. In some ways, it had been nice to sit and stay in one place for a few days, but this was hardly the ideal location for it, in a small cave as the wind whistled down from the mountains, bringing an unnatural chill along with it.

      May as well keep at it, he told himself as he ordered the next of his undead inside. They aren’t going to fix themselves.

      Near constant fighting had left many of his skeletons with cracked or missing bones, each of which required his attention.

      What I really need is a Skeleton Doctor minion. An undead that can mend the others so I don’t have to spend all this time doing it.

      In a perfect world, Tyron would have minions able to perform most of the menial chores required to create and upkeep his undead. The amount of labour required to create a functioning skeleton was only increasing as time passed, and the same went for maintenance. After every battle, he had to commit to long hours of work, replacing any undead that were lost and fixing any damage.

      Perhaps Necromancers would utilise the same Master-Apprentice system that many Mages did. A Master would be able to palm off many menial tasks to the apprentice, who would be able to gain experience and practise their Skills in return.

      It would be a better system, but Tyron had an irritating itch if he knew one of his minions wasn’t functioning as well as he could make it. How could he trust someone else to do the work? Even now, he hadn’t finished replacing the weave in just under half of his skeletons. Taking them apart and stitching them back together took over an hour each.

      Massaging the fingers of his right hand, he sighed and got to work. Two minions later, he groaned and flopped onto his back. It wouldn’t be so much of a pain if he didn’t have to disassemble and then reassemble them every time.

      Unstitching the musculature and then putting it back together doubled the work. It was honestly impressive he was able to do it as fast as he could.

      I’d love to have a break right about now. Which means…

      As if summoned by his moment of idleness, he sensed his undead had begun to fight nearby.

      “Fucking bones!” he swore as he picked himself up from the floor.

      “Another group of happy friends from beyond the rift coming for a visit?”

      “Seems that way.”

      Skeletons were directed toward the fighting, along with the ghosts as Tyron readied himself. His cloak was pulled from the rock he’d hung it from and thrown around his shoulders before he collected his sword and buckled it to his belt.

      It wasn’t always easy to tell if the surge of kin rushing down the mountain pass was small or large. Sometimes, a couple of the swine monsters ran ahead of the pack, leading him to leave it to his minions, only to lose multiple skeletons when the reinforcements showed up. Now, he made a point of showing up personally. If he continued to allow his minions to be whittled down, then he’d never make it to the rift.

      “You want to tag along?” he asked the skull resting atop a small rock.

      “Sure, why not? Might see something new.”

      Tyron snatched him up, shouldered his way through the heavy cloth blanket he’d hung across the cave entrance and stepped out into the bitter cold.

      It was like being slapped in the face. The wind cut through his cloak and vegetation crunched underfoot as he walked, lined with a frost which hadn’t been present only a few days before. He wasn’t high up enough for snow to fall, but thanks to the rift, that would likely change before long.

      Each breath steamed in the air and he snatched his fingers up into his sleeves in an attempt to keep them warm.

      “Looks cold,” Dove observed, “not that it bothers me any.”

      “One of the benefits of being dead.”

      Yor’s offer of vampirism was looking more pleasant by the day. She didn’t seem to feel the chill at all.

      Outside the cave entrance, five skeletons armed with a variety of one-handed weapons and shields were gathered. His elite guard, as he mockingly thought of them. After his run-in with the archer, he didn’t want to be caught without protection again, so he made sure to keep these five close by.

      With a reasonable circle of protection, he advanced toward the site of the fighting. Ten of his skeletons had engaged now, though against what, he couldn’t be sure. He instructed them to form a line and support each other as he walked, reaching out to see if any of his ghosts had arrived.

      One was close enough and he quickly snapped out the spell to see through its eyes. Hazy ghost-vision filled his mind’s eye, the environment and details blurred when they weren’t obscured by the strange, billowing fog only the dead could see. Forcing the ghost to focus on what he wanted it to look at, he saw his skeletons battling against a handful of the weaker rift-kin. When he made the spirit turn, he could see more, including several of the larger ice monsters, striding down the mountain.

      “Ah, SHIT!”

      “Watch your tongue, boy! That’s an unusually strong curse for a delicate flower such as yourself. Bad situation?”

      He didn’t reply, instead focusing on striding forward with greater speed as he mentally gathered his full complement of undead for the fight.

      I haven’t managed to recover from the last fight, and already more are coming. I need to get to the rift!

      Did he really need to get to the rift? Not really. So long as he drew the attention of the slayers to it, they would be able to take care of the problem. However, the moment he gave up on it and retreated, he would have to honour his agreement with Dove and release his spirit. Despite everything, Tyron still wasn’t ready for that.

      He didn’t want to be alone.

      The sounds of the clash could be heard before he saw it. The snarls of the kin and ringing of steel as the skeletons hacked, slashed and stabbed at their foes.

      Shortly after, he was amongst them, taking position behind the first row of undead and coordinating the others as they arrived. A moment later, the slayer-revenant joined him, the purple fire flickering within its ribcage illuminating it from within. He kept it close, choosing to commit the other three to the melee. Archer skeletons took up position and began to fire, their poor skill compensated by the unthinking fury of the rift-kin. You didn’t need to aim much when the enemy only charged, or stood in place to fight.

      Wanting to finish the fight as fast as he could, Tyron rattled off his support magick in quick succession. Death Blades to enhance his minions’ weapons first, then he sought to relieve the pressure by firing bolt spells into the thick of the fighting.

      All this activity drained his magick rapidly, but he couldn’t afford to hold back. If he did, his skeletons would eventually win, but they’d drain just as much of his power and sustain significant damage in the process. An overwhelming victory in which he pushed out as much magick as possible, as fast as possible, was the best result.

      To that end, he reached out with Death’s Grasp the moment a humanoid ice creature came close to his line. Seized in the grip of the black magick, there was nothing the monster could do as his skeletons leapt forward and battered it to death.

      Things would go better if he committed his best revenant to the battle, but he held it back for a variety of reasons. He never had issues with the others, but this one…. It felt wrong, in some ways. Plus, it didn’t hurt to have his strongest undead in reserve.

      The fight dragged on as Tyron flung spell after spell into the rift-kin while they rushed down the mountainside and into the waiting arms of his skeleton force. He lost a few minions, which grated on him, but eventually, he won out, the last of the monsters falling to the frosted ground with a rage-filled squeal.

      Raising his aching hands to rub at his eyes, Tyron took in the scene. More skeletons had been battered and needed repair. Dead and dying kin littered the ground, their blood already freezing and making the footing unsteady.

      He gathered the most damaged skeletons to him and sent them back to the cave after a brief examination. The rest, he set to clearing the field and hunting for cores. The skeletons weren’t very good at extracting the small gems, hacking the monsters apart more often than not, but he didn’t have time or energy to do it himself.

      Undead crawled over the slope following his direction and Tyron gazed up, toward where the rift must be.

      “I’ll make my push tomorrow,” he said, “I can’t afford to wait any longer than that.”

      “Good idea,” Dove concurred. “The rift is more active than I expected. Your strength is growing, but one bronze ranked slayer isn’t going to be able to hold back an entire rift worth of kin by himself.”

      A skeleton stepped up to Tyron’s back, shield snapping into place right before an arrow thunked into the hardened wood. Tired as he was, Tyron almost wanted to throw back his head and howl in frustration.

      You just saw me fighting off a horde of monsters and you want to take a shot at me NOW?

      He whirled around, fire in his eyes.

      “Don’t be fucking stupid,” he roared at the unmoving rocks and scrub, “there’s a rift here, a new one! This is what caused the break at Woodsedge! The Slayers need to be informed and a new keep built. Why the fuck are you shooting at me?!”

      Righteous anger filled him, burning hot in his chest, but it was doused when a bland-faced marshal stepped from behind a tree over a hundred metres away and spoke.

      “Because you are a murderer.”

      The words themselves may not have shaken him as much, were it not for the cold and factual way they were delivered. It wasn’t hyperbolic, it was a simple fact. Tyron had committed murder, and to have it stated so baldly shook him.

      That feeling was pushed aside.

      “That’s true,” he admitted, “but there are bigger things at stake here. How many lives will be endangered if this isn’t dealt with? How many have I saved by keeping the kin at bay?”

      “We will deal with that, once you are dead,” the man said, as two more marshals stepped into view.

      “Idiots,” Tyron grated, his ire igniting in his chest once more.
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      Skeletal archers pulled back on their ghostly strings and loosed, sending arrows forged of bone whistling through the air to shatter against the trees.

      As low on resources as he was, he couldn’t afford a dragged-out fight… unless.

      He had one, maybe two arcane crystals left in his pack. If he could get to the cave, he would be able to replenish at least a little of his magick. As it stood, he was in a precarious position. Marshals weren’t just a job title, they were a Class, or a set of Classes, that imbued the individual with unusual abilities.

      Since he was a criminal, those skills would be highly effective against him. He had to fight assuming a single touch would be enough to seal his magick and bind him.

      Skeletons rearranged themselves into loose ranks, forming a wide box around him. Shielded, he began to march forward, angling his way down the slope toward his cave.

      “This seems very inspiring,” Tyron called down to the marshals. “You waited until I was exhausted defending the village, and only then did you emerge to declare me a murderer. Very fair.”

      Not a flicker of emotion troubled the bland-faced marshal’s expression, nor on those of the officers behind him. They didn’t even bother to reply, spreading out to approach him from different angles.

      What would be their approach? Attempt to whittle down his minions? Or come for him directly? If they had the ability, they probably would have attempted to charge straight at him. That was the best way to fight a Necromancer, if you could pull it off. Although, as weakened as he was, it might be better to drag it out. The longer it went on, the worse his disadvantage would become.

      “Wait… is that fucking Langdon? Hey, Langdon, you shitbreather! Remember me? You better after all the shit you put me through! Still got a stick rammed all the way up your arsehole, I can still see it poking out your mouth!”

      Despite trying to keep himself composed, Tyron stumbled at Dove’s outburst.

      “You know him?” he said, pointing to the marshal who’d spoken to him.

      “Know him? I fucking hate him! He recruited me to try and track you down after that bullshit you pulled in Woodsedge.”

      He was from Woodsedge? That helped explain how pissed he was at Tyron.

      “Another one of your victims?” Langdon said, eyes flicking to the skull tied to Tyron’s waist. “How many of these skeletons represent a life you stole?”

      “Hey, I’m not a victim! Not in the normal sense, I suppose. I mean, I am being kept here against my will….”

      “You aren’t helping, Dove,” Tyron murmured through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, right. This puking kid who can barely wipe his own backside certainly isn’t responsible for my death! Having that on my obituary would be way too embarrassing! I died during the break after murdering an entire farm filled with civilians. Get it right!”

      Anger flickered in Langdon’s eyes as he drew back on his bow once again.

      “Then are you responsible for this boy’s rapid growth?” he said, speaking to the skull directly. “Is this about revenge?”

      “Of course it’s about revenge! What self-respecting Slayer doesn’t want to go out giving a strong middle finger to the fuckers who brand us like cattle? To fight back against self-righteous pieces of shit like you, who wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for fucking heroes like me?”

      Dove cackled, light blazing from his hollow sockets.

      “I keep trying to get this kid to burn it all down, but he’s too fucking nice! It wasn’t my idea to come up here and corner himself to protect a stupid village, I can guarantee you that!”

      “That changes nothing,” Langdon said, eyes focused on Tyron once more as he aimed down the length of his arrow. “He murdered two marshals. He’s an illegal. This is justice.”

      “Fuck your justice,” Dove barked. “Fuck it right in its stupid blind eyes. Kill this prick, Tyron, then stuff his soul into his own skull. Use him as a codpiece!”

      “I don’t wear a codpiece….”

      “Make an exception!”

      “Nobody wears a codpiece….”

      “I did!”

      I can believe that.

      “Don’t judge me,” the skull muttered. “Now get moving. I know you’re on your last legs.”

      The skull-bound Summoner had been trying to buy time for Tyron, who had continued to shuffle his way toward the cave, surrounded by his shield-bearing bodyguards.

      Despite his best efforts, it wasn’t possible for Tyron to keep track of the three marshals as they separated. Only the first, Langdon, was still visible to him now. He was careful to position his ghosts to cover his sides and back. If he were jumped from a blind spot, that would be the worst-case scenario.

      The marshal showed nothing on his face, to the point that Tyron had begun to wonder if he was even capable of it. When the lawman loosed his arrow, the Necromancer was taken by complete surprise, as the man had given no sign he’d been prepared to fire.

      The arrow streaked through the air, only to thud into a shield as a skeleton stepped up to block. With one skeletal hand, the undead snapped the shaft, leaving the head buried in the wood of its shield.

      More arrows were fired from the left and right, flying from behind cover in angles Tyron couldn’t see.

      The skeletons were there, shields up, absorbing the shots for him. Worried, he tried to reposition his ghosts to cover himself better, but before they were in position two more arrows whistled out from the trees. 

      Thunk! Thunk!

      His shield-bearing minions were forced to move to different positions to cover him, and he adjusted the formation around him reflexively. The marshals were moving and firing, not wanting to get pinned down.

      If he had enough magick, he could encircle them with the dead or reach out with Death’s Grasp to hold them down, but that wasn’t an option. Even manoeuvring his troops was costing precious energy. 

      Are they just hoping to get lucky and slip a shot through the shields? That doesn’t make sense…. I understand they don’t want to engage directly, but this isn’t likely to succeed.

      Perhaps they were just trying to wear him down over time, hoping to weaken him to the point he couldn’t fight back at all. It wouldn’t work.

      Arrows continued to streak from the shadows, all three marshals hiding in the darkness and attacking from beyond the reach of his undead. His archers returned fire as best they could, but after a few volleys, he made them stop. A waste of ammunition and magick, his archers were a long shot to hit a moving target in these conditions. 

      The creeping advance to the cave continued under fire as the marshals remained elusive. Somehow, they managed to slip away from even his ghosts, though he couldn’t afford to see through the spirits’ eyes to help guide them. Conserving energy as best he could, Tyron continued to move down the slope.

      He lost the first skeleton to an excellent shot from behind a tree. The arrow whistled into view before burying itself directly into the skull of the undead, carrying the head clean off. Irritated, Tyron drew his minions closer, hoping the greater distance would make them harder to hit. It worked somewhat, but he still lost two more, and several others suffered damage before he finally arrived at the camp.

      The blanket covering the opening remained, dim light from the fire emanating from behind. Tyron felt a little of the tension drain from his shoulders. At least now he’d have some energy to fight back.

      The three marshals leapt from cover, arrows nocked and ready to loose, aimed directly for his head.

      “Now!” Langdon roared as he released the string.

      The revenant Slayer snapped forward, drawing on Tyron’s power as it slashed through the air, cutting an arrow from the air and taking another on the hilt of its blade. Had it not acted, he would have been wounded for sure, his shield-skeletons were far too slow to react. The final arrow was caught, but only just, on the steel rim of a shield.

      The Necromancer crouched down behind the wall of his minions as they gathered in front of him, wondering what was going on.

      Then the roar sounded behind him.

      Wordless and filled with rage, the bellow echoed out from within the cave, followed an instant later by pounding footsteps as a large figure hurled itself forward. The firelight was blocked as the fourth assailant moved past the fire, blasting the cloth cover aside.

      Fuck! They’d already found the cave!

      This had been a trap from the beginning. Tyron’s hands moved on pure instinct, his mouth spitting out the words as magick formed in his hands, but he knew it was too late.

      A large man leapt from the cave mouth toward him, blade in one hand, the other outstretched to clamp itself around his neck.

      It’s over.

      Tyron’s mind rang with despair in that instant. All his ambitions and hopes crashing down around him, bitterness welled up in his chest till he felt he might choke on it. It wasn’t fair.

      “I’d say you owe me for this, but the price has already been paid. Lucky boy.”

      Yor’s voice positively purred as it drifted from within the cave, and Tyron blinked as the marshal sprinted past him toward the others, still bellowing with rage. Only then did it register what he’d heard. What he’d seen. That man’s eyes. They hadn’t been normal.

      The vampire emerged, blood dripping from her lips, feral light burning in her eyes.

      “Brom? What the fuck?!” The female marshal shouted as their former ally rushed toward them, blade swinging.

      “Was that his name?” Yor said. “Not that it matters now. I think I’ll call him… Rabbit. Because he’s my pet now.”

      “Curse you, Necromancer,” Langdon swore, “what have you done?”

      Brom… or Rabbit, screamed as he brought his sword down in a wild overhead swing, crashing into a two-handed block from Langdon.

      “Oh, the boy didn’t do this,” Dove chortled from Tyron’s waist. “You guys are so fucked.”

      “It was a good plan,” Yor observed, “but it was foolish in one particular respect.”

      Her eyes gleamed with dark purpose.

      “You attacked at night. We, the dead, rule at night.”

      Another marshal crashed into Brom’s side, knocking him down. The man… or what was left of him, bellowed in rage as he struggled back to his feet. It was clear watching him that his coordination wasn’t what it should be.

      What has Yor done to him? Is he still alive, or is he dead?

      The vampire sighed in satisfaction as she wiped the scarlet drops from her lips, then turned to Tyron.

      “Weren’t you going to do something?” she said, brow arched.

      He scrambled into the cave and dove for his pack, fumbling for a Mage candy which he rammed between his teeth the moment he found it.

      “It pays to be prepared,” she said, “but I will take care of this… soiree, for you. Not to worry. Others have paid in advance.”

      He barely had a moment to register what she’d said before black smoke billowed from the vampire’s body, blinding him. A second later, the smoke flew, boiling through the air toward the marshals who still worried over their former comrade.

      Langdon saw it coming, eyes widening, and for the first time Tyron saw fear in the man’s eyes. It was far, far too late for that.

      The marshal pulled at the others, trying to turn them around, to get them running, but Yor arrived a moment later, congealing from the smoke just as quickly as she’d vanished. One long, elegant finger extended outward, impossibly fast, and buried itself through Langdon’s eye and into his brain.

      The two surviving marshals looked in shock as Yor effortlessly lifted the dead man with one finger before tossing him away with a gesture. She turned to them, her smile twisted and feral.

      “Run,” she said.
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      Tyron gritted his teeth as he fought off another wave of exhaustion. His eyes felt raw, as if scrubbed with sand, and every part of him ached. His fingers had suffered the most. Every joint pained him as he flexed his hands, a stabbing sensation that emanated outward from within. Rubbing at the digits almost made it worse, as there was no way for him to reach inside his flesh to fix what was wrong.

      It had taken him ten hours of constant work, but his skeletal force was as ready as it could be. Cracked bones had been repaired, bone threads rewoven and quivers of moulded bone arrows restocked, aided by the gear he’d salvaged from the Marshalls. He’d even gone to the trouble of selecting and moulding bones to create a custom set of Bone Armour.

      As prepared as he could make himself, he was ready to tackle the rift.

      Yor had vanished after pulling his backside out of the fire the previous night. With the early morning sun creeping over the horizon, he wouldn’t see her again until the day was done.

      What she’d done with the marshals, he didn’t know and couldn’t bring himself to care. Trying to minimise the harm he caused only seemed to invite more down on his head, and at this point, he didn’t have the energy to spare worrying about others. Approach the rift, examine it, then give his friend the final rest. That was what he needed to get done.

      “Looks like you’ve finally got your shit together,” Dove remarked.

      Tyron looked at the scattered supplies across the floor of the cave. Discarded bones that had been too damaged for him to repair, half-moulded efforts he’d tossed aside as failures, and a few pages torn from his notebook and crumpled in disgust.

      “If anything, it looks like I’m in the middle of a breakdown,” he croaked.

      Holy shit, I need a drink.

      A swig of water from his waterskin burned down his cracked throat. Too much spellwork, not enough rest for his voice. An amateur mistake his mother would frown on. 

      A Mage’s most important tool is their voice, Tyron. Not the staff, not the hands, not even the mind. If you cannot give voice to the Words of Power, the sharpest brain in the realm is completely worthless. Train it, take care of it, preserve it. If a Mage cannot speak, they are as helpless as a babe.

      Beory had undertaken a great deal of work to improve her vocal endurance and lung capacity. She’d even taken up singing at one point, though she’d been absolutely terrible. Neither Tyron nor his father, Magnin, had the courage to point that out. The strongest Battlemage in the province could certainly hold a note, just never the right one.

      “That’s not what I mean, kid. You look like you’ve got a little steel in your eye. Seems like getting your arse saved has caused you to take a good drink of Harden the Fuck Up.”

      “Is that a real drink?”

      “My most famous cocktail.”

      Tyron considered the skull for a moment, thoughts and emotions whirling in his head. Finally, he shrugged and gave a wry smile.

      “I think I’m just way too tired to care anymore.”

      “Great. Good spot to be in. It’s not the journey that matters after all, but the destination! Now let’s saddle up and take a peek at this rift. Should be an interesting sight. Then I can finally die, and you can get on with not being harassed by a spirit in a skull.”

      Despite the joking tone, Dove’s words almost caused the young Mage to tear up. His friend deserved to rest, that was certainly true. In doing what he’d done, Tyron had inflicted a cruel injustice on his friend, and it was well past time to right the wrong.

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever thanked you properly. You’ve done so much for me, even before you died, and I’ve been selfish to force you to stick around for this long afterward. Thank you, Dove. Thanks for everything.”

      The purple light that glowed within the sockets of the skull flickered.

      “Don’t get sappy on me now, Tyron. I was never good with that stuff. I was happy to help you out. What happened to you, with your Awakening and all, that was unfair bullshit, and you deserved a hell of a lot better. Keeping me trapped inside my own skull, for months, is a little less forgivable, but I understand why you did it. I even forgive you. A bit. Now, no more of this bullshit. We’re Slayers, damnit, only happy when killing shit from another realm. Let’s get cracking.”

      Tyron nodded and rubbed at his throat before taking another sip of water. A few hours and he’d be able to get his voice back to normal, but they could start out before then.

      If nothing else, he could fling out Magick Bolts without speaking and hope the damage was enough to heal him.

      Dove was collected from his rock and tied onto Tyron’s belt, followed by the sword his father had given him. Not quite in the same mint condition it had been in before. The weapon had actually seen use over the last few months.

      Lastly, he fastened his pack to his back. All his most critical supplies were kept inside, and he wouldn’t allow himself to be separated from them again. The Mage candy he’d taken the previous night had in fact been his last, but his food, notes, and water were all things he simply couldn’t afford to lose.

      When he stepped from the cave, he was immediately surrounded by his skeletons. From within that protective shell of bones and shields, he scanned the surroundings.

      The temperature continued to drop and frost now tipped the rocks and scraps of grass that dotted the slope. The trees that still clung to the stone, roots stabbing deep into the mountain, might not survive this new cold, which would make the slope even more bare.

      The peak was still far, far overhead, a place ruled by ice and snow, overlooked by impossibly high stone cliffs that seemed to scrape at the sky itself.

      Thankfully, the rift wasn’t up there. If his estimate was correct, the rift itself had formed roughly three kilometres from where he had made camp. It was a hard trek, with no path cut into the slope, but it wouldn’t be overly difficult were it not for the steady flow of rift-kin.

      As he’d recovered his energy and repaired his minions, all of his undead had been withdrawn to the mouth of the cave. Doubtless, this meant a number of monsters had made their way down the slope to the village, but it had been a necessary step. After defeating one strong wave, another shouldn’t have come during the night. If it did, he wouldn’t have been in good enough condition to fight it anyway.

      He stamped his feet in his boots to settle them, checked his buckles and straps one more time, then inspected his Bone Armour.

      Too many times, he’d been caught without it. In truth, he didn’t much like the spell. Covering himself with the bones of deceased humans wasn’t pleasant and projected an image that he had desperately wanted to avoid, one of a heartless killer, but he needed the protection, now more than ever.

      The modifications he’d made helped a little. The bones didn’t jut quite so far out, the moulding he’d done allowing them to curve around his frame. It wasn’t quite as easy to tell what the armour was made from, the more obvious bone shapes flattened and widened to create more coverage.

      Fully equipped, he began his trek up the mountain.

      He encountered the first rift-kin almost immediately. Swiftly dispatched by a volley of arrows, the boar-like kin slumped to the ground, and Tyron didn’t bother to collect the core. His pack contained a cloth bag that bulged with the things already. Any more would just be adding to the weight of his pack for no real gain.

      Up the slope he went, the bitter-cold wind sweeping down from the peak and into his eyes. The only sound he could hear was the wind, along with the crunch of the ground beneath his feet.

      Formations in the stone caused the wind to whistle, a high-pitched whine that only grew louder the higher he went. An hour after they’d started, flecks of ice began to drift on the wind, stinging his face. He raised a hand to protect his eyes and kept moving forward.

      The surge of kin came suddenly, monsters running down the hill in a pack, burning with rage. As soon as they saw him, they charged, eager to devour and destroy.

      Tyron flung Magick Bolts forward as his skeletons moved into position. If he let his minions receive this assault head on, his undead would need to draw deep on his magick to stand their ground, so he shifted tactics.

      The shield line angled itself to deflect the monsters rather than fight them head on as his archers picked off the front runners. The boars were powerful bundles of muscle, though still small by kin standards, and just as stupid as all the weaker rift-kin. Those struck by arrows stumbled on the slope, crashing snout first to the ground before tumbling end over end. Monsters immediately behind the leaders tripped over them, adding to the mess. When they finally crashed into his shield wall, the beasts had lost most of their momentum and were easily pushed to the side.

      To end the battle as quickly as possible, he allowed his revenants to wade into the fight.

      Illuminated from within by the ghastly purple light, the four undead stepped forward with purpose. Although three had been little better than bandits in their previous lives, they were still stronger than his regular skeletons. 

      The former Slayer was the real prize. Powerful slashes cut through the weak kin as if they weren’t even there. He paid dearly in magick, but that was fine; the rest of his small horde was preserved, and he could recover the energy before the next fight.

      Monsters dispatched, they moved forward again.

      When he crossed the threshold, he almost forgot what had happened. An immediate shift in perception, the real becoming blurred, reality twisting at the edges. It was the coiling sensation in his gut that twigged his memory, as if a snake were uncoiling in his belly.

      “This is…”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely. The broken lands. We got a right and proper rift forming nearby, no question about it. Keep your wits about you, don’t forget how badly your perception can turn to shit.”

      This close to a rift, time and space would stretch and compress. The sensation was unsettling, to say the least. Before him, the slope became even more barren than before. Precious few trees and little scrub remained, and the wind bit even deeper than before.

      Crack.

      A distinctive sound, like ice crackling underfoot, drifted from behind, and Tyron whirled to see one of the humanoid kin stalk out from behind a rock. 

      His hands snapped into motion, words flowing in an instant as he formed the sigils necessary to shape his magick. Arrows flew through the air and slammed into the monster, followed by a wave of Death Magick as Tyron unleashed Death’s Grasp.

      The kin was set upon a moment later, skeletons driving home their weapons to finish it off, only for another to show its face a moment later.

      “It’s going to get wild up here, kid. The flow of monsters through the rift never ends, don’t forget that. We smash and grab. Power your way forward, we take a gander, then we get the fuck out. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      That ice monster was dispatched with brutal force as Tyron no longer sought to conserve his energy, as was the next. Somehow, he still felt as if the number of kin should slow as he fought them, but he knew it wasn’t the case. After each victory, he pushed forward as quickly as he could, trying to gain ground.

      So focused on the fight, on managing his minions and being restrained with his magick, Tyron didn’t notice what was right in front of him, not until he heard Dove yell.

      “Look up, dickhead!”

      Tyron flung his eyes up the slope, and there it was… the rift. 

      Along with a frost-covered mammoth, tusks formed of pure ice jutting from its face.
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      “Uhhh, Dove?”

      “Yes?”

      “There is a giant monster that looks like it wants to trample my guts into the ground standing in front of the rift.”

      “Yeah, they do that. Both of those. They stand around the rift, and trample your guts into the ground.”

      “You’ve seen this thing before?” Tyron hissed.

      “What? No, of course not. I’ve never seen any monsters from this particular rift before. But there’s almost always some big ass thing trampling around right next to the rift.”

      The beast turned its head to Tyron, and suddenly his army of skeletons had never felt quite so small. Covered in dense, white fur, the monster’s skull jutted forward just above its small, burning-red eyes. Air steamed from its fang-lined maw, flanked on either side by huge, curved tusks formed of pure rime.

      “Yeah… you’ll probably need to kill that. Or distract it.”

      “You didn’t think you should tell me about this?”

      “Honestly? I didn’t think the rift would be large enough to let a prick like this get through. I fucked up. Sorry about that.”

      Tyron growled under his breath but restrained his anger. There wasn’t any point getting angry at Dove, especially since he was only hours away from a proper death.

      How in the name of the Abyss am I supposed to deal with something this big?

      Only skeletons with spears and swords would be able to damage it by thrusting through that thick fur, but if they got close, they’d be reduced to powder in a blink. His archers probably couldn’t scratch it. An arrow through the eye may be effective, but it would be almost impossible to make the hit. Of his revenants, only the Slayer would be of any use, though the others could distract it if they were fast enough to avoid it. Ghosts may be effective, he would have to try.

      As for his magick… Death’s Grasp wasn’t going to hold something this size, and Magick Bolts would be little more than irritating to it. It was possible he could restrain it with Suppress Mind, but a kin this strong… that would be a risk.

      Distract it and look for an opportunity. Preserve as much of my force as I can.

      There was no other viable plan. With a mental command, he sent his revenants forward, along with the spirits. The rest of the undead pulled back to protect the archers, who shifted to a better angle for targeting the monster’s face.

      Tyron placed himself between the two groups. He didn’t want to draw the monster to his vulnerable skeletons, but it was a risk to expose himself.

      The frozen mammoth reacted as the burning skeletons drew closer. It appeared reluctant to separate from the rift, but with opponents drawing near, rage overtook it. The kin trumpeted in fury and smashed the ground beneath its massive feet before it rumbled forward, swinging its massive head, sweeping the ground with tusks of ice.

      Arrows shot through the air to shatter against the monster’s face. No damage appeared to be done, but the beast was even further enraged. With every bellow, hot mist filled the air around the mammoth’s head. 

      Even being twenty metres away, the presence of the kin was overwhelming.

      If I could turn that into an undead….

      The thought was tempting, but so far he’d not been offered the ability to make anything non-human into a minion. It was definitely possible, Arihnan the Black had at the very least undead horses within his horde, with garbled descriptions of other undead constructs. Something like this would be a spectacular servant. Likely, it would suck his magick dry in half a second, but still….

      Magick Bolts crackled in his hands, and he flung them at the monster as it completed its charge. His Slayer revenant had neatly rolled to the side. Quick and deadly, his servant had slashed out as it rose, cutting a shallow wound on one of the beast’s legs. 

      The spells did little, thudding into the creature’s hide and barely staggering it, but at least the mammoth became distracted from his other revenants.

      Not blessed with the combat skills of their compatriot, the other three had been far more clumsy in their dodge. Two were able to get out of the way, but the third had been smacked by a tusk and sent tumbling, bones rattling against the stone.

      Two burning red eyes turned on Tyron and he swallowed heavily. Before the monster could charge again, his ghosts finally crossed the distance and dove inside the massive beast.

      No doubt the rift-kin was exceptionally resistant to cold and frost, the thick white fur attested to that, but what about cold that came from within its flesh? Unlike the ice kin, this beast was a creature of flesh and blood on the inside.

      As they whispered with ghastly delight, the ghosts fluttered within the mammoth, who immediately trumpeted in alarm and pain, rearing back and thrashing wildly. 

      Two more Magick Bolts and a scattering of arrows clattered into its head as it came back down, but the monster barely noticed. Desperate to escape the bitter cold of the spirits, the mammoth charged blindly, rolling its head and flailing with its tusks as it went.

      Tyron did his best to get out of the way but wasn’t quick enough to avoid a tusk sweeping into his side. Air left his lungs in a whoosh as his chest was compressed by the force. The next thing he knew, he was airborne, then crashing down onto a blessedly flat section of rock. 

      “Oww shit,” he wheezed.

      “What the fuck was that?” Dove hollered from his waist. “Was I upside down?”

      “Shut up,” Tyron ground out as he forced his wobbly legs under him. His side ached fiercely as he pulled in a shaky breath.

      His Bone Armour had saved him there, absorbing some of the force from the hit as well as the landing. If not, he might have shattered his ribcage, constitution be damned.

      Blood and Bone, that thing is strong! I can’t afford to let this drag out. If I can hold it still for ten seconds, I can kill it.

      The mammoth’s rage-filled charge had done what it wanted, getting it clear of his ghosts who now drifted along behind it, trying to catch up. The beast clearly hadn’t enjoyed having the ghosts inside it; with a little more time, they might be able to inflict real damage.

      With the beginnings of a plan forming, he ordered his revenants forward. The four undead charged from separate angles but held back whenever the mammoth faced them directly. They only needed to delay.

      Tyron raised his hands and began to cast Death Blades. The now-familiar spell had become almost second nature since he had first learned it, and he made no errors despite working at such speed.

      With the force of his mysteries behind them, his words and magick resonated in the air like the ring of a bell. When the final syllable was spoken, the weapons of his undead became tainted with black power.

      It was difficult to manoeuvre his undead into position around the constantly shifting mammoth. Every time a revenant ran forward, it would swing around and try to destroy it with the force of its tusks, and the constant shifting meant he needed to adjust his skeletons. With their painfully slow drifting speed, the ghosts were even worse. If they made contact with the beast, they might spook it into another wild charge.

      Ten seconds. He gave himself a window of ten seconds only. It might not be possible to hold for that long, but he would do his best.

      For the following minute, he engaged in this strange dance, trying to keep his revenants alive and put the rest of his undead in position to strike as the rift-kin raged. In the end, he lost a revenant when it drew too close. The trunk snaked out and caught it around the ankle as the undead tried to retreat. After it fell to the ground, the mammoth leapt forward and stomped it flat in an instant.

      Dammit! I’ll do it now!

      The loss of one of his best minions turned into a fortuitous opportunity as the massive creature took precious seconds to right itself after its lunge, giving him time to position his skeletons and ghosts as he prepared his spell.

      Suppress Mind!

      Tyron’s mind had grown strong as he had travelled, very strong, but he had never tested himself against a rift-kin this powerful. The weaker kin he had used this spell against had squirmed in his grip; mindless and filled with rage, they had been unable to escape his vise grip on their minds.

      As his spell took hold, Tyron felt as if he had been slammed in the head with a sledgehammer. Immense and boiling with elemental fury, comparing the mammoth to those smaller insectile creatures of Nagrathyr was like comparing a candle to a hearth fire. Desperate to maintain control, he rallied and brought his will to bear against the beast, wrapping his thoughts around it and forcing it to stand still.

      At least, trying to.

      Despite his best efforts, the monster fought back, resisting his control, but it had slowed considerably. Skeletons charged forward, weapons flickering with black light, alongside the ghosts who drifted through the air, whispering their cruel intentions.

      Although he felt as if his head would split open, Tyron pushed harder, imposed himself against that thoughtless, fiery rage. As if he were containing a blast within his hands, he felt scorched as the mammoth bucked and crashed against him, but he held it, just barely.

      Swords and spears sank deep into the creature’s side a second before the ghosts arrived and pushed themselves within the beast. 

      The pain sparked the monster to even greater heights of fury, and Tyron gritted his teeth until blood ran down his chin, trying to hold it in place. After eight seconds, his hold broke and the huge monster reared back before it crashed to its side, dead.

      “Hole-eeeee-fuck, kid. Nice work!”

      Tyron spat the blood in his mouth onto the ground and coughed.

      “No problem.”

      “Stop jerking yourself off and let’s get a good look at that rift. No time to waste. Another one of those fuckers could come through any second.”

      “Right.”

      Tyron shook off the malaise that gripped him and arranged his minions between himself and the rift before he gazed at it properly for the first time.

      At first, all that happened was that his eyes hurt. The warping effect that occurred around the rift was at its strongest here, and looking directly at the source was difficult, to say the least. Eventually, his mind pieced together what he was seeing and he gasped in shock.

      It wasn’t as large as he’d expected, perhaps only ten metres across, a whirling vortex of magick and light that seemed to tear reality at its edge. He could almost feel his realm being broken as the rift swirled, chewing away at his world one tiny piece at a time.

      He was reluctant to do this part. Once he’d examined the rift, he would have checked off the final item on his list with Dove. Once they returned, he would have to honour his promise and free his friend.

      Tyron stilled his thoughts and focused on the magick Dove had taught him. As promised, the ocular enhancement spell had been complicated and carried tremendous risk. Failure during the cast could lead to permanently damaged vision, or blindness, or worse. 

      As his skeletons protected him, Tyron quickly constructed the spell, making sure he made no mistakes along the way. Dove grumbled quietly about “gifted shitheads” and “

      “genius scumbags,” but the young Mage ignored him. Instead, he chose to stare at the rift.

      Dove’s eye enhancement spell allowed him to “see,” in a limited sense, magick and its movement. This allowed him to examine the remnants of rituals after they’d been cast, or view the magickal properties of objects by looking at them, or track down sources of arcane energy.

      In this case, Tyron used the spell to stare at one of the sources of magick in the realm directly.

      Viewed through the green lenses produced by the spell, the rift blazed in his eyes, bright as a sun. Energy constantly flowed into this world from it, even before the rift had fully formed. What’s more, he could see beyond it, into the realm on the other side. Unsurprisingly, it appeared like an icy, desolate wasteland, teeming with kin desperate to find a way out.

      Taking it all in strained him. Sparks of pain lit within his eyes, and he was forced to squint.

      “Dove? What am I looking for?”

      “You should see the magick flowing out of it.”

      “I can see it alright.”

      “Basically, you’re seeing if that’s a steady flow or erratic. When the amount of arcane energy coming through the rift is increasing or decreasing in an unsustainable way, it’ll cause eddies and disruptions, like someone tossing a brick in a stream. This rift should be expanding, which means more magick over time, but as long as it’s gradual and controlled, we don’t have to worry about another break.”

      Tyron examined it as best he could. He wasn’t an expert, but it seemed to be fine. There wasn’t anything like what Dove described, the magick flow was steady as a drum beat.

      “Looks fine to me,” he said finally, letting the spell lapse as he sighed with exhaustion. “I can’t believe how much energy is coming through it.”

      “That’s nothing. You should see just how saturated it is on the other side. It’s like crack for Mages. If you can tap it, you can cast some seriously funky shit. I contracted both my most powerful Astrals beyond the rift, since I could supercharge the ritual on that side.”

      “Couldn’t you do the same over here with enough materials?”

      “Yes, but I wasn’t fucking rich, was I? Over there, the magick is free. Now stop yammering. You need a sleep and I need to die. Let’s get down the mountain and get this show on the road.”
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      Exhausted in mind, spirit, and body, Tyron made sure he didn’t block the direct route from the rift to the village on the way down the mountain. He’d done enough for them, pushing to the rift itself on his own had been an insane risk to take. In no condition to fight, he took his time on the descent, replenishing his reserve of magick and giving his aching muscles a chance to recover.

      As a consequence, the descent was far more relaxing than the ascent had been, though it was difficult for him to enjoy it. Every step brought him closer to the cave, which meant closer to the moment he would part with Dove forever.

      The Summoner’s time locked inside his skull had never been intended to be permanent, but after all this time, Tyron hoped he would be able to persuade his mentor and friend to stick around. Obviously, that had failed.

      It didn’t help that Dove was humming gleefully to himself, even mumbling the lyrics to a particularly bawdy song as he dangled from Tyron’s belt. A little miffed, Tyron thought it wouldn’t hurt the prick to act at least a little sad to be parting from him, but then again, from Dove’s perspective, he was being released from servitude beyond death. 

      Slow and careful, he picked his way down the slope, heavy feelings weighing on his chest. Rift-kin trickled down the mountain to his right, but he let them be.

      The descent was slow, even slower than the ascent had been, and Tyron hated every minute of it.

      When the more familiar landmarks around his cave came into sight, he sighed in resignation. He didn’t know what he’d been hoping for, but the proximity of the camp meant his time had run out, much to Dove’s delight.

      With nothing else to do, he set his minions to guard the cave, setting a perimeter and distributing his ghosts. After a moment’s thought, he sent one of the spirits into the cave to ensure it was empty.

      When it was confirmed uninhabited, he sighed and began to descend the final few steps, not really wanting to think about what came next.

      “Any idea where a spirit goes after it’s set free?” Dove asked. “I’m sort of keen to find out. Hopefully somewhere with tits.”

      “I don’t think spirits are conscious of their existence after death. I think they just hover about in limbo before dissipating.”

      “That’s boring as fuck. I was a devout servant of the goddess my entire life. I earned a spot on those melons!”

      “Did you actually think you’d be able to grope Selene in the afterlife?”

      “A Priest assured me that was the case!”

      “Was this a reputable Priest?”

      “I mean… no? Come to think of it, he may not have been a Priest. But it still counts!”

      “I can’t believe you’re joking about dying.”

      The thought of death terrified Tyron, he had so many things left undone, yet he supposed Dove had lived to middle age, not a bad run for a Slayer. 

      “I’ve been dead for months, Tyron,” Dove reminded him wryly. “You just didn’t let me settle into it. Time to rectify that mistake.”

      The young Mage was silent for a moment, then nodded. In his heart, he didn’t believe he had been in error. Certainly, from Dove’s point of view, he’d done wrong, but without the companionship and help from the skull-bound spirit, where would he be now? Whatever the case, it was over. Time to let go.

      “Alright then. Let’s get this done.”

      He reached down to untie the skull from his belt as he stepped down toward the entrance of the cave. 

      Then he paused.

      With nonchalant ease, he continued to untie Dove from his waist with one hand as his other flicked several sigils behind the cover of his body. As his sight became overlaid with the vision of a spirit, he shouldered aside the blanket and stepped into the cave.

      As always, it wasn’t easy to see clearly when looking through a ghost, but it was good enough. A figure stood leaning behind a tree, bow in hand, arrow drawn. Beside them was another, naked steel glittering off the bared sword they held loose and ready. 

      “Fuck,” Tyron cursed under his breath as he ended the spell.

      He snapped into action, snatching up the skull and re-tying him to his belt.

      “Hey, hey! What the fuck? What are you doing?”

      “Slayers,” Tyron replied tersely, as he finished the knot and his hands flickered into motion once more.

      “Well shit. Quick, kill me first.”

      “No time,” Tyron snapped before he began casting a spell.

      “Don’t give me that bullshit!” the skull raged, but the Necromancer was no longer listening.

      In his mind, he organised his troops, having them draw further up the mountain and a little closer to the cave without looking like he knew there were enemies about. In rapid succession, he snapped out the spell and felt that strange sensation as a mask of magick settled over his face.

      It may do him no good at all, but if any of these hunters knew what he looked like, then it may buy him a little time. Seeing that Ranger and Swordsman huddled so close together brought Rufus and Laurel to mind. It could have been any two Slayers, but every time he’d run into one of those individuals who made their living fighting the rifts, it had been a newly Awakened who hadn’t reached level twenty.

      What were the chances those two had hunted him down all the way out here?

      Preparations complete, he pulled his cloak tight around his body to hide the Bone Armour and pulled the hood low over his disguised face.

      “Shut up for a minute,” he growled at the skull on his belt, and a miracle occurred as Dove subsided, grumbling to himself.

      As his heart pounded in his chest, Tyron took a deep, steadying breath before he pushed aside the blanket and stepped out, half expecting a flurry of arrows to bury themselves in his chest. When they didn’t manifest, he turned swiftly, putting his pack between his hunters and his flesh before he began a rapid ascent.

      Ghosts drifted amongst the trees to his left and right. He was desperate to switch his vision with theirs once more, but he couldn’t afford to stand still, and navigating the slope while overlaying his eyes with theirs would be impossible.

      How many were there? Where were they hiding?

      If there was even one experienced, high-rank Slayer here, he was a dead man. Even a decently large number of untrained, newly Awakened would be enough to take him down. He wasn’t enough of a mountaineer to slip past them and flee down the path to the village and beyond. With at least one Ranger out there, hiding from them at all was next to impossible.

      That left him with two possible ways off the mountain. 

      The first: fight and kill all of his attackers.

      The second: flee into the rift.

      Both were likely a death sentence to attempt. Some rifts had multiple openings within the realm, and it was possible he could find his way to another exit. Or he could wind up on another world entirely, or he could be lost, stumbling between fallen realms, beset by kin on all sides, never knowing a moment of peace until he was overwhelmed.

      That was the more likely ending.

      Against an unknown quantity and quality of Slayers, he couldn’t be sure what his odds would be in a direct confrontation, but they had to be better than chancing the rift.

      And Tyron was tired of running.

      Cragwhistle had needed help, and he had provided it at great risk to himself. What was his reward? To be hunted down like a dog. For the crime of Awakening, he had been sentenced to a life of mediocrity.

      He wouldn’t stand for it. There had never been a chance that he would.

      “I’m going to fight,” he ground out to Dove. “I’m going to fight and kill these arseholes, as many as I can.”

      The skull was silent on his waist. This was a new side to Tyron, a new resolve that he’d never shown before. It sparked hope that the kid might just survive long enough to realise his insane potential. He was already the strongest non-branded Slayer in the province, and if he were to survive this, he would ascend to even greater heights.

      It was tempting. Very tempting. He wanted to see that happen, wanted to see if Tyron had what it took to really shake things up, give the Magisters a black eye and go down swinging in a blaze of glory. But it wasn’t enough. He was too tired.

      “If it looks like you’ll lose, you know what you have to do. I don’t want to be taken by them, kid. I’ll be a display piece in the bottom of a Magister’s library for a thousand years. Don’t let them do that to me.”

      There was a real note of fear in Dove’s voice, and Tyron agreed without hesitation. No way he would let his friend come to that. For now, though, he needed to focus.

      Unable to resist anymore, he spied a large, frost-covered rock and stepped behind it to give himself cover before he employed Minion Sight once more.

      A little manoeuvring was necessary before the ghost spotted his attackers again. They’d left the cave behind and were tracking him up the mountain, but it didn’t seem as though they’d realised he’d seen them. He kept the undead spread apart rather than gathering them all together at his side as he wanted to. The moment they all appeared by his side, it would be obvious he expected to be attacked.

      There were other dangers, though. He pulled his sight back and glanced nervously up the mountain. There weren’t any kin coming down right now, but another pack couldn’t be far away. They never were at this point.

      “Freeze!” a voice rang out.

      Tyron glanced up, careful to keep his face hidden under his hood, to see a young man rising from the slope, bow drawn and pointed at his chest.

      He slowly raised his hands into the air.

      Ranger. Must have been lying in wait on the slope. Some sort of camouflage skill. Might have been here for a while and I dodged them coming down north of here.

      Despite the fact they were almost undoubtedly the same age, Tyron couldn’t help but think this Slayer looked so young. Behind the confident facade, he could see the fear and uncertainty bubbling away.

      “Ever killed anyone?” he asked softly.

      The Ranger gripped his bow tighter.

      “You have, you murd-”

      Arrows of bone sprouted from the archer’s back, four of them. Eyes wide, the young Slayer stumbled forward, only to be blasted backward as two Magick Bolts struck him in the chest.

      Tyron lunged forward and after three strides he was on top of the Ranger, pinning his arms down as he coughed and sputtered, ribs partially caved in.

      It’ll take a bit of work to fix that up, but those bones heal easily.

      Idle thoughts drifted through Tyron’s mind as he executed his next command. He couldn’t afford to have mercy. Not anymore.

      A moment later, his revenant was there, sword drawn. With no hesitation, the undead servant drove it down through the heart. The Slayer jerked for a moment, then grew still.

      Tyron pushed off the body and kept moving, not allowing himself to think. 

      Keep going, he told himself. Don’t worry about it, just keep moving.

      Desperate to put more distance between himself and the Slayers behind him, he pushed himself up the slope, urging greater effort from his worn and weary muscles. After days of little to no sleep, he was on the edge of what he could tolerate, but there was no letup in sight, not unless he was victorious here.

      Skeletons began to emerge from the scrub and trees, drawing closer and forming a protective ring around him. Immediately, he felt safer and less exposed. He heard movement behind him but didn’t turn to look, not even when the trilling sound of an arrow whistling through the air rang out, followed by the dull thunk of the missile impacting a wooden shield.

      They were on him now, emerging from cover to approach and take shots. A dangerous moment, but for once, luck was on his side. Further up the mountain, glistening faintly in the dim light, he could see figures made entirely of ice stalking their way down the slope, a host of frost-coated boar trotting at their feet.

      Perfect timing.

      Breaking from the pack, a single skeleton rushed forward as Tyron and the rest of his undead suddenly cut to his left. The moment the rift-kin laid eyes on his servant, they became enraged, rushing forward with death burning in their eyes.

      Light and swift, the skeleton turned on its bony heel and sprinted back down the mountain, leading the pack around Tyron and his group. Another missile slammed into a skeleton’s shield, and Tyron risked a glance downhill as he continued to hurry into cover.

      Further down the slope, a pack of three figures found the deceased Slayer where Tyron had left him, one kneeling to check the vitals.

      “Tyron, you murderous piece of shit!” a familiar voice roared. “Get out here so I can gut you!”

      Hearing that voice, here in this place, was so jarring Tyron almost felt as if he had been knocked outside of his own body. Without being aware of it, his face twisted into a crooked grin.

      You’re next, friend.

      Rufus had found him.
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      As many as thirty rift-kin rampaged down the mountain, right on the heel bones of Tyron’s skeleton, directly into the faces of the Slayers. Tyron had just enough time to see the expressions on their faces before he slipped away behind the trees.

      Laurel, Rufus, and the archer he’d let go. So, she’d come back for his head after all. Once again, Tyron could only lament what his mercy had bought him. He hadn’t been wrong, yet time and time again, doing the right thing didn’t yield any reward.

      A moment later, he lost contact with the skeleton as it was presumably cut in half by an irate Rufus. A worthy sacrifice. The rift-kin descended on the Slayers a moment later, buying him precious time.

      “What now, kid?” Dove asked from his belt.

      “I need to find out how many there are, look for opportunities, and move closer to the rift.”

      “Good thinking.”

      If he was smart, the kin would add just enough chaos to keep him alive. If he was stupid, then he’d die caught between raging monsters and Slayers. 

      Once again, he turned up the slope and began to ascend. It was tempting to leave behind a few archers to take potshots at his once-friends, but he wanted to keep his forces together as much as possible. If another Slayer emerged, a small group of skeletons would be annihilated in seconds.

      The sound of battle rang out behind him and Tyron grinned. That should pin them down and tire them out some. Perhaps it would even drag a few more out into the light….

      Once he’d gained another fifty metres, he pressed himself against a tree and checked on the fight through a ghost.

      A whirling melee was revealed, the details hazy, but the frenetic energy clear to see. Crucially, he could see that his gambit had indeed pulled at least another two Slayers out of cover to fight against the kin. He was up against at least five, but he couldn’t think that was all of them.

      Coming back to himself, he pushed off the trunk and continued to move upward as he brought the rest of his ghosts toward him. Once they’d gotten close enough, he spread them out in his wake. With a little luck, they’d be able to spot anyone coming up the mountain behind him.

      Wary of being caught out again, he tried to keep a number of his skeletons in front, hoping they’d spot another ambusher. To be fair, if another of his attackers decided to reveal themselves and not attack him, they’d be doing him a favour.

      Despite his overwhelming fatigue, he made good time. His body must have become adjusted to being flooded with adrenaline. Any more excitement and it might become his natural state. Perhaps only his extreme constitution allowed him to endure it as well as he did.

      Mouth set in determination, he kept his legs moving, forced the strength through his knees, and climbed. Not for the first time, he thanked himself for the wisdom of taking his best set of boots with him when setting out from home.

      “Keep your eyes open, kid. They could come at you from anywhere. Even up in the trees. And don’t think they’ll all be Archers or Swordsmen. Those are common classes, but aren’t all of them.”

      Dove murmured his advice, trying to keep any noise down, and Tyron did the same as he replied.

      “Luckily, they’ve all been low levelled so far. The three we saw before were all newly Awakened.”

      “I have no fucking idea why they sent a bunch of children to hunt you down, but let’s just be grateful for it.”

      “Well, they also sent Magnin and Beory….”

      “That’s true. I’m guessing they don’t give a shit how many of these kids you kill, seeing as you’ll end up dead by your parents’ hands no matter what.”

      “That’s a little grim to think about.”

      “It is what it is. Look on the bright side, they’re feeding you prime materials. If you can win this fight, you’ll have some amazing revenants to work with.”

      “That’s also grim to think about. You don’t care that I’m killing Slayers?”

      “These aren’t Slayers,” and for the first time, disgust could be heard in the skeleton’s tone. “These are bounty hunters, kid. After the kin were cleared up, they should have fucked off back to the academies and gotten back to training, drinking, and screwing. They came out here to do the Magisters’ bidding for a paycheck. Fuck ‘em.”

      “I think at least one of them came just because he hates my guts.”

      “Why, what the fuck did you do?”

      Tyron thought for a moment.

      “I was born a Steelarm and he wasn’t.”

      “... I suppose that’s enough for some people. Stupid people.”

      Townsfolk in Foxbridge had been far too scared of his parents to ever be negative toward him, and that was something he’d known well. Isolating himself in his uncle’s attic hadn’t been his first choice, but it turned out to be the one which gave him the most peace. How many others had harboured anger and hate inside, like Rufus had?

      A pulse within his mind alerted Tyron that one of his ghosts had seen something. He crouched down and looked through its eyes for a moment. Three more, creeping up the slope behind him. It wasn’t possible to make out much detail, but all three were armed in some fashion.

      “Three more are coming.”

      “Fucking hell. What’s the plan?”

      “Fight.”

      “Alright then. Fuck ‘em up.”

      There wasn’t much time before they would catch up with him, so he couldn’t plan anything elaborate. His undead responded to his thoughts, shifting positions to hide themselves or create better angles. If all three of these were newly Awakened, he’d probably be alright. Probably.

      Time pressed down on him. These three would need to be dealt with quickly, before Rufus and the others were finished with the rift-kin. Another layer of difficulty for him to press through.

      Concealed behind an outcropping of stone, Tyron tried to steady his breath as he listened and waited. His breath steamed in the unnaturally chill air and his blood pounded in his ears. Around him, the undead stood silently at attention, awaiting his commands. His hands twitched, and he forced them to remain still, rather than start to cast anything.

      Patience. Don’t give yourself away.

      Conversations with Magnin and Beory almost always wound their way back to fighting, regardless of where they started. The two Slayers were, unsurprisingly, full of incredible advice borne from their rather lofty level of expertise. His father in particular was keen to talk about mentality during a battle.

      “Remember to take your time,” he’d told Tyron sagely. The young boy had asked his father about a book he’d wanted and quickly found them discussing swordsmanship and combat. He didn’t really mind, the stories he heard from his parents had been his favourite thing in the world as a child.

      “People always think the more skilled and higher levelled you get, the faster you move. That’s kind of true, but it’s also not. The real difference is that we take as much time as we’re allowed. When we have a lot of time to make a decision, we take it. If we don’t, we strike decisively. It’s not about rushing, or going slowly, it’s about taking the time that you have. Get it?”

      Slow breath. In and out. Focus.

      He heard the Slayers coming, though they tried to move quietly. Not every Class was suited to stealth, and at least two of these didn’t seem to be Rangers, judging by the noise they made. Tyron focused, moved his hands, and conjured two Magick Bolts that he held readyAfter counting to three, he leapt from cover and held both hands forward at the same time his skeletons revealed themselves, archers letting fly with a volley directly into the faces of the three Slayers.

      Tyron barely had time to register the three faces before he released his spells, preparing his next cast the moment they were free. Empowered by his mysteries, every word he spoke crackled with power, hanging in the air like static after lightning. His fingers nimbly flickered from one sigil to the next in perfect harmony with his voice as he gave shape to the magick inside him. He couldn’t afford to hold back, so he spent his energy freely, pouring it into the spell.

      The three Slayers responded to the sudden assault as if they’d been expecting it. One rolled to the side with unnatural speed, blade in hand, before she turned and rushed up the mountain toward him. Another held up a shield, letting the Magick Bolt and several arrows slam into it as he braced himself against the barrage. The third shocked Tyron by conjuring an arcane barrier that absorbed his spell, and for a moment, he feared a fully fledged Mage was present. Then he saw their face and realised this was another student, no older than he was.

      A momentary flash of irrational anger almost caused Tyron to stumble in his spellwork, but he righted himself in time. For some reason, seeing a Mage student, here, hunting the bounty on his head in the middle of nowhere when they could be advancing their craft in an academy, just as he had longed to do, left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      Letting the shield fall, the Mage brought his hands up and began to cast. Even in the midst of his own spell, Tyron found time to examine the sloppy finger control and too-wide hand motions. There was no effort at all to conceal the sigils! Tyron knew what spell was coming long before the trainee opened his mouth, actually opened his mouth, and said the name of the spell aloud.

      “Magick bolt!”

      No shit.

      The spell slammed into an upraised shield a moment before Tyron completed his own cast.

      Shivering Curse.

      Compared to when he had first learned it, the curse covered a much larger area and filled it with a more gripping cold than before. Combined with the already biting conditions, the zone within the curse was torturously cold. Even the Swordswoman, who had been nimbly sprinting up the slope a moment before, stumbled as her muscles were frozen stiff.

      Without hesitation, Tyron sent his revenants forward, backed by half of his remaining skeletons as he transitioned seamlessly into his next cast.

      Before she could recover, the sword-wielding Slayer was beset by assailants and was forced to slash rapidly to keep the undead at bay. More arrows were fired by the skeletal archers, forcing the shield-bearer, possibly some form of Defender Class, to cover the Mage as he had already begun to summon another Magick Bolt.

      Tyron manipulated his minions like a puppeteer, utilising the strengths of his Necromancer abilities to swarm his opponents. Skeletons feinted forward and sideways, baiting reactions from all sides as others stabbed forward, seeking to cut flesh. A separate detachment approached the Mage and Defender, leaving the angle open for the archers to support. They sought to harry the pair and prevent the Mage from casting anything to swing the battle.

      Not that they could. A Mage of that level should be mostly working on control, not broadening their spell base.

      Beory often lamented that her peers lacked a proper grasp of fundamentals, despite spending years on them in training. Most magick-based Slayers wouldn’t start to learn proper offensive spells until after level twenty, choosing to shore up their control and reserves of energy through prudent skill and feat choices that would pay dividends down the line.

      His second spell neared completion, and Tyron considered which target was a priority before he unleashed it. Decision made, he thrust a clawed hand forward, sending a wave of Death Magick slithering through the air toward the defender.

      The defender tried to dodge but wasn’t quick enough as the curse and treacherous footing proved too much. With the target held within the grip of the spell and unable to move for a precious few seconds, Tyron unleashed his next surprise.

      Slow-moving, the ghosts shimmered through the cold air before they plunged into the struggling frame of the Slayer with savage glee. The man stiffened, gasping for air, before even breathing became impossible. By the time Death’s Grasp dissipated, he was gone and two opponents remained.
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      He’d miscalculated, he realised almost immediately. He shouldn’t have looked down on the Mage so much. He should have feared the Swordswoman, his natural enemy, so much more.

      As the Defender breathed his last, the Mage, shaken and white-faced, unleashed a blast of magick, not to save himself from the surrounding skeletons but at those attacking his ally. A raw magick spell, unrefined and inefficient, didn’t damage the undead who had cornered the Swordswoman, but it did knock them back.

      By the time he saw what had happened, the Slayer was already moving. Forcing the muscles in her legs to move, she threw herself up the slope in a mad scramble, catching herself on her free hand every time she stumbled. Even hampered as she was, her ascent was rapid.

      Not this again… Tyron thought, the memory of pain flaring in his side.

      Precious few skeletons remained by his side at this moment, and he desperately summoned his best revenant back to defend him. The undead flashed up the mountain, its bony legs unburdened by great weight, guided by the skills of the Slayer it had been in life.

      Not fast enough.

      Tyron was dimly aware of the Mage succumbing to the skeletons that surrounded him, stabbed a dozen times over, but all his focus was on the sword in the hand of the Slayer rushing toward him.

      Should he draw his own weapon? In the current conditions, crossing blades with an actual Awakened weapon handler seemed foolish at best, so he thrust the idea away and tried to conjure two Magick Bolts. The Shivering Curse bought him just enough time to complete the cast, but at that moment, the Swordswoman slashed out, forcing his hands up.

      Before he could mentally adjust and release the spells, the sword snapped back before it snaked toward his heart.

      In a split second that froze him with terror, Tyron believed he was dead before he jerked roughly to the side. Even that wouldn’t have been enough if not for the Bone Armour that covered his chest. Flattened out, the gaps between the ribs had been narrowed, and by some miracle, the sword failed to find the narrow opening. Instead, the ice-cold steel deflected before it crunched through the bone and into his flesh.

      Searing pain flashed through Tyron, and he hissed through clenched teeth. His left arm hung loose, but his right responded and he brought it around to unleash a blast of magick directly in the Slayer’s face.

      Three things happened at once. The bolt took the Slayer in the side of the head as she pulled away, twisting the sword in his shoulder as she did so. As the weapon pulled free, Tyron felt a maddening itch around the wound as something infused the area.

      Whatever it was, it wasn’t enough to prevent him roaring in pain as he fell to his knees, good arm clutching at the bleeding hole in him. 

      “Ahhhh, fuck,” he panted.

      Drain Life had healed him, he realised. Not much, but a little of the damage he’d caused had come back to him as healing.

      “You alright, kid? I can’t see from down here.”

      “Not really, I got stabbed.”

      “Again? You’re starting to make a habit of it. If you begin feeling like you enjoy it, then you have a problem. Don’t let this awaken something in you.”

      “Shut up, Dove,” Tyron ground out. “I’m in serious pain here.”

      “Some people love that shit, that’s all I’m saying.”

      The Slayer still lay where she had fallen with half a dozen sword tips pressed against her. The bolt to the head had stunned her, and she groaned woozily as Tyron forced himself to his feet, hand pressed into his wound to slow the bleeding.

      Don’t think about it. Just do it and move on. Don’t you dare think, not for a second. I’m not going to die here.

      With a grimace, he pulled his hand away and began to form a new bolt. Despite his fingers being dyed red with his own blood, he performed the motions flawlessly, firing the bolt into the listless Slayer on the ground. The magick impacted with a solid crack, loud enough to make him wince, and another trickle of healing seeped into his injury.

      Another bolt, another small burst of healing. The fourth yielded him nothing. She was dead.

      Don’t think about it.

      He repeated the words like a mantra in his head as he turned and began to walk up the slope once more. If he could find some rift-kin, it may be actually worth fighting them to help close his wound.

      Hand shaking, he raised it to the puncture and checked. Blood still flowed from it, but not nearly as aggressively. He could take his pack off and pull out a cloth to bind it, but once he’d taken it off, would he be able to get it back on again? He compromised by clumsily slicing a corner off his cloak and jamming it through the gaps in his Bone Armour to help stem the flow.

      Once again, he was forced to rely on his unnatural toughness to survive. Wounds that would have crippled an unawakened could be shrugged off, but that didn’t mean it was pleasant. Was it possible for him to shrug off a gaping hole in his shoulder? Unlikely. He’d need more healing if he could get it.

      Almost longingly, he glanced up the mountain to see if any rift-kin were stumbling downhill in his direction, but there were none. If he could blast a few with spells, he felt sure they’d provide that little jolt of energy he needed. Although, that called another thing into question. How much magick did he have left?

      “Damnit,” he groaned involuntarily.

      “What now?”

      “Running low on magick. Moving my minions around this much is sapping me constantly.”

      “You could stand your ground and fight. How many more are there?”

      “At least five.”

      “Well… shit.”

      “Right.”

      “Don’t let them take me, kid.”

      “I won’t.”

      If they continued to come for him in small groups, he could pick them off, but if he stayed put, there was a chance they’d surround him and fight together.

      In one scenario, he was disadvantaged, in the other, he was certainly dead. He continued to climb.

      After another hundred metres of arduous steps, each sending pain shooting through his torso, he did run into a small pack of kin. For once, he was glad to see the tough little boar monsters and flung a few bolts at them, feeling that slight trickle of healing each time. Of course, the beasts rushed at his skeletons the moment he hit the first one, so there weren’t many opportunities to land clean spells. Three was all he could manage before the undead finished them off. When he pulled the cloth from behind his bone plating, it was soaked in red and dripping, but it did feel as though the bleeding may have stopped.

      He let the cloth fall to the frost-covered ground and tried to flex his left hand. Thankfully, some feeling was returning and his fingers responded, curling into a fist, though he was careful not to force too hard.

      It’s fine, he told himself, you’re fine. Keep going.

      In reality, his legs felt as heavy as lead, and the warm blood that had leaked from his wound and soaked into his shirt was rapidly freezing, chilling him to the bone. He pushed it from his mind. He would endure worse before the day was done.

      One leg in front of the other, he pushed himself forward, surrounded by the remaining undead he commanded. Silent and uncomplaining, they responded to his will and remained in lockstep by his side. Despite their mindless obedience, he found their presence a comfort. A thought crossed his mind, and he gave a pained chuckle.

      “Something funny? I could use a laugh,” Dove said.

      “Just thought of what I was told when I Awakened.”

      “Oh?”

      “The voice said I had a desire to control everyone around me. I was just thinking how nice it is to have these undead with me, and it reminded me of that moment. I didn’t think it really applied to me at the time, but perhaps I was wrong.”

      Dove contemplated his words before replying.

      “Kid, the voice is full of shit. Don’t pay any attention to it.”

      “You know who it is?” Tyron panted as he pushed hard to step up a large stone.

      “No, of course not, but I know it’s full of bollocks. Slayers love to talk about what they heard in the Awakening, and most of it is just bullshit. I’ve heard all sorts of rubbish about virtuous sons and daughters, or wise sages or gallant bulwarks, and all of them were thugs, morons, and cowards. The voice is just spitting nonsense. I don’t think it knows anything about us.”

      “What did it say to you?”

      Tyron winced as he continued to climb in silence, waiting for his friend to reply.

      “It told me I was a good teacher.”

      “Well… I can—”

      “Shut up.”

      “Fair enough.”

      This ascent was so much worse than the last, but at least he hadn’t had to deal with as many kin on the way up. Leading the last surge into Rufus and Laurel had bought him a huge amount of time, and he used it to get as close to the rift as he could.

      Of course, moving at the slow pace he was, it was inevitable that someone would catch up.

      “This is the prick? Thought he’d be bigger….”

      The voice was older, rough, and the moment he heard it, Tyron feared a real Slayer had come for him. He turned slowly to see a short, squat man with a stained cloak looking up at him.

      “Two hundred sovereigns for your head, Tyron Steelarm. Good price for a mewling twat fresh off the apron strings, wouldn’t you say?”

      Tyron raised his right hand, ready to cast, but to his surprise the man took a step back and raised his own palms out.

      “Whoa there. I’m just the nanny, here to supervise. The academies want the students to put you down before Mommy and Daddy find you, since you went and killed one of their own. You’ve no need to fear old Brun.”

      The Necromancer relaxed a touch before Dove spoke up.

      “Don’t fall for this rubbish, kid. He’ll take his shot after all the students are dead. Right? You walking, talking pile of pig shit?”

      “That skull talks too much. In any case, I’ve got a few students to point in your direction. Don’t mind me.”

      The man chuckled before he slid behind a tree and vanished from Tyron’s sight. Some skill or ability, and not one that he recognised.

      “Well, that’s perfect,” he groaned.

      “Forget that fat fuck. Keep moving, the others will be on us soon.”

      Much too soon, as it turned out. An arrow streaked through the air, almost soundless, passed not two feet in front of Tyron’s face before it slammed into a tree trunk. Buried two inches deep, the arrow vibrated with a deep hum that ached the Mage’s teeth.

      “Shit!”

      He dove to the ground and his skeletons stepped up, shields at the ready a moment before another two projectiles streaked through the air where he’d been standing. Shoulder throbbing, Tyron forced himself up off the ground. If he didn’t break their line of sight, his undead would be shot to bits until the attackers ran out of arrows or he ran out of minions.

      Though he tried to spy the archers through the trees, he saw nothing. An ambush then.

      Though, if he had to guess, this was likely Laurel and the other Archer at work, the one he’d captured in the past. Which meant Rufus would be with them. If he knew that idiot at all, he’d show himself before long. That would be the moment to strike.

      “Come on,” Tyron urged himself. “Just a little further. Then we can finish it.”

      At least his ghosts weren’t lagging behind, a minor benefit to his slow pace. With a thought, he spread them throughout the trees, hunting for the Archers who continued to let fly with their bows, trying to snipe him or pick off his minions.

      Soon, they’d have to confront him. He was getting too close to the rift. If he slipped through, there was no way a group of trainees would follow. He’d force them out into the open, then he would kill them.
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      Cold air rasped in Tyron’s lungs as he forced himself further up the mountain. Covered by his shield-bearing skeletons, each step was a danger as arrows continued to shoot through the air, coming close to piercing him on several occasions.

      If Laurel was one of those shooters, then she’d clearly improved a lot since he’d last seen her. It was only natural, that’s what Awakening did for you. One day a normal person, a potential superhuman the next. His ability and capacity to wield magick had grown by leaps and bounds, it stood to reason that her archery and tracking skills would make a similar leap.

      Whatever the reason, it didn’t bother him that Laurel had turned up for the price on his head. Knowing her as he did, he understood there was no malice in the decision. Likely she needed money and this was an opportunity to get it. Get a lot of it, if that man was to be believed. Two hundred sovereigns? An absolute fortune, enough for an entire Slayer team to live like merchant princes for a year or more.

      That didn’t mean he would spare her. The more arrows rained down on him, the more he wished he had a revenant who could do the same. 

      You wouldn’t hold a grudge, would you, Laurel? It’s just the most practical thing for me to do….

      A grim thought, but not an inaccurate one. She probably would hold a grudge, but since she was actively trying to kill him, Tyron could get over that.

      “Hah!”

      Tyron turned as he heard someone shout and charge from the trees to his left. A staff wielder, judging by the long weapon he held in his hands, possibly some sort of Striker Class? He commanded a group of skeletons to approach, backed by one of his weaker revenants. Surely, this guy hadn’t just charged out on his own. Tyron wouldn’t commit too much until the others revealed themselves.

      Thunk! Thunk!

      Arrows continued to thud into the shields covering the right side of his body. Was this a coordinated attack between Rufus’ group and another? Or had the hunters descended into chaos and engaged in a free-for-all?

      The Necromancer gritted his teeth as he tried to decide how to deploy his minions, but his hand was quickly forced. It turned out that the staff wielder was incredibly effective against his skeletons, keeping them back with long and wide sweeps of his weapon. That was bad enough, but he interwove sharp whipping motions that shattered bones entirely when they connected, crippling several of the undead.

      Tyron would have to step in to protect his minions, which meant investing further magick and attention when others could be trying to strike at his back.

      “How many of you are there?” Tyron grated as he prepared his next spell. “Shouldn’t you be training to kill rift-kin?”

      The staff wielder took a graceful step back and smirked.

      “Only an idiot talks in a fight,” he said.

      Tyron stared at him.

      You’re talking right now….

      Suppress Mind.

      Cheaper and faster than Death’s Grasp, the Necromancer battered into the Slayer’s mind like a cudgel through a glass window. Fueled by his pain and desperation, he crushed the man’s will in a grip of iron, freezing him on the spot before his skeletons stepped forward to finish the job. Blades stabbed forward, biting into the Slayer’s flesh, but Tyron was flung from his trance before they could complete their strikes.

      A powerful impact slammed into his back and he lurched forward, the concentration required to maintain the spell snapping in an instant. A new pain blossomed as he fell forward onto his hands, groaning. A moment later, his skeletons huddled tighter around him, covering his prone form.

      Saved at the last moment, the staff Slayer twisted away from the skeletons and rolled backward, putting some space between himself and the undead. Blood poured from several wounds on his arms and chest, which he quickly assessed with his free hand.

      “He has some kind of mental attack!” the Slayer called before he retreated out of Tyron’s reach, staggering clear of the fighting.

      No you don’t.

      A ghost drifted after him, sliding through the trees and brush, waiting for him to rest. The moment he fell still, the ghost would pounce. That was the best the young Mage could do in the moment; he had bigger trouble to deal with.

      Reaching back with one hand, he felt the shaft of an arrow jutting from between the plates covering his ribs, close to his spine. Once again, the Bone Armour had saved the day, preventing the arrow from penetrating too deep and puncturing a lung.

      I am definitely investing in Advanced Bone Armour after this, Tyron promised himself, I don’t care what people think. I’ll cover myself head to toe in bones if it keeps me alive.

      He couldn’t reach it properly, so he ordered a skeleton to grasp the shaft and rip it from his body, groaning in pain as it did. Fresh, hot blood leaked from the open wound, seeping into his clothes and cooling rapidly. 

      Just perfect.

      The angle of the arrow, though…

      As he pushed himself up from the ground, he paused in the act of rising to his feet and looked behind him, not down the slope but up in the trees.

      His gaze met Laurel’s as she peered at him down the length of a fresh arrow, drawn and ready to loose from her position on a sturdy branch.

      Thought so.

      His hand flicked and the Magick Bolt he’d prepared shot forward, causing Laurel to jump up to avoid the strike. Except he hadn’t been aiming for her but the branch beneath her feet.

      The spell slammed into the wood with an audible crack, and when the Ranger’s weight landed back on the branch, it broke, sending her tumbling to the ground. It was a five-metre drop, enough to kill if she landed poorly, and for an instant, something gripped Tyron’s heart, but he released it just as quickly. This wasn’t in his control anymore. It hadn’t been for a long time.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. Laurel adjusted gracefully as she fell, landing on both feet and executing a roll to absorb the force. She came up, bow in hand, ready to fire, but he was ready for her.

      Suppress Mind.

      Low-levelled and without the mental fortitude he had been forced to train, there was no chance a Ranger could possibly resist his mental assault. He blasted through her defences and held her still.

      True to her nature, she railed against his control, squirming, kicking, and writhing furiously within his grasp, but it wasn’t nearly enough.

      A nearby ghost drifted close, a malicious grin on its ethereal features, and it plunged into her, freezing her from within.

      “No you don’t!” Rufus roared as he sprinted into view, scooping Laurel up and running clear.

      Tyron broke off the spell with a curse before he staggered.

      Can’t afford to keep letting them get away. They’re draining me slowly.

      Although he possessed unnatural endurance, there was only so much blood he could lose. Fatigued before the fight had started, now he was almost utterly spent. A headache pounded in his temples and his breath wheezed in his lungs. The longer this went on, the worse his position would be.

      Hanging over his head was the awareness that Laurel, Rufus, and the rest weren’t even the strongest opponent. Waiting for them to fail was that man, Brun, who was at least a bronze-ranked Slayer, someone with actual levels and trained skills.

      “How could you, Tyron?” Rufus bellowed from behind cover as Laurel shivered in his arms. “You heartless fuck!”

      “You cannot be serious,” Tyron groaned. “She put an arrow in my fucking back. Are you a child?”

      “She’s not a murderous cunt on the run from the law.”

      “So what? You want me to just stand here and die? Maybe just lie down while you run me through and get rich? I can’t believe you’re still this stupid, Rufus.”

      “He really is,” Dove agreed, piping up from Tyron’s belt. “I’ve seen some fucking morons in my life, believe me, but this guy is a whole new level. News flash, idiot. When you try to kill someone, they fight back!”

      The young Swordsman stuck his head out from behind the rock he’d been crouched behind, murder written all over his face.

      “You’re fucking dead today, Tyron. I’m going to gut you like a FISH!”

      “I’m sure Mommy’s proud of you, Rufus. Her jaw is probably busted so she can’t say it, but she’s proud.”

      “YOU FUCK!”

      Rufus roared in mad rage and lunged out to charge straight at the Necromancer, and Tyron had to fight to keep the smug grin off his face as he formed two Magick Bolts in his hands.

      He let them fly, expecting them to take Rufus straight in the chest, but Laurel leapt out to tackle the Swordsman before he could really get going, forcing him to tumble to the ground as the spells whizzed over his head.

      Shit. More magick wasted.

      He couldn’t hear what Laurel said as she growled at her lover and hauled him back behind the rock, but it was probably similar to what Tyron himself had mentioned.

      “You could always just run, Laurel,” Tyron called as he redistributed his remaining skeletons, ensuring he was covered from Archer fire and resumed his slow march up the mountain. “Hard to spend money when you’re dead!”

      There was zero chance he could persuade Rufus to back down. That prick had hated him since they were children. Combined with an overblown sense of his own ability, the idiot probably thought he could beat Tyron if he was the only Slayer here. If Tyron killed him and spoke to his ghost, Rufus would still call him names and accuse him of cheating. He was a lost cause.

      Laurel, though, she was only here for easy money. If he convinced her there was no money, or that he was a genuine risk to her life, she would bail.

      “You guys know there’s a new rift forming here, right? You fought the kin. Go and report it to the Slayers. There may even be a reward in that! Isn’t it your damn job to protect the civilians and all that?”

      “Someone already went back,” Laurel called up at him. He could hear the wry amusement in her voice, despite the fact he’d almost killed her only moments ago.

      She knew what he was trying to do.

      “That means one of you was smart.”

      He could’ve rushed down to fight, try and finish them off, but Tyron was still wary. At least one more Slayer was out there, the Archer, along with the staff wielder, who hadn’t been caught yet. He couldn’t be too cautious; one mistake would mean his death. Especially since he was wounded already.

      Not for the first time, he wished he had more Mage candy on hand. It would be dangerous, and he’d risk poisoning himself were he to take it, but he’d rather do that than run dry of magick. That would be an instant death sentence.

      Briefly, he considered taunting his old friends a little more but gave it up as a waste of time. Even breathing was becoming difficult and he didn’t have the energy to spare. Maybe Rufus would be dumb enough to fall for it twice, but Laurel surely wouldn’t.

      “Hold it together, kid. You’ve almost won,” Dove whispered from his waist.

      Tyron nodded and forced himself to keep pushing. If he could get a bit closer to the rift, then he could set up a defensive position, tend to his wounds, and try to recover some energy. As long as he avoided having to fight any large pack of kin who came through, he’d be in a good spot. That close to escape, the Slayers would have to attack or risk letting him slip through their fingers. If they weren’t prepared to fight him when so many kin were around, then he could recuperate and go on the offensive.

      He was close now. Very close.

      The air felt charged, and he knew he would cross into the broken lands any second. Another advantage. He’d experienced the disorienting effect of being close to a rift, but he doubted any of these Slayers-in-training had.

      “Now!” someone called, and Tyron turned to his right to see one of his skeletons sent flying. The undead arced gracefully through the air and landed in a shattered heap five metres from where it had started, revealing a leather-armoured Slayer with a sturdy shield in one hand and a solid mace in the other charging toward him.

      Blood and bone, you have to be kidding me!

      The sight of the bull-charging Slayer wasn’t what shocked him, but the pearly shimmer of magick around him was. Tyron wasn’t an expert, but he suspected he knew what that kind of spell was. Dove confirmed it a moment later.

      “A force Mage? Why in the flying fuck would a force Mage be out here?”

      Enhanced by the spell covering him, the armoured Slayer rushed forward, battering his skeletons out of the way in a violent charge. Clearly, he intended to remove the problem at the source.

      Tyron was frozen. He could deal with the attacker, but where was the Mage? Where was the Archer?

      His moment of indecision almost cost him his life, but he threw himself aside at the last second, recovering just in time to whip out his sword and clumsily parry the mace before it could crunch his skull in.
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      The heavy mace knocked Tyron aside as his arm bent into his body and absorbed the force of the blow. Once he had his balance back, he tried to execute a counter-slash as he commanded his minions to support him.

      The armoured Slayer had the time to look offended by Tyron’s sloppy technique before he batted the sword aside with his shield and bulled forward, shoulder lowered. He crashed into the Necromancer’s chest as two bone arrows shattered against the protective magick that covered him and Tyron fell down the slope, the air rushing out of his lungs.

      Fuck, that hurt!

      Luckily, his Bone Armour protected him from the worst of the fall, but the impact still jolted him. A spike of pain from his chest caused him to wince, and Tyron wondered if he’d broken a rib. No time to worry about it, he levered himself back to his feet and adjusted his grip on the sword. Thankfully, his minions had managed to cover him, preventing the Slayer from taking advantage while he was on the ground. His archers continued to pelt the attacker with arrows, but the combination of full-body leather armour and the force magick covering him meant the projectiles were barely noticeable.

      Thankfully, the spears and swords of his skeletons were more threatening, but not so much that they could hurt him seriously.

      “You’ve got to find the Mage and kill the fucker!” Dove shouted from his belt. “He’s maintaining that force armour from somewhere nearby. Get him!”

      Like it’s that easy.

      Of course, the Mage would be easier to kill than this Slayer, but Tyron had to defend himself against this human wrecking ball while searching. With a flick of his will, he sent his ghosts drifting through the trees, looking for the target as he focused his attention on the armoured Slayer. With his sword gripped in his right hand, Tyron pulled a Magick Bolt together in his left. With a blunt, cracking sound, a skull exploded as the mace connected, barely slowing down as it passed through the bone.

      Tyron blasted the bolt forward with his left as he circled around the fight. His opponent saw the spell coming and caught it on his shield, but it was enough of a distraction that several blows fell on him from the surrounding skeletons. He could’ve pushed forward, trying to take advantage of the moment, but he was wary. There were Archers out there, and Rufus. If he showed his back, he was likely to start sprouting arrows or get run through. Instead, he took a few precious seconds to glance around the trees and rocks that surrounded him on the slope. That prick of a Mage had to be somewhere around here….

      To his surprise, one of the ghosts reported that it’d seen something. Although it was a risk, Tyron snapped his vision to that of the spectre for just a second and despaired at what he saw.

      He’d found the force Mage—it was Brun. The dishevelled, unkempt Slayer stood beside a curled tree trunk, hands aglow with power, a sly grin on his face.

      This prick…. he must be double-dipping. If this kid kills me, then he splits the bounty. If the kid fails, he can have another shot after I’m worn out.

      That ruled out being able to kill him. At the very least, Brun was a bronze Slayer, the same rank as Tyron himself. Force Mage may not even be his main Class, but a supplementary one he picked to support from the back line. It was too much of a risk to rush over and engage him in combat; for now, he had to deal with the weaker targets.

      Not that the armoured Slayer appeared that much weaker. He’d smashed another skeleton apart as Tyron had manoeuvred and used Minion Sight, the man’s mace proving to be extremely effective against the undead fighters. With the force magick protecting him, he could leave himself open to strikes without worry, lashing out with ferocious force.

      Whatever his Class was, it clearly focused on strength.

      With a flex of his will, Tyron deliberately opened a gap between himself and the Slayer, which his opponent took at the first opportunity, rushing forward with preternatural speed, shield forward and mace raised to strike.

      Working his magick as fast as he ever had, Tyron formed a Magick Bolt in his left hand and loosened his grip slightly around the hilt of his blade to form another in his right palm. As the Slayer charged, Tyron blasted him with the spell from his left. Reacting immediately, the Slayer shifted his shield and blocked with ease, which was the cue for Tyron to drop his sword and thrust his other hand forward.

      Taken by surprise, his foe reacted well, but at such short range, he had almost no time—his weapon was already raised to strike. The bolt collected him right in the centre of his chest, halting his momentum and driving his armour back into his flesh.

      How do you like it, bastard?

      Before he could recover, Tyron snapped his hands and brought two more bolts into existence, thrusting his hands forward and releasing them at once. Despite being stunned, the Slayer still managed to take one on his shield, but the other slammed into his shoulder, causing the force magick to flare as he spun and rolled down the hill.

      At the same moment, exquisite pain flared in Tyron’s leg and he collapsed into the slope, grasping at his left calf. His questing fingers found themselves curled around the shaft of an arrow buried an inch into the meat of the muscle.

      “Argh, fuck!” he cursed, squeezing his eyes shut against the pain.

      “Come on, Tyron, you have to get up.”

      “I know that.”

      The words were forced between clenched teeth, but in truth, he felt like sobbing. He was in more agony now than he’d ever endured in his life, and the fight was far from done.

      He had to commit, there wasn’t time to hold back. As he rolled in the dirt, fumbling for his sword, he sent all of his revenants down the slope to deal with the armoured Slayer. He couldn’t fight him and avoid the Archers at the same time—the man had to die.

      The three skeletons, magick blazing in the circle of their rib cages, rushed down the mountain and pounced on the recovering Slayer, hammering him with their weapons. Tyron’s hand closed around the hilt of his blade and hauled it over before he seized the shaft of the arrow with his free hand.

      With one sharp, chopping motion, he severed the wooden shaft, sending a fresh wave of pain racing up his leg. He stifled a groan, hoping his shield skeletons were covering him well enough to prevent another arrow.

      He reached out a hand to take hold of an undead and used it to pull himself to his feet, leaning on his own minion to keep his balance. Down the slope, he could see Rufus and Laurel beginning to make their way forward, but he ignored them for the moment, focusing his attention on the armoured Slayer.

      His archers continued to fire upon the man, the impacts causing the magick to flare and spark around him, dimmer and dimmer each time. If he could keep up the assault for a little longer… he looked inward at his magick reserves and blanched. He was running so low. 

      Instead of unleashing Death’s Grasp as he’d intended, he prepared another two Magick Bolts, letting his skeletons prop him up to free his hands.

      He waited for a moment to strike as his three revenants continued to harry the Slayer, lashing out, faster and stronger than his normal skeletons. They were also more expensive to maintain, those quick movements coming at the cost of greater magick demand. It wouldn’t be long until he ran out completely.

      There!

      An opportunity came. The Slayer, tired of being beaten on, rushed to his right, knocking away the strike of a revenant with his shield and allowing his force magick to take the strikes of the others. With a wild bellow, he lashed out with his mace, crushing the revenant’s skull with one mighty blow.

      At the same moment, the glow of magick around him flickered out, and Tyron thrust both his hands forward. Nearby, Brun cursed as a sensation of unfathomable cold attacked him from the inside, shocking him out of maintaining his spell. He could feel a malicious will coiling inside him as it sought to ravage his flesh, and he recognised it for what it was. He rolled to his right and leapt, putting some distance between himself and the spirit before he turned and blasted it with a spell. The ghost shrieked in pain before it slid into the tree where he couldn’t harm it.

      Two Magick Bolts slammed into the armoured Slayer’s chest, sending him reeling backward. Tyron’s best revenant, the former Swordsman, was too quick to miss an opportunity like that. The skeleton lunged forward, blade whispering through the air like the promise of death before it slid between ribs and cored the Slayer’s heart like an apple.

      Another arrow snapped toward Tyron from the shadows and was caught on a shield, his minion shifting to block it at the last moment. That opened a path for the second, which flashed through the air and buried itself in his shoulder.

      Tyron’s vision went black for a moment as the excruciating pain overwhelmed his consciousness for a brief moment. He forced himself to focus, driving the darkness away with his will.

      He would not fall here.

      “Fucking shit, kid. Stop getting shot!”

      “I know.”

      The bolts he’d hit the Slayer with had helped heal him, but it was only a fraction of what he needed. Now he had a fresh injury on top of that, and he was struggling even to breathe.

      Pull it out.

      His silent command to a skeleton caused it to reach out and wrench the arrow from his shoulder. Tyron bit back a scream of pain as the arrowhead pulled free, tearing muscle as it went. This area was too open, and his skeletons were getting picked off. If he wasn’t careful, he wouldn’t have enough to cover him from Archer fire at all, at which point they could pick him off at their leisure. He needed to get higher up the mountain, the larger rock formations closer to the rift would cover him.

      At least there weren’t many opponents left. There shouldn’t be. As far as he knew, there were only four left. He’d felt the staff-weilder being picked off by a ghost, so Laurel, the other Archer, Rufus, and Brun remained.

      It was getting difficult to think through the agony and fatigue, but Tyron managed to regather his undead and begin to climb, or hop, up the mountain once more. His archer skeletons fired down on Laurel and Rufus whenever they could see them, trying to hamper their progress. The two approached cautiously, conscious that Tyron was injured and worn out.

      In truth, they were confused he hadn’t fallen over already. After the prolonged fighting, he should have lost all his magick long ago, and after being injured as much as he had, he should have collapsed, or died. Tyron’s unnaturally strong constitution was allowing him to endure far more punishment than a person should be able to, and he leaned on that to push himself forward.

      In the distance, he could see the boundary of the broken lands approaching as the temperature continued to drop. The rift was close now, and the likelihood of him running into kin was getting higher. He had to be careful, but he was so damn tired. Every step he took was agony, and focusing through the pain sapped his willpower. 

      Part of him wanted to quit, to just fall over and let it all go, but the greater part refused to let that prick Rufus win. Even if Tyron died on this mountain, he was determined to take Rufus down with him. 

      The Slayers were cautious, and kept their distance as Tyron continued his slow climb. At any moment, they expected him to fall, but to their shock, the huddled skeletons and the hunched figure in their midst continued to ascend, one step at a time.

      “What do you think we do?” Rufus asked Laurel in a hushed tone. “Should we rush him? He’s getting close to that rift.”

      Laurel bit her lip as she considered, her dark eyes watching Tyron with unblinking focus.

      “He can’t have much left in him,” she said. “I say we wait until he gets up there and then we hit him from the flank. The only way things go wrong is if we get caught out by the rift-kin.”

      “That’s probably his plan, the slippery prick,” Rufus eye’s glinted in anger, and Laurel resisted the urge to roll hers.

      No matter what Tyron did, Rufus would accuse him of acting poorly, or unsportsmanlike, as if that mattered in a fight to the death. His anger at Tyron was so ingrained and warped, he was incapable of thinking straight where his old rival came into the picture.

      “Focus,” she warned him. “He’s fighting for his life, so he’s capable of anything. If we’re cautious, we get the bounty without much risk. If we stuff around, he’ll kill us just like he did the others.”

      Rufus glared at her for a moment before he nodded, and Laurel let out a slow breath. She’d be damned if she was going to get caught like the others.
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        * * *

      

      Further up the mountain, Tyron felt his leg give out and he slumped to the ground, panting.

      “Whoa, what the fuck? What happened?”

      “I can’t… can’t walk,” Tyron gasped.

      The young Mage’s breath rasped in his throat as he sucked in the frigid air, trying to get some energy into his body. Desperate, he glanced around and saw a rocky outcrop to his left, slightly up the slope. With a groan, he ordered his skeletons to pick him up, gasping as they drained his magick precipitously low in the process, and they carried him the final ten metres. He had his minions place him down behind cover and he lay there, still gasping for breath. 

      Between the blood loss and the icy wind, he could barely feel his fingers anymore, and he rubbed them together to try and get the sensation back. Without his hands, he was as good as dead. What use was a Mage if they couldn’t cast magick?

      “Kid…” Dove said.

      With trembling hands, Tyron released the buckles that secured his pack and almost sagged with relief as he felt the weight go. He should have done that ages ago.

      “Kid…” Dove repeated.

      Tyron closed his eyes and nodded slowly.

      “I know,” he said as he fumbled behind him. 

      His shoulder ached something fierce as he took hold of the pack and pulled, dragging it around until he could reach in. He grabbed hold of his waterskin and took a long drink, the water shockingly refreshing as it soothed his raw throat.

      “We had a hell of a run,” he chuckled as he wiped the water from his chin. He reached out and poured a trickle over the skull, letting it run down and drip over Dove’s features. “Sorry it’s not alcoholic.”

      “You should be, teatotalling prick. I would have appreciated a final drink.”

      Tyron leaned his head back on the rock. He didn’t have long. The moment he’d fallen, he knew they’d see that as a sign to attack. They’d only been waiting for him to falter.

      “Thanks for everything, Dove,” he whispered. “You’ve been a true friend to me, even when I didn’t deserve it.”

      He reached out and grasped the top of the skull with one hand, lifting him up to look Tyron eye to eye.

      “Don’t get sappy on me, kid. You fucked me over with the resurrection thing, but I’ve had a front row seat to watch the greatest young magick-wielder ply his trade. If I’d had your talent…”

      Tyron forced a laugh.

      “I know.”

      He could hear them coming. Still cautious, their feet scraped against the icy stone as they approached. Couldn’t be more than twenty metres away now.

      “Something I never said to you,” Tyron spoke softly, “you’ve got big balls, Dove. Biggest fucking balls I’ve ever seen.”

      “Aww, Tyron. You’re going to make me blush.”

      For a silent moment, Tyron stared into the glowing eyes of the skull. It was time.

      “See you on the other side,” Dove said.

      Tyron nodded, pulled back his arm, and smashed the skull against the stone beside him. A sharp cracking noise rang out. He drew his arm back and smashed it again, and again, until the skull smashed to pieces and the magick within it faded to nothing.
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      Tyron gave himself no time to mourn. He grunted as he forced himself back up, clawing at the rock to pull himself upward. His injured leg still couldn’t take his weight, and he was forced to lean on a skeleton again in order to move. 

      The last of the Slayers was coming to pay a visit, it’d be rude to greet them sitting down.

      With a thought, he gathered his skeletons and ghosts, placing them in a defensive formation that he hoped would protect him from being stuck with more arrows. He’d had enough of that for one day. The rift was close now, close enough that he could probably make it through in just a few minutes, even as injured as he was.

      Would he survive for long on the other side, though? Not likely.

      “It’s not looking good,” he muttered.

      He paused a moment later when he realised he was only talking to himself.

      He felt a pang in his chest, an entirely different sort of pain, but he couldn’t afford to focus on that now. He could mourn for Dove after he survived, or when he was dead.

      With his remaining revenants, skeletons, and ghosts, Tyron prepared to face his final opponents. If Brun was prepared to honour his word, then that meant he had Rufus, Laurel, and the Archer to deal with first. He almost looked forward to it.

      They were creeping closer now, he could hear them. They had to have heard him moving around but probably didn’t expect him to be in any condition to fight back. That would be his opportunity.

      Tyron stirred the dregs of his magick and formed two bolts in his palms. If he could land two clean shots, the healing he’d receive might be just enough to stop the bleeding, which he desperately needed.

      He crouched, listening intently as the seconds ticked by. As drained of resources as he was, even trying to utilise his Minion Sight would have stretched him too thin. He had to rely on his own senses.

      The rock he crouched behind was almost two metres tall, enough to cover him easily but not wide enough to conceal all his skeletons. They knew exactly where he was, but from which angle would they come?

      The steps drew closer and he readied himself, spells maintained in either hand. His eyes flicked from side to side. Would they come around the left, or the right?

      A trickle of dust ran down the face of the stone in front of him. Tyron noticed it, then threw himself backward with a pained shout. An arrow slammed into the ground between his feet as skeletons rushed forward to cover him. With a curse, he looked up and fired both bolts at the Archer who’d escaped him before. She’d climbed up the rock as Laurel and Rufus had approached, masking any sound to take him by surprise.

      As off-balance as he was, one of his bolts went wide, but another connected on her right hip, spinning her around with a shout. She dropped out of sight as he felt a pathetic trickle of healing creep into him. The connection hadn’t been clean, he mustn’t have done much damage.

      To his right, Rufus charged forward, attacking his skeletons with wide swings of his blade. He was in amongst them so quickly that two had fallen before Tyron could react. Chest burning, his remaining revenants rushed at him, but Rufus was wary of them, trying to keep the weaker minions between himself and the more powerful undead. Arrows flew from the side, trying to pick off more skeletons as the Swordsman kept them occupied.

      Tyron raised his hands and prepared to cast the Shivering Curse, then hesitated. With a sour grimace, he abandoned that plan and staggered forward instead, summoning another pair of Magick Bolts in his hands.

      He couldn’t afford to stand still for that long, not with the escapee only metres away. If she climbed up the rock again… he’d be dead on the spot. If only he’d injured her enough he could be confident her mobility was gone.

      Rufus moved with the smooth grace of a martial Class, his balance and speed all greater than the human norm. He must’ve reached level ten at least, perhaps taken a feat to enhance his body control, judging by the way he could move with impossible precision.

      Magnin hadn’t taken that feat. He hadn’t needed it. 

      Tyron swept three of his spirits after Rufus and poked his head around the corner of the stone, trying to get a look at Laurel. The moment he saw her, he jerked his head back just in time to avoid an arrow in the face. She’d been waiting for him.

      Off-balance, Tyron fell to the ground with a pained cry. The injury to his leg was making it difficult to stay on his feet, and he had to pull himself up again, sweat breaking out on his brow.

      Rufus laughed.

      “You may as well give up,” he gloated as he parried a skeleton’s attack and returned a savage cut, slicing the arm off at the shoulder joint. “You were never good enough to beat me.”

      As injured as he was, Tyron couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Fight me by yourself then,” he rasped incredulously. The young Mage shook his head. “You might have got some levels, but nothing to improve intelligence, I see.”

      Rufus flushed hotly and opened his mouth, but Laurel cut him off.

      “Don’t,” she warned him, and the Swordsman’s mouth snapped shut.

      Tyron leaned against the rock, trying to keep an eye behind him for the other Archer.

      “Well, that’s not surprising. We always knew who wore the pants in your relationship, Rufus.”

      He heard Laurel “tsk” as Rufus roared and charged forward. Tyron rekindled the bolts in his hands and prepared himself. The second Archer appeared behind him, arrow ready to loose, but he’d predicted that—his back was already covered by three skeletons with shields.

      Rufus battered several skeletons aside but ran headfirst into his two revenants, who weren’t so easily ignored. A savage cut from the undead Swordsman nearly sliced his throat before Rufus pulled back at the last second. Tyron stepped out from behind cover again, spotted Laurel coming forward to shield Rufus, and unleashed his spells.

      Her eyes widened when she saw him and her hands flickered as she drew and loosed an arrow with breathtaking speed, but it wasn’t fast enough. The projectile flicked off the Bone Armour covering Tyron’s ribs, but she was hit with one bolt on her shin as she jumped to the side. He heard a satisfying crack as Laurel spun in the air, crying out with the pain.

      “Fair’s fair,” Tyron said as he retreated behind cover again.

      “You bastard,” Rufus gritted his teeth as he warded off the three revenants, sword flashing in the light. 

      “Not my fault you’re stupid, Rufus.”

      Tyron turned to face the other Archer. Her angle blocked by the skeletons, she’d tried to come further around the rock to get a shot on him but hadn’t managed it. As he faced her, she blanched at the look on his face, but exhaled a slow breath and released her shot.

      One of his shield skeletons went down with an arrow straight through the skull before she ran up the slope. They were whittling down his forces, he couldn’t afford to lose too many more.

      Rufus had fallen back to defend Laurel, so Tyron took the chance to pursue the other Archer. She’d run closer to the rift so she could shoot downhill at him, a smart decision, since it gave him less places to hide. His own archers fired at her, trying to pin the Ranger down, but they were running low on ammunition.

      Sure would be handy to have had an archer revenant through this fight, he scolded himself.

      With a sour feeling in his gut, he realised he wasn’t in a position to chase her. With his injuries he’d be too slow moving uphill, and leaving the cover of the rocks would open him up to Laurel. His options were running thin, and that force Mage, Brun, was still out there somewhere.

      As much as he hated to admit it, the real threat was Rufus. Even together, the two Rangers wouldn’t be able to fight through his minions to get to him. If he removed Rufus from the picture, then he could possibly sit back and recover a little. With enough magick and some time to clean and bandage his wounds, his position would be vastly improved.

      As long as Brun kept his word and didn’t attack while Laurel and her partner lived, he’d be safe. It was a risk to believe the Slayer would do as he’d said, the man had already bent his rules once, but what choice did Tyron have? He was down to desperate gambles at this point.

      He slumped against the rock and drew in several deep breaths, making sure he was covered from the Archer above him. At his direction, several of his spirits drifted into position. He’d only get one shot at this.

      As exhausted as he was, Tyron didn’t trust himself to win a mind war, not even against Rufus. That left him one option.

      The Necromancer closed his eyes, raised his hands, and began to incant his spell. Fingers flickered from one arcane sigil to the next, and in less than ten seconds, he was prepared. Tyron pushed himself around the corner, saw Rufus and Laurel together, and extended his hand.

      Death’s Grasp.

      The black magick raced through the air, twisting and coiling around itself as it flew in a dark wave. If he’d been by himself, Rufus would likely have been able to avoid it, but in a last-second miscalculation, he thought the spell was targeting Laurel.

      He pushed her aside with a shout and became entangled by the magick a moment later. Crushed in its grip, he could barely move at all, and Tyron ordered his ghosts forward, a crooked smile on his face. The spectres closed in on the bound Swordsman, wearing their own expressions of malicious glee. They stretched out their arms, ready to plunge them into his flesh and suffocate him with their ethereal cold.

      But they didn’t.

      “Wha-?” Tyron muttered as he staggered and fell to one side.

      The ghosts hissed malevolently, inches away from Rufus, but they still didn’t move forward. They couldn’t.

      He was out of magick.

      Nearby, all of his skeletons became still, frozen in place as the arcane energy they depended on to move ran dry. Tyron himself felt hollowed out, as if the force animating his body was gone. He was a Mage completely drained of magick. There was no longer anything he could do.

      Despair welled inside him as he looked up at the clouds roiling above. He’d been so close. A few seconds longer and that prick would have been dead, and he could have taken some time to recover his energy.

      A few seconds later, the Death’s Grasp dissipated, releasing a shaken Rufus, who quickly separated from the biting cold he felt surrounding him. After a few long seconds where he brandished his sword uphill at the unmoving skeletons, he realised what had happened.

      His uproarious laughter pierced Tyron right in the heart.

      Damn it. I didn’t come this far, I didn’t sacrifice so much, only to fail here!

      Desperately, he reached deep inside himself, searching for any wisp of power, any hint of arcane energy. Something… anything, he could use to fight back. When he didn’t find anything, he rolled his head and stared at his pack.

      There might be another piece of Mage candy in there, one that he’d missed before. Not even a whole piece would be needed, a shard, a sliver, dust, it would be better than what he had now.

      Barely able to move, Tyron began to drag himself across the stony ground, ignoring the flaring pain of his wounds. He could vaguely hear the others moving around, but he ignored them, focused totally on his goal. If he could only reach his pack, he could turn this around. He… just… had… to reach!

      “You may as well stop there, Tyron,” Laurel said.

      The Necromancer paused, hand outstretched to his pack, and rolled over to look up. The Ranger sat above him, rubbing at her wounded leg, a frown on her tanned face.

      He turned to look behind him and saw Rufus grinning widely, sword swinging back and forth as he rolled his wrist, not three metres away.

      “Shit,” he groaned.

      “Yes, yes you are,” Rufus’ grin broadened as he stepped a little closer. There was an ugly light in his eyes as he approached, almost feverish in its intensity.

      “Just do it cleanly,” Laurel said to him, her eyes hard. “Don’t fuck around.”

      Rufus’ smile slipped a little as he glared up at Laurel.

      “Why do you always take his side?” he growled, pointing at Tyron with his sword. “After what he said about my mother, I’m going to carve him like a roast. If you don’t want to watch, you can turn the fuck around.”

      Laurel rolled her eyes and glanced down at Tyron.

      “See you, Ty,” she said. “Shame about how this worked out for you.”

      “Yeah,” he rasped, “real shame.”

      She turned and slid down the rock, landing heavily on the other side. Tyron looked up at Rufus, who glared at him.

      “You never deserved a single thing you got,” the Swordsman growled at him. “I hated that about you.”

      “You never stop whining. I hated that about you.”

      Tyron forced a grin up at the Swordsman and Rufus spat at him.

      “I’ve been looking forward to this,” he said.

      Tyron curled his fingers beneath them, cupping the Magick Bolt he’d scraped together a second before.

      “Me too.”

      Bright light flashed, blinding Tyron for a moment. Something hot sprayed on his face and he spat reflexively.

      Blood?

      His eyes shot open and he looked at himself. No, he was fine….

      He looked up at Rufus.

      The Swordsman had a strange look on his face, his eyes seemed to be looking in different directions. Then a line of blood appeared, running straight down the middle of his forehead. It trickled down to his nose, fell onto his chin, then dropped, splashing against the rocky ground.

      Then Rufus fell into two pieces, his left half falling backward, the right slumping forward. Tyron didn’t look. He was staring at the figure who’d been standing behind him.

      “He always was a shitty kid,” Magnin observed, looking down on Tyron with a broad grin. He winked. “Great to see you, son.”
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      Tyron stared up at his father in shock. For his part, Magnin continued to smile down on his child, eyes sparkling with mischief. It was such a familiar expression, it took Tyron a moment to notice that not all was well with his overpowered parent.

      Magnin looked pale, his cheeks were sunken in, and there were dark bags under his eyes, as if the man hadn’t slept in a month. Tyron had never seen him like this. What had happened?

      “F-father -” he began, but the greatest Swordsman of the Western Province held up a hand to cut him off.

      “Don’t strain yourself, lad, wait for your mother. She’s a bit slow.”

      “I heard that,” Beory stated as she walked around the corner of the rock cover.

      In one hand, she held Brun’s head, which she tossed contemptuously to the ground. With the other, she manipulated a coffin of ice through the air. Inside, he could see Laurel, frozen, an expression of slight confusion on her face as if she hadn’t even had time to realise what was happening before she’d become encased.

      Tyron sighed.

      Even now, what had proved impossible for him to achieve was so trivially simple for his famous parents. He tried to sit up, but the pain in his shoulder flared and he collapsed back down with an agonised groan.

      Beory was by his side in a second.

      “Oh, my poor boy. Hold on a second, I have something for you.” She rummaged in her cloak for a moment before she pulled out a small package wrapped in wax. She quickly opened it and pressed it into his palm. “Place this under your tongue. Quickly now.”

      “Yes, Mother,” his reply was so automatic it came without him thinking about it. She met his eyes, and they both smiled before he did as she said.

      As expected, the medicine tasted like fried garbage, but he didn’t doubt it would be effective. There was little reason for the Steelarms to carry anything but the best. He tried not to think about what it meant for his parents to be here. That he may have been saved from one terrible end, but the end had arrived just the same.

      He felt tears sting the corners of his eyes.

      “None of that now, lad,” Magnin said as he squatted down next to his son. “Just relax, let that foul tasting mixture your mother made do its work.”

      Beory slapped him on the shoulder.

      “The taste isn’t important, only the efficacy,” she sniffed.

      “Same approach to medicine making as to cooking, I see,” he joked.

      She slapped him again, harder this time.

      The familiar back and forth warmed Tyron’s heart as the foul mixture in his mouth began to dissolve and slide down his throat. As it did so, he felt it begin to take effect, a faint itching sensation igniting around his wounds, growing stronger each passing second.

      His parents continued their good-natured bickering for a minute as he let the salve do its work. Though it was still painful, he managed to sit up and lean back against the rock.

      His father scratched his cheek awkwardly.

      “Uh, this is a little late, and I’m sorry about that, really. But, happy Awakening day!” he declared, pulling a sheathed sword from his belt and offering it to Tyron.

      The Necromancer stared at his father. Beory sighed and slipped a staff from where she had it strapped to her back before she offered that to him as well.

      “It took longer than expected to get these made,” she explained, “we wanted you to have the best.”

      As he looked at the two gifts, Tyron couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. He reached up to wipe them away and awkwardly reached out to take the two weapons.

      “I’d rather you’d just been there,” he mumbled.

      He could feel the power thrumming from the gifts. They’d brought him something only a gold-ranked Slayer could use properly. And they’d given him two. It was so typical of them.

      “We know,” Magnin admitted. “We planned to be there, but, as usual, our timing didn’t work out. I’m sorry.”

      An apology he’d heard a hundred times before. Tyron just nodded. He looked to his mother and noticed that she too appeared more haggard than he’d ever seen her before. As if she’d fought a week-long battle through a rift, she looked exhausted.

      “I-is everything alright?” he asked.

      She laughed and leaned forward to embrace him.

      “I’m not so weak that I need my son to worry about me,” she said.

      “Hey, let me get in on that action,” Magnin eagerly hopped forward and enfolded the both of them in his arms.

      They remained like that for a long moment, enjoying the feeling of being together again until Tyron shrugged uncomfortably.

      “I think I can stand up now,” he said.

      His parents released him and gave a little space.

      “Don’t push yourself,” she warned him, concern in her eyes. “I can’t believe you were still fighting, given how injured you were.”

      “He’s tough, like his old man,” Magnin boasted, slapping himself on the chest. “We Steelarms are too stupid to know when to quit.”

      “That’s true for you, at least. My Tyron isn’t as thick as you and Worthy.”

      “I think it’s the constitution I get from being a Necromancer,” Tyron admitted. “I can push through a lot.”

      “That might help your body hold up, son, but not your mind. You’re hard as nails, I guarantee it.”

      Magnin beamed down at him with obvious pride, and Tyron ducked his head as he pulled himself to his feet. They were always like this, full of praise and positivity; he’d never been comfortable dealing with it. From ordinary parents, perhaps it would have been easier to accept, but they doted on him as if they didn’t recall who they were. He could remember how his father had acted the day he’d unlocked the Swordsmanship skill, you’d have thought he’d won the Swordsaint contest and been crowned the best in the empire. Watching someone who’d actually won that tournament act in that manner had just made Tyron embarrassed. 

      He took hold of the sword that still pulsed with power, gripping it tightly in his left hand.

      “I can’t believe you got me a sword…” he shook his head.

      Magnin shrugged, a little embarrassed. 

      “I had to cover the bases, didn’t I?” he defended himself. “What if you’d actually Awakened as a Swordsman and we came home with a staff but no sword? I’d’ve turned around and gone back out to commission one immediately.”

      “As if there was ever any chance. This boy is a genius Mage, make no mistake. He had a mystery before he even had a Class.”

      Tyron tried not to smile.

      “I have two now.”

      Beory gave a little shriek and squeezed him from the side as Magnin threw back his head and laughed.

      “I still have a long way to catch up to you two. How many do you have now, Dad?”

      Magnin’s laugh cut off and his eyes flicked to his wife.

      “There’s no need to dwell on the numbers. More isn’t necessarily better, it’s all about how far you advance them.” He nodded seriously. “Take that lesson to heart.”

      Beory huffed.

      “He has nine,” she murmured, pretending to glare at her husband. “I’ve never been able to catch up to him.”

      “Let’s not dwell on that, how far did you manage to advance yours, Tyron?”

      “They’re Advanced, both of them.”

      Both Steelarms boggled, and he felt a flush of pride at being able to shock them for once.

      “How?” Beory gasped. “What level are you? You can’t be over forty already?”

      “I’m not,” he shook his head, “I reached level thirty in Necromancer. They were progressed by the Unseen as a reward.”

      “Well, well, well,” Magnin grinned. “I can see you have a lot to tell us.”

      He glanced up at the sun overhead.

      “We’ve got a little time, why don’t we set up a little camp here and you can tell us about your journey.”

      They waited for him to nod and then launched into a flurry of activity. In no time at all, they’d arranged a humble campsite, replete with crackling fire as they utilised their superhuman abilities to perform routine chores in mere seconds. From their packs, they pulled tea and bread, along with cured meat, and soon they were chatting around the fire, listening with rapt attention as Tyron detailed his trials since the Awakening.

      As always, his parents made an excellent audience, hanging on his every word and interjecting with appropriate excitement or sympathy at the right moments. When he fought off his friends and escaped the tomb in Foxbridge, his mother sniffed and glared at the nearby corpse of Rufus, now freezing in the icy temperatures.

      “I never liked that boy,” she declared. “His poor mother deserved better.”

      “Poor Elsbeth,” Magnin shook his head, “a shame she got caught up in all this.”

      “All what?” Tyron asked.

      His father waved him off. “Later, lad. Finish your tale first.”

      He told them of his trip to Woodsedge, getting robbed on the way, and eventually making it to the town. He spoke of his apprenticeship to Hakoth, learning the basics of the butcher’s trade, his forced ritual casting of Beyond the Veil and the chaos that ensued. They listened quietly as he spoke of his first journey to the broken lands, of his search for bones and his first meeting with Dove.

      When he told them of his attempt to rush to the rift, hoping to do something to support the Slayers, they both winced, and he nodded sheepishly.

      “Not my best decision,” he admitted.

      “Your heart was in the right place,” Beory reached out and patted him on the knee. “And one day, I believe you’ll be so mighty you can hold a rift single-handedly, but that wasn’t the time to try.”

      He went on to detail how Dove had saved his life, how they had bunkered down during the break, and how he had partially resurrected his friend and mentor.

      “He sounds like my kind of guy,” Magnin laughed, and Beory shot him some side-eye. “Oh come on. Would I have given him my wallet? No. But he does sound like a fun person to know.”

      Tyron opened his mouth to defend Dove but shut it again after a pause. The Summoner hadn’t been altogether wise with his finances. If he’d gotten his hands on Magnin’s fortune, it likely would have vanished overnight.

      “He wasn’t the kind of person you would approve of, Mother,” he said, “but he was a great Slayer, a brilliant Mage, and a good friend to me.”

      “I can hardly disapprove of him after everything he did for you,” Beory said. “I would love to have met him.”

      The Necromancer nodded sadly.

      “He’s free now. That’s what he wanted.”

      “More importantly, that was some incredible magick,” Beory enthused. 

      “I earned my second mystery for it.”

      Then he detailed his contact with the Scarlet Court and the summoning of Yor. His mother huffed disapprovingly.

      “Vampires,” she said with disapproval. “I’ve never liked them, but they can have their uses.”

      “You know about them?” Tyron turned his eyes to her and the Battlemage smiled.

      “Of course, but we can deal with that later, go on.”

      He went on to detail his escape from Woodsedge, his journey through the Western Province, and the encounter with the farm and bandits. 

      Beory’s face twisted in disgust at the description, and even Magnin leaned and spat to one side.

      “Filth,” the Swordsman stated simply, as if it was all that needed to be said.

      After the battle and his successful defence against the counter attack, he described his meeting with Elsbeth and her teacher, which raised the eyebrows of both his parents.

      “Priestess to the Old Gods? Well… I did not see that coming,” Magnin said.

      Beory hesitated before speaking.

      “I… don’t really see Elsbeth as being compatible with… them.”

      “You know about them as well?” Tyron demanded.

      Magnin laughed.

      “You don’t get to as high a level as us without learning a few things,” he chuckled, “even though people try desperately to hide it. In fact, the more they try to hide it, the more I want to find out what they’re hiding.”

      From there, Tyron told them of his journey through the foothills, of his contact within the Abyss, and of hunting down the bandits.

      “Going through the veil,” Magnin whistled, sharing a look with Beory.

      “He’s not going slow, is he?” Beory said with pride.

      “I couldn’t have done it without the help of Yor,” Tyron explained, but his mother wouldn’t have it.

      “It takes a certain fortitude to encounter the beings beyond the Veil and return with your sanity. You should be very pleased with yourself. There’s a reason abyssals are usually hunted by gold Slayers.”

      Tyron hadn’t known he was risking his sanity….

      By the time he got to explaining his encounter with Cragwhistle, his capture of the Archer, and his discovery of the nascent rift, almost an hour had passed. Only then did he realise something he should’ve thought of earlier.

      “The Archer! She’s still out there!”

      Magnin looked at him with an eyebrow raised.

      “You think we didn’t notice her?” he asked incredulously.

      “Is she…” Tyron faltered, glancing at Rufus’ bisected body and Laurel’s frozen tomb.

      “She’s alive,” Beory said, glancing up the slope, “but she won’t bother us for a while. She still has a purpose to serve.”

      From there, he told them of his fight to examine the rift and his defence against the Slayers. Almost as an afterthought, he mentioned the marshals and the ambush which Yor had foiled.

      “Marshals,” Magnin shook his head. “They might be able to keep the regular populace in line, but they’re terrible at fighting high-level Slayers. At least, the regular ones are. They don’t have to do it very often, they can rely on the brands most of the time.”

      “At least I don’t have one of those,” Tyron grimaced.

      “And you never will, if you play your cards right,” Magnin winked.

      Tyron shrugged uncomfortably. Now it came down to it, he felt a queasy twisting in his guts. As wonderful as it was to spend time with his family again, as warm and safe as the presence of his parents made him feel, he knew deep down that it was an illusion.

      “I… I did my best,” he choked out, emotion welling in his throat. He vigorously rubbed away the tears that threatened to spill once more. “I tried… I tried to make you proud.”

      Beory was by his side in an instant, her arm wrapped around his shoulders.

      “And we are proud of you, Tyron. You’ve done so well, better than even we could have hoped.”

      “She’s right, son,” Magnin confirmed, his eyes soft. “You were dealt a terrible hand, and you made a winner out of it anyway. I couldn’t have done better myself at your age. Well done, lad.”

      Tyron slumped forward, his head between his knees, and nodded.

      “But it’s over now,” he stammered, trying to firm his resolve. “I know they sent you to bring me back.”

      He drew in a shaky breath and raised his head.

      “I… I’m ready. I’ve probably damaged the Steelarm reputation beyond repair… but at least if you turn me in, people will see we solved it in the family. And I want you to apologise to Worthy and Aunt Meg for me. I feel terrible for leaving them the way I did.”

      He couldn’t look at his parents as he spoke, only glancing at them when they didn’t reply to his words. They were both looking at him as if he were insane.

      “You think we’re going to take you in?” Magnin laughed. “Don’t be daft, boy!”

      Beory looked hurt.

      “You really thought we would do that? To our own son?”

      Tyron stared at them.

      “But… you have to!” he stammered. “You’ll be outlawed if you don’t!”

      The two Slayers continued to look at him with those puzzled expressions on their faces.

      “So?” Magnin said.

      The Necromancer grew increasingly frantic as his parents failed to grasp the gravity of the situation.

      “You’ll be killed! They’ll hunt you down. I won’t let that happen!”

      Magnin shared an awkward glance with Beory before he reached out and grasped his son by the shoulder.

      “Tyron. You need to listen to me. None of this is your fault, do you understand?” He glanced up at the sun overhead. “And I wish we could take more time to explain it all, but we seem to be running a little short.”

      “W-what are you talking about?”

      Beory sighed before she started to explain.

      “This is all our fault,” she said, a sad smile on her lips, “just like everything else that’s gone wrong in your life, and I can’t apologise enough. I’ll try to explain as briefly as I can.”

      She looked up as she tried to think of what to say.

      “It really boils down to the Magisters, the nobility who control them, and the four arseholes who control them.”

      Tyron boggled.

      “You mean… the Divines?”

      She sneered.

      “Of course the Divines. The entire branding system is their invention, desperate to prevent anyone from fighting their way up to the same level. When your father and I reached a certain point…”

      Magnin picked up as she trailed off.

      “They told us we couldn’t progress any further,” he sounded completely affronted, and Tyron could understand why. You might as well have told the pair to stop breathing. “Imagine that! Stop fighting, leave the rifts alone, retire to some mansion in the central province and live out our days in peace.”

      He looked as if he might throw up just thinking about it, and Tyron couldn’t help but laugh. Knowing his family as he did, it was a ridiculous request.

      “We could still tidy up little jobs around the edges, but nothing serious, nothing like what we would need to do to progress. If we didn’t comply, they threatened to use the brands and murder us.”

      “So naturally, we immediately tried to find a way around it. Sneaky stuff, dark powers, vampiric nasties, long-forgotten gods, all the classics.”

      “Take this seriously, Magnin,” Beory frowned. “But… he’s basically right. We sought for a way to nullify the effects of the brand and break the control they had over us. We were… partially successful. We were able to weaken the brand but couldn’t break it.”

      “And to make a long story short,” Magnin broke in, “they found out what we were up to and decided to punish us.”

      Tyron frowned.

      “How?”

      “You, love,” Beory said gently. “The Divines interfered with your Awakening. They have some influence over the Unseen, not much, but the Awakening crystal is designed to increase this control. They used it to give you the Necromancer Class, and the Dark Ones noticed their meddling, giving you Anathema to help you survive and… disrupt things for their enemies.”

      It was a shocking revelation, and Tyron’s brain froze as he tried to process it. The gods had given him this Class? In order to punish his parents? It was absurd. Or was it?

      Magnin grimaced.

      “From there, it was relatively easy for them to engineer a situation that was no-win for us. We’d either have to kill you, our only child, or die ourselves, which is what they really want.”

      The words registered with Tyron slowly.

      “No,” he said.

      His father gave him a twisted smile.

      “I’m afraid so, son. There’s only one way out, and I’m afraid that this is it. We created this mess ourselves, prodding at things we shouldn’t have. There’s no way we would ever make you pay the price for that.”

      “It’s for the best this way, Tyron,” his mother told him. “You will survive. You can send the Archer girl back to the Magisters after Yor modifies her memory. She’ll tell them we all died and that’ll be the end of it. They don’t really care about you that much, it’s your father and I that they want. You can escape through the rift. We’ve arranged things for you. A new identity, a chance to hide and start your life again.”

      “No!” he shouted.

      It wasn’t possible. This couldn’t be happening. He refused to accept it. He refused!

      Magnin sighed.

      “We’re about out of time, Beory,” he said, peering up at the sky.

      Irritation flashed across her tired face.

      “Always interfering, even at the worst possible moments,” she snapped. “Useless pricks could never leave us alone.”

      “Language, dear.”

      “Shut up, Magnin.” She turned back to Tyron. “There’s a letter for you in my pack that explains what to do from here. We’ve arranged things with some friends of ours, they’ll help you.”

      The two of them rose and stood arm in arm, looking down on their son with proud smiles on their faces. Tyron looked a mess, tears running down his face as he stared imploringly up at them.

      “Live your life, son. We’re so, so lucky to have had you in our lives, and I’m sorry we messed things up so badly for you,” Beory said, her lip quivering.

      Magnin leaned his head down against that of his wife.

      “You’ll be free after this,” he said. “We’ve been able to do that much for you, in the end. Love you, kid.”

      He turned his head and kissed his wife’s hair.

      “Are you ready, darling?”

      “Of course.”

      The greatest Swordsman of the Western Province flipped a dagger from his belt and caught it nimbly by the hilt.

      “You may want to look away for this,” he said to Tyron, before he turned, lifted Beory’s chin, and kissed her full on the mouth.

      Then he rammed the dagger straight into her heart. Beory stiffened, then went limp in her husband’s arms. Magnin lowered her lovingly to the ground, then knelt by her side.

      “Sorry we couldn’t leave you our souls,” he said quietly, “we didn’t want to risk the Divines getting hold of us.” He tapped himself on the chest. “But this is the finest damn set of materials you’ll ever get your hands on. Make sure you use it well.”

      Without taking his eyes from Beory, he lay down by her side before he slid the blade into his own chest, sighing as he did.

      Then he was gone.

      Tyron sat staring at them for a long, long time.
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      Hours passed, and still the young Necromancer sat, unbelieving, as he stared at the rapidly cooling corpses of his parents. It didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be real. 

      Magnin and Beory Steelarm were invincible, immovable presences in his life. The thought that they might die had never even entered his head. To his mind, they were functionally immortal, regularly entering the most dangerous places imaginable and leaving with hardly a scratch.

      The sight of their still and lifeless bodies refused to register and his brain froze. He was dimly aware of his skeletons coming to life around him as his magick slowly replenished. They may have even fought off some rift-kin as he sat unmoving, he couldn’t be sure.

      Hours later, he gathered enough of himself to turn, muscles aching from lack of activity, and he grasped his mother’s pack, fumbling it open with shaking hands to find the note she had left him.

      He read it through five times.

      Despite the evidence before his eyes, he still couldn’t make himself acknowledge what had happened. Despite the note, which he read over and over, it couldn’t force the knowledge that his parents had died to sink into his head.

      He was still struggling with it when night fell.

      “They knew from the beginning it was going to end like this,” Yor said from behind him.

      Tyron turned his hollow stare onto the vampire and she met his eyes evenly.

      “You were working for them,” he rasped, his voice hoarse, as if he’d been screaming in his own throat for hours.

      Her dark eyes softened imperceptibly.

      “We were working with them. It was Magnin and Beory who arranged for me to accompany you, and they who paid the price for my assistance. My Mistress had her own reasons for sending me, of course.”

      Tyron nodded.

      He still couldn’t feel anything, as if the emotions had been blasted out of him. Almost against his will, his eyes moved to flick back to the corpses on the ground. He stilled them. Looking at those lifeless bodies wouldn’t help. Nothing would help.

      Yor gestured to the letter.

      “Your mother has written of the arrangements, yes? The Archer is already stumbling her way back down the mountain. She will testify to your death at the hands of your parents.”

      So Magnin and Beory would go down in history as murdering their own son. Apparently, he was a wanted criminal and a threat to the empire, so they’d continue to be heroes in the eyes of the people.

      Which… for some reason… ignited a slow-burning fury in Tyron’s gut.

      The silence dragged out, and for a moment, even Yor looked discomfited. Tyron’s eyes were dead, his posture slumped, yet he radiated a cold anger that manifested as his fingers curled and uncurled into fists, the knuckles whitening as he clenched.

      The arrangements.

      They had planned everything out for him so well… given him as much time as they could manage, letting him gain power so that he could stand on his own when they were gone. It was all there on the page. If he followed their instructions, he would live a quiet and anonymous life, free of the brand, free of control.

      The freedom they had always been denied in their own life, they had bought for him.

      He’d have to hide, of course, but they’d arranged that for him as well. Experts who could produce fake Status documents, corrupt officials that would look the other way and let him settle.

      You choose, they’d written, you get to choose.

      When he thought of how much they had wanted that choice, he almost broke. It was the most precious thing in the world to Magnin and Beory, the greatest gift they could bestow.

      He didn’t want it. He wanted his family back.

      “You took their souls, didn’t you?” he rasped as he stared up at the vampire.

      “Your mother forbade us from telling you what happened to their souls, except to say that the Court does not possess them,” she shook her head.

      Tyron grunted. He should have known they wouldn’t let him track them down. Once again, they had gone somewhere he couldn’t follow. He stared at his hands, trying to reconcile the emptiness inside him and the glowing embers of his anger.

      “What are you planning to do?” Yor asked, a slight smile quirking at the corner of her lips. “Will you do as your parents suggest? Settle down somewhere out of the way? Practise your magick in secret and live a quiet, fulfilling life?”

      He looked at her, his thoughts slowly turning over in his head.

      “I… have a lot of work… to do,” he said, forcing himself to his feet.

      Yor watched him go, stumbling around the impromptu camp site.

      Magnin and Beory had left their gear behind, which was worth thousands of gold; that couldn’t be left to rust away on the mountainside. He couldn’t bring himself to touch his parents, however. He gathered their packs, sorted the many, many valuable items they had tucked away, transferring the most immediately useful ones to his own pack.

      Two strange jewels were amongst the things he found. His mother’s letter had detailed what they were and what they were for. He placed each one on either of his parents’ bodies, ensuring they wouldn’t roll off. Magnin had ensured they were lying relatively flat, just another courtesy from his father before he’d taken his own life.

      With that task done, he sent his skeletons to gather the remains scattered across the mountainside. So many Slayer bodies, many of them still in excellent condition. An abundance of wealth the likes of which he’d never seen in his short necromantic career.

      With a little help from his remaining revenant, he pitched his father’s tent on the other side of the rock, slightly sheltered from the breeze and where he couldn’t see them.

      After he ate and drank, he gathered his tools and began to organise his work area. As the saying went, many hands made light work, and despite his extensive losses, Tyron was not short on hands.

      For once, he also wasn’t short on time.

      He rebuffed the occasional rift-kin surge, but his work progressed smoothly, all things considered. Perhaps Yor was helping in that regard, when she wasn’t watching him through her gleaming red eyes, that smile still on her lips.

      When he was ready, Tyron began to systematically prepare the remains, extracting the bones, separating the flesh, burying the refuse he didn’t want and couldn’t use.

      He paused for a second when he came to Laurel’s body, freshly recovered from her icy coffin, but his eyes hardened and he smashed down with his cleaver. She deserved nothing less.

      When the task was done, he had his minions organise the bones, arranging them so that they might saturate with Death Magick in peace.

      After he washed his hands with some water from his father’s canteen, he gathered a dozen small stones, each just large enough to fit in the palm of his hand. New homes for the lost souls.

      By the time he had finished locking them away, he was swaying on his feet from exhaustion. Even Tyron had limits, and he had found them. He crawled into the tent and let sweet oblivion take him, sleeping through the day and letting his minions defend the camp. When the sun fell over the horizon, he emerged.

      Whatever medicine his mother had fed him was miraculous, to say the least. The arrow wounds were almost healed, only circles of puckered, new flesh remained of the holes he’d sported the day before. This morning, he felt he could check on his parents, and he found that the crystals had completed their work during the day, doing just what Beory had written they would.

      The two figures were now coated in a thin layer of a glittering, diamond-like substance. It would preserve them perfectly, the letter had said, until he was ready to put the bodies to good use.

      He wasn’t sure he would ever be ready to dismember his own parents, but he didn’t want them rotting away here on the mountainside either. He would need to put them somewhere safe, where they wouldn’t be disturbed, but that would have to wait, he simply didn’t have the means right now.

      Yor stood over the remains, her perfect face a blank mask.

      “Have you decided what you’re going to do yet?”

      Tyron ignored her. There was still so much to do.

      In fact, he remained on the mountain for a week. He took his time, prepared his spells meticulously, took notes, raised his new minions with care.

      On the third day, he went down to the village and spoke to Ortan, informed the man of what had happened, and traded for supplies. The villager was shaken as Tyron told him of the Slayers dead on the mountain and the mammoth rift-kin he had slain.

      He begged Tyron to remain and protect them. Refugees from the plains had arrived and they needed help more than ever. The Necromancer refused, told him when he would leave and turned away.

      Slayers would come to protect them eventually, he no longer felt compelled to be a shield for these people. He benefited from the experience the rift-kin fed him, but that was all.

      For the remainder of the week, he worked, studied, and rested.

      In many ways, it was the idyllic existence he had always craved. Time to examine his Class, time to think on his spells and experiment. He learned a great deal in that time, putting the opportunity to good use, but he found no satisfaction in it.

      The more time that passed, the more the cold anger in his belly burned brighter. The anger burned any pleasure he might have felt to ash, incinerated the joy he might have felt.

      Magnin and Beory were dead. It was the Divines who had killed them.

      Oh, they had acted through their puppets, the nobility, and they through theirs, the Magisters, but it was clear where the fault truly lay. Tyron didn’t know how he could possibly seek revenge against the gods, he didn’t know how to reach them, or how to hurt them if he did. Even the nobles were beyond his reach, protected by layer after layer of law, privilege, soldiers, and Slayers. The Magisters were also difficult to reach, able to control every person who fought against the kin using the brand.

      But he would reach them. It would take time, a great deal of time, but he would reach them. What had happened on this mountain, what had happened to his family, wouldn’t be allowed to stand.

      Tyron didn’t know how, but he was going to throw down everyone who had done this and grind them beneath a skeletal heel.

      When the week was done, he met with Yor under the full moon.

      “I’ve decided,” he said.

      A smile split her face in half, revealing her fangs.

      “And I take it you haven’t chosen to live a quiet and reserved life?”

      “No,” he said shortly.

      Her grin widened, which he hadn’t thought was possible.

      “I’d hoped you’d say that. So, you want passage through the rift?”

      “I do.”

      “Well then.” She reached out a hand for him to take. “Shall we?”

      That night, he performed the Status ritual once more, confirmed his choices, and stepped into the rift, the vampire by his side.

      In his hand, he held his bedraggled book of notes, a tome that would come to be known and feared across the realm as The Book of the Dead.
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