
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
Attempted Adventuring


  A vampire noble’s work is never done – just ask Jonathan.


  



  Once upon a time, Jonathan lived a life as a scholar. He had his own wonderful castle with a wonderful library. Well, the library had been wonderful. The castle had kind of been a wreck. Still, it had been his castle, and he’d liked it. Alas, a run in with the Blood Alliance Department of Taxation left him without a castle and with little to his name except some fuzzy bunny slippers and a dressing gown.


  



  Yet with the help of his faithful servant Miles, Jonathan was able to join an intrepid group of adventurers. With their help, he would earn his fortune and get his castle back! At least, that was the plan. Their first mission was rather more dangerous than he’d like. It involved numerous near-death experiences, eldritch horrors, and the spirit of a long-dead vampire emperor. On the upside, they got paid.


  



  Of course, one mission won’t be enough, and there’s nothing scarier than vampire tax collectors. If Jonathan wants to get his castle back, he’ll have to go on more missions. Tougher missions. Scarier missions. Missions that make him question the sanity of dwarf architecture. And their newest mission is a doozy. But if he and the others can survive sea monsters, ancient evils, and an unlikely pair of allies, they might just strike it rich.


  



  With the help of his loyal butler, a wandering werewolf, a merman who enjoys dry land, a shape-shifter who can’t change back to her original form, and a former paladin who has managed to survive four accusations of heresy, Jonathan might just stand a chance.


  



  One way or another, Jonathan is getting his castle back.
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Prologue


  Jonathan peered into the cave and fought the urge to run. It was absolutely enormous, a vast cavern that could easily have served as the heart of some ancient and storied dwarf kingdom. And like any good dwarf kingdom, it was full of treasure. Chests were scattered across the ground, and piles of jewels, coins, and other trinkets littered the area. Shimmering veins of crystal lined the walls, and pillars of rock studded with the gleaming material spanned the gulf between the floor and ceiling of the cave. Elsewhere, piles of mangled, half-melted armour hinted at the extremely unpleasant and untimely demises of previous adventurers.


  “Are you sure it’s gone?” Jonathan asked. He was sorely tempted to use [Scry], but he couldn’t risk drawing the owner of the cave back with his magic. If that thing came back, then this little mission would go from risky to suicidal. True, his life had taken a turn for the worse after the loss of his castle and possessions, but Jonathan still happened to enjoy living. Besides, he could hardly get all of his stuff back if he was dead.


  “Yes, I’m sure.” Eric stepped confidently into the cave and gestured for the rest of them to follow him. “I’ve spent the past several days watching this place. It always leaves at the same time each night, and it’s always gone for at least three hours. It left fifteen minutes ago, which should give us more than enough time to find what we’re looking for, grab some extra loot, and go. By the time it realises we were even here, we’ll be long gone.”


  “I hope you’re right because if it comes back while we’re still here…”


  “Yes, I know. We’ll all die in hideous, screaming agony.” The werewolf chuckled and gave them another one of those decidedly lupine grins of his. The ladies Eric courted in taverns and inns loved the expression, but Jonathan was less enamoured of it since it was usually followed by something going horribly wrong before he was forced to run for his life. “Believe me, I get it. It’s scary, but the sooner we find what we’re looking for, the sooner we can leave.” His grin widened. “Or do you want to get up close and personal with an ancient draco-hydra?”


  Jonathan was fluent in more than a dozen ancient languages, but none of them had a word for how little he wanted to be anywhere near an ancient draco-hydra, especially one that was likely to be mad. With a chuckle that was equal parts nervous and hysterical, he hurried into the cave. Hydras were terrifying enough, but draco-hydras occupied their own position in the pantheon of creatures he never, ever wanted to meet. They were a cross between a dragon and a hydra, multi-headed, winged monstrosities that had supposedly been created when two of the gods had gotten extremely inebriated and had decided to combine their two favourite monsters into some kind of super monster. The result, needless to say, had been the stuff of nightmares.


  To make matters worse, this cave belonged to an ancient draco-hydra, not a regular one, which meant they were dealing with an older, more powerful, and far more vicious member of the species. Even more concerning was the sheer size of the cavern. According to the research he’d reviewed before this mission, there was a strong correlation between the size of a draco-hydra and the size of its lair. A smaller lair meant a smaller beast, but a gigantic lair meant a gigantic beast. Oh, sure, Eric had told him the monster wasn’t that scary, but he and the werewolf had very, very different definitions of scary.


  “Let’s get this over with,” Jonathan said. “Even if we do have more than two hours before it’s supposed to come back, I don’t want to be here a second longer than necessary. We need to get the chest and go.”


  “We should also check if there is anything else worth taking.” Blue Scales took a moment to study the layout of the cave before he followed them into the gloom. Silhouetted against the moonlight that filled the entrance, his scales shone a deep sapphire. “If we’re going to be stealing from a giant monster, we might as well steal as much as we can. Whether it’s one coin or a thousand, its wrath will still be terrible to behold if it catches us.”


  Jonathan once again fought the urge to scream. Draco-hydras were notoriously possessive. Taking even a single coin could drive one into a blood rage that typically ended in the slaughter of any would-be thieves. The thought of what the creature would do to them if it caught them with several chests was too horrible to contemplate.


  “He does raise a good point,” Aria said. Jonathan gaped at the former paladin in disbelief. She was usually the sensible one, the one he could rely on to not take the option that led to agonising death. “And our employer did say we could keep anything else we found, provided we retrieved the chest he wanted undamaged and unopened.”


  Eileen held up a sign. I can use my shadow imps to store some of what we take, but we’ll probably have to haul most of it back to the boat ourselves. A few chests should be fine, but don’t get too greedy. It’s better to be alive and moderately wealthy than to be rich and in the belly of a monster.


  “Come on.” Jonathan hurried deeper into the cave. “We need to find that chest.”


  “Stop worrying.” Eric pulled out a pouch their client had given them. It was filled with things that had been kept alongside the chest in the past, and it shouldn’t take him long to track down the chest once he had its scent. “We’ve still got plenty of time before it comes back.”


  Using his excellent sense of smell and [Seek], Eric led them to the back of the lair and a large pile of chests. Near the bottom of the pile was the chest they wanted. Baron Nightbarrow hadn’t told them what was in it, and Jonathan was wise enough not to ask. Moreover, the vampire noble had been clear about what they should do when they found it. He wanted it back intact and unopened, and he was willing to pay generously to ensure his orders were followed to the letter. Curiosity was all well and good, but Jonathan much preferred the extra coin, as did the others.


  Even so, he couldn’t help but be curious. Whatever was inside the chest must be incredibly important. The chest itself was made of enchanted oak inlaid with rune-covered silver and gold. The low hum of more than a dozen protective enchantments filled the air, and he could sense at least another four enchantments ready to activate if the chest was somehow damaged. The baron must have paid handsomely to have the chest made.


  “This is it, all right.” Eric nudged Jonathan with his elbow. “What did I tell you? Easy.”


  Jonathan released a breath he hadn’t even realised he’d been holding and allowed himself to relax ever so slightly. “Fine. You were right. It was easy. Can you lift it?”


  Eric hefted the chest up onto one shoulder. It was roughly a third the size of the coffin Jonathan had recently purchased, but Eric wasn’t having any difficulty with it at all. Like Jonathan, Eric was far stronger than any normal human, even without transforming into his lupine form. “Huh? It’s not as heavy as it looks. Well, I won’t complain.” He glanced at Blue Scales. “You know what this means, right?”


  The merman bared his sharp teeth. “It’s time for us to add to our profits.” He was eyeing several chests that had broken open when they’d been tossed onto the pile. Inside were bolts of fine silk that radiated magic from every fibre. “Cloth like that is not only difficult to produce but also easy and profitable to sell.”


  Grab it. Eileen padded over to a pile of gemstones. Several of her shadow imps emerged, and the little creatures chittered amongst themselves as they shoved as many gemstones as they could into shadowy sacks that vanished once they were full. And keep an eye out for traps. Many merchants put traps on their merchandise to discourage bandits and thieves. The last thing we need is an explosion drawing the draco-hydra back early.


  “Indeed.” Miles had remained silent since they’d entered the cave. He was the one in charge of watching the entrance, and he was not about to shirk his duty. He would, as he always did, trust Jonathan to make the correct decisions before doing his best to follow Jonathan’s orders. It never ceased to humble the vampire that someone so competent had stayed loyal to him despite his impoverishment. Miles was about to continue to speak when his brows furrowed, and he fell silent. Jonathan stopped mid-stride. He knew that expression.


  “What’s wrong?” Jonathan had been on his way to grab some gold coins. Gemstones and precious fabrics were all well and good, but there was something to be said about having access to plenty of currency. “Miles?”


  The butler swallowed thickly as his composure slipped ever so slightly. “I do believe we may have a problem, sir.”


  “What do you –”


  There was a tremendous crash from outside the cave. The ground shook, and the moonlight that had filled the entrance vanished as a huge, multi-headed form thumped into the ground. With his keen vampiric sight, Jonathan had no problems whatsoever in seeing the beast. It was truly magnificent. Its scales were deep burgundy – the colour of fine wine – and its nine heads were in constant motion as it tasted the air and searched the area for intruders. Its wings flared, and the sudden gale they birthed nearly knocked Jonathan off his feet. Eighteen ruby eyes narrowed as the ancient draco-hydra caught some unfamiliar scents and noticed some things either missing or out of place. As it stomped forward with a low, sibilant hiss, Jonathan took careful note of its awkward gait. Dragons were graceful creatures that could move with unmatched speed and elegance despite their size. Hydras were the opposite, and this monster seemed to take more after them than its fire-breathing cousins. But even if hydras were far from graceful, they could cover plenty of ground in a hurry if they wanted to. He would have to assume this creature could do the same.


  Without a word, they all ran for cover. There was a time for valour and a time to stay very quiet and hope for the best. Now was definitely an example of the latter. Jonathan found himself huddling behind a boulder with Miles. Not far away, Eric and Blue Scales had hidden behind a pillar of rock while Eileen and Aria took shelter behind a towering pile of treasure.


  “I thought we were supposed to have more than two hours left?” Jonathan hissed. He would have screamed at Eric, but the draco-hydra had moved into the cave. Each step it took shook the cavern, and the tinkling of coins and gemstones as they shifted in their piles provided an eerie counterpart to the low, angry hissing of the gargantuan reptile. “I doubt it’s even been half an hour!”


  “Don’t blame me,” Eric shot back. He chanced a quick look around the pillar only to jerk back as the draco-hydra’s heads shifted their attention his way. In the dim light of the cave, its ruby eyes glowed a baleful red. “I’m telling you, I watched this place for days. This thing has never come back this quickly before. Something must have happened.”


  “So what do we do?” Jonathan whispered. A normal person would not have been able to hear him, but Eric was hardly a normal person. “There’s only one way out of the cave, and the draco-hydra is standing between us and the entrance.”


  Eric fought to keep his balance as the monster rumbled closer with all the force and weight of an avalanche or an earthquake. “We could try fighting our way past it.”


  “Are you insane?” Jonathan just barely managed to keep from jabbing one finger in the direction of the draco-hydra. “Look at it! It has to be at least a hundred feet tall, and it has nine heads! Nine! And all of them spit molten acid, the kind that can melt through enchanted armour with ease. For crying out loud, it’s so big it could just step on us.”


  Eric grimaced. “Okay, maybe fighting it isn’t the best idea, but there’s no way we’ll be able to sneak past it.” The draco-hydra stopped. For several long moments, the only sounds in the cave were the hissing of its heads. “Look at that. It’s not moving. It knows we’re here even if it doesn’t know exactly where we are. If it’s anything like a normal hydra, it’ll be willing to wait days to make sure it gets us. Hydras are bastards like that.”


  “It only has to wait until morning.” Jonathan mentally reviewed the layout of the cave. “Sunlight should fill most of the cave, and if it doesn’t, there’s more than enough things in here to reflect sunlight further in.” Needless to say, Jonathan was not looking forward to that. No vampire would. He nodded at Blue Scales. “Can you do anything? Maybe you could use one of your Words to drive it back with water while we run for the entrance.”


  The merman tightened his hold on his trident. “I could try, but our opponent is exceedingly large and heavy. Even with the strongest of my Words, I doubt I could summon enough water to overwhelm it before it could strike us down. Using my stronger Words also runs the risk of drowning the rest of you.”


  “Good point.” Jonathan also wasn’t sure if the water Blue Scales summoned would count as living water. Apart from sunlight, living water was one of the worst things a vampire could encounter. It wouldn’t kill him, but he’d be in no condition to fight or even flee if he was submerged in it. At this rate, they might actually have no choice but to try fighting their way past. Oh, whom was he kidding? They’d be lucky to last longer than a minute in a proper fight. Naturally, that was when the Blood Emperor decided to chime in with his opinion on this somewhat sub-optimal turn of events. After all, Jonathan was his anchor. He could hardly afford to let him get eaten, crushed, or melted.


  It would seem that your group’s cunning plan to retrieve the chest without any trouble has run into a large, draco-hydra-shaped problem. Despite the gravity of the situation, the ancient vampire somehow managed to radiate amusement. In fairness, had he been alive and well, the Blood Emperor could have slain the beast himself, at least if the stories of his power were anything to go by.


  “That is a polite way of putting it.” Jonathan could think of more than a dozen other ways to put it, none of which were very polite.


  Plans rarely survive contact with the enemy. A good ruler must not only be wise and powerful but also adaptable. In Jonathan’s mind, the Blood Emperor’s eyes gleamed, twin pinpoints of crimson light.


  “But you have a plan, right?” Jonathan noticed the others staring at him and smiled hopefully. “We’ll be all right. I think the Blood Emperor has a plan.”


  Perhaps you should wait until after I’ve revealed my brilliant plan before you celebrate. The Blood Emperor grinned crookedly. Draco-hydras are immensely powerful, especially the ancient ones. However, much like regular hydras, their eyes are instinctively drawn to motion, and they have a tendency to fixate on whatever they perceive to be the greatest threat in any situation. The entrance to the cave is not that far. If you could capture its attention, there’s a good chance the others could escape unharmed.


  “Why do I get the feeling I won’t like the rest of your plan?” Jonathan looked at Aria. She was likely too far away to hear him, but there was no doubt in his mind that Eileen could. The shape-shifter was in her bear form, but one of her shadow imps was holding up a small wooden sign for Aria to read. If only he could communicate with Aria some other way. Wait! How about sign language? His hands blurred into motion, but Aria shook her head. Apparently, she was not familiar with the sign language favoured by the Raccoon Empire.


  To be brutally honest, Miles, Eric, and Aria cannot do enough damage to completely capture the draco-hydra’s attention without being killed almost instantly. Blue Scales might be able to do it but only if he was willing to risk drowning us all.


  Jonathan looked heavenward. The gods, however, remained stonily silent with regards to his looming predicament. “You want me to blast it with some of your power, don’t you?” The lead weight in his stomach was growing heavier by the second. “Wait… what about Eileen?”


  Her hydra form could certainly catch its attention, but do you really think trying to fight an ancient draco-hydra with a normal hydra is going to work? She won’t be fast enough to retreat, and it is going to tear her limb from limb.


  “When you put it that way…”


  My plan is simple. You go out there and blast it with some of my power, and then you get ready to dodge. If you can keep its attention long enough, the others will be able to escape. Once they’re clear, you can escape as well.


  “And how do you expect me to live that long?” Jonathan was not good at dodging. In fact, he wasn’t much good at anything related to combat. Admittedly, he was improving, but being mediocre at best was not going to cut it against a draco-hydra.


  The others can enhance you with some of their Words, and do not forget that you are a vampire noble. You might not be as fast as I was, but you are still much faster than any normal human.


  “I don’t suppose you can blast it hard enough to kill it, can you?”


  If I were alive and well, it would be relatively straightforward. However, you are currently serving as my anchor. Any attack powerful enough to kill it outright would most likely incapacitate you for days – if it doesn’t outright kill you – as well as collapse the cave. I know you survived being buried under rubble when we first met thanks to my influence, but it’s not something you should make a habit of.


  Jonathan was not looking forward to attacking a giant, molten-acid-spewing, winged reptile, but it was looking more and more like he didn’t have a choice. “And you don’t have another plan we could try?”


  Unless you can somehow master advanced blood magic in the next two minutes, I’m afraid we’re out of options.


  “I was afraid you’d say that.” Jonathan considered asking the Blood Emperor if they could use the Dagger of the Crimson Dawn before realising how bad an idea it would be. The dagger could only seal away something that was badly wounded or dead, and certain creatures were highly resistant to sealing magic. He wasn’t sure if draco-hydras were, but he knew that dragons were practically impossible to seal away or bind. If he tried to use the dagger and it failed, he would find himself right next to an enraged draco-hydra. He’d be lucky if he got more than a few seconds to regret his mistake.


  Jonathan took a deep breath. It was time to face reality. He was going to have to do the completely foolish but heroic thing. Hopefully, he’d do a better job of it than he had of securing financial stability. He raised his voice just enough for Miles, Eric, Blue Scales, and Eileen to hear him. “Get ready to run. I’m going to distract it. The Blood Emperor will make sure I get its attention.”


  Miles stared. “You cannot be serious, sir. There must be another way.”


  “It’s our best chance.” Jonathan was amazed by how confident he managed to sound. Instead of sounding utterly terrified, he managed to come across as only mildly concerned. “I’ll be fine. The Blood Emperor needs me around, so he won’t let anything happen to me. However, I will need you to use a few Words on me.” He smiled weakly. “I won’t be fast enough to survive otherwise.”


  Miles’s fists clenched. It was clear he wanted to argue, but he could also see that Jonathan’s mind was made up. “Very well, sir.” He put one hand on Jonathan’s shoulder and reached for his magic. A jolt of power ran through the vampire as his servant applied several Words in quick succession. Miles was best at enhancing himself, but he could enhance others if they were close enough although physical contact was best. “[Quicken], [Accelerate], [Fortify]. I wish I could help more, sir, but three Words is the most I can use on someone else.” He lowered his hand. “I would also suggest you avoid being struck. [Fortify] will increase your durability considerably, but I doubt you would survive a direct hit from that monster.”


  Jonathan waved off Miles’s apology. He already felt stronger and faster. “This is excellent, Miles. How long does it last?”


  “A few minutes, sir, as many as ten if you’re lucky. You should be able to feel when it’s about to wear off.”


  Jonathan grimaced inwardly. A few minutes? Hopefully, he wouldn’t need to distract the draco-hydra for longer than a minute or two. “In that case, I’d best get started. I’d prefer to only do this once, so as soon as I get its attention…”


  “Don’t worry.” Eric had managed to sneak over, and his usual grin was gone. “We’ll run for it the second it’s distracted.” He pointed at Jonathan. “[Hunter’s Instincts], [Eye of the Wolf].” The Words settled onto Jonathan, and the whole world suddenly seemed clearer. Something stirred inside him, instincts he’d never possessed coming to the fore. “Take care of yourself, Jonathan. Once we’re clear, you run for it. There’s nothing heroic about ending up in a monster’s belly.”


  “I can assure you that I have no intention of sticking around longer than I have to.”


  That would only end in your death – and mine. The Blood Emperor sent a pulse of his power through Jonathan, and the younger vampire trembled as some small measure of the legendary ruler’s strength filled him. It was mind-boggling to think that this kind of power was only a mere fraction of what the Blood Emperor had once been capable of. I’ll try to make this as easy on you as possible. Go grab its attention.


  Jonathan murmured a swift prayer to the five mightiest gods he could think of and then stepped out into the open. “Hey!” he shouted. “Here I am!”


  He flung one of the coins he’d taken at the draco-hydra. The makeshift projectile bounced off its burgundy scales, and its heads immediately swung around to face him. With all of the Words on him, Jonathan’s speed and perception had been enhanced well beyond their usual limits. He saw everything with perfect clarity, and the world around him slowed to a crawl. Somehow, he managed to keep from screaming when all eighteen of the draco-hydra’s eyes narrowed at him. The beast was not happy. It was the very opposite of happy. He swallowed thickly and almost tripped over a stray chest when he took a step back. A shudder ran through him. He had to be careful. Even with all of the enhancements, he couldn’t afford to stumble. If he lost his footing, he was dead.


  It was a testament to how fast the creature could move that despite Jonathan’s mind working at more than triple its normal speed, it didn’t seem the least bit slow as it rumbled toward him. He’d thought it was enormous before, but seeing it loom over him now made it seem even bigger. By the gods, what had he been thinking? This was madness.


  He’d often heard about how the minds of warriors could both sharpen and dull in the heat of battle. With their senses stretched to their very limits, they could perceive every detail with astounding clarity and precision. Yet their minds could also wander, their thoughts moving too swiftly for them to control. Jonathan hadn’t always believed the stories, but he believed them now because his mind was doing exactly that. He should be running. He should be using the Blood Emperor’s power. He should be doing something – anything – except gawping at his oncoming death like a fool. Instead, his mind was busy reminding him of everything he’d learned about draco-hydras, which was all very interesting from an academic standpoint but not at all useful to surviving the next twenty seconds.


  From his research, he knew that draco-hydras followed a similar growth pattern to regular hydras. They hatched with one head and grew a second during adolescence. A third head would follow during adulthood, and they would continue to add more as they grew older and more powerful. Ancient draco-hydras were so powerful they might as well have been a different species from their younger kin. Their molten acid was vastly more potent and far hotter, and they could unleash it at immense pressures, allowing them to attack from much longer ranges – or to simply cut through anything that could withstand their acid’s heat and corrosive properties. Throw in the fact that they could fly, and the only things ancient draco-hydras had to fear were ancient hydras and older dragons. Even then, it would take a powerful member of either species to truly threaten them.


  Eric had mentioned that Alaric, the Great Silver and the mightiest werewolf in history, had once eaten an ancient draco-hydra, but Alaric was said to be more like a force of nature or a living natural disaster than a werewolf. He was one of the only people to have survived facing the Blood Emperor in single combat during his prime. Whatever Alaric had done to defeat an ancient draco-hydra was not something any other werewolf could replicate.


  One last fact filtered through Jonathan’s panicked mind before he managed to focus back on the task at hand. Most ancient draco-hydras had seven heads. This one had nine.


  “Why did I agree to this?” Jonathan muttered as the monster drew back two of its heads to unleash twin sprays of molten acid that travelled at speeds fast enough to put crossbow bolts to shame. Despite all of the Words enhancing him, Jonathan still came within inches of dying right there. It was a sobering reminder of the cavernous gap between him and his foe.


  It’s because you actually care about getting the others out of here alive. The Blood Emperor’s voice was filled with pride. A ruler should care about his subordinates – and his friends and allies. Get ready. I will attack soon.


  “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” Jonathan scrambled to get clear as the monster stomped forward. He was moving at more than triple his normal speed, yet the beast had no problems keeping track of him. A gut feeling – an instinct – told him to duck, and he flung himself down just in time to avoid more acid. With nine heads to keep track of, staying in one piece was going to be a nightmare. He used [Discern Weakness], but the Word came up empty handed. This thing didn’t have weaknesses – at least, not any he could take advantage of. The only thing he could think of was hitting it with something strong enough to penetrate its scales and overwhelm its regeneration. The Blood Emperor had been right. Brute force was their only option.


  You should try to learn [Identify Weakness]. It’s a stronger version of the Word you used. I doubt it would help in this situation, but it may be useful later. The Blood Emperor’s magic sharpened and turned from a tidal wave of raw power to a thin, tightly focused stream of energy. Be ready to run. We are about to anger the beast, and I doubt my attack will kill it – or keep it down for long. Once it recovers, it will do everything in its power to destroy us.


  “Wonderful…” Jonathan croaked. “Well… do what you have to do.”


  That’s the spirit.


  [Sundering Blast].


  A sudden, eerie silence fell over the cave. Jonathan’s mind had been doing its best to filter through all of the sounds he was picking up thanks to his enhanced perception – the hissing of the draco-hydra, the thunder of its approach, and the hurried footsteps of his friends – but then everything went quiet. It was like being plunged deep into a lake of freezing water. This was beyond the quiet of the grave. This was the solemn, unmistakable silence that only the gods themselves could bring to bear.


  And then there was a sound – a howl, a scream, a roar – that shook the world to its foundations.


  Everything in front of him exploded. Rocks, soil, gemstones, gold, flesh – everything ruptured, tore, shattered, and was blown away by a blast of raw destructive force that threatened to collapse the cavern. It was as though the gods themselves had taken enormous sledgehammers to everything he could see. The ancient draco-hydra reeled back, its massive bulk seemingly no match for the power of the Blood Emperor’s Word. Its scales had been shattered and ripped loose, and its flesh had been pulverised and pulped. Even its bones were smashed and broken.


  “Go!” Jonathan bellowed to the others as he sagged. His ears rang, and his vision swam. He would have fallen if not for the boulder beside him. All of his strength was gone, and even the Words the others had used to enhance him could barely keep him conscious. Jaw clenched, he forced himself to fight through the fatigue. If he closed his eyes here, he would never open them again. He couldn’t die here. He had to live, so he could get his castle back and repay Miles and Martin for everything. He wasn’t much of a vampire noble, but surely, he could manage that much. “Go!” he shouted again, voice ragged. “Get out of here!”


  The others wasted no time in abandoning any attempt at stealth for a flat-out sprint for the entrance as the draco-hydra toppled back. It wasn’t dead – it was still twitching – but doing so much damage to it with a single attack was incredible. Yet even the Blood Emperor’s Word couldn’t keep it down for more than a few moments. To Jonathan’s disbelief, it was already healing. New scales pushed past the broken ones, and its shattered bones were being yanked into place amidst its regenerating flesh. As she ran past, Aria tossed him a flask. Only his improved reflexes allowed him to catch it through the haze of fatigue that clawed at his mind and body.


  “Drink it – and don’t stay any longer than you have to.”


  Jonathan opened the flask and nearly swooned. The smell was intoxicating. It was fresh virgin’s blood from someone with holy power. It didn’t take a scholar to work out where it had come from. Aria must have set it aside in case he ran into trouble. He smiled. She would never admit it, but she had a tendency to mother everyone in the group. It didn’t matter if they were a cheerful shape-shifter, a towering merman, a snarky werewolf, a combat-ready butler, or even a vampire noble. If she could take care of them, she would. He’d have to do his best not to squander her gift.


  She is a practical woman – and a caring one. The Blood Emperor’s grin made him seem almost boyish despite his rugged features. You could do worse for a leader.


  Jonathan gulped the blood down and immediately felt better. Oh, he was still a bit unsteady on his feet, but the wool that had descended over his mind and senses had receded. The tremors that had wracked his body had stopped as well – at least until he saw the draco-hydra lumber back onto its feet. It was extremely not happy, and it was looking at him with pure, undiluted hatred.


  “Okay…” Jonathan took one step back followed by another and another. “What now?”


  I was honestly hoping it would stay down for a while longer. But now we run. The others are already clear, so there’s no need for you to stay here any longer. Unfortunately, the creature is between the entrance and us, and I doubt it will simply allow us to leave.


  Jonathan swallowed thickly. As big as the draco-hydra was, there was still some space between it and the sides of the cave. If he was quick enough and lucky enough, he might just be able to slip past it.


  What are you waiting for? Move!


  The beast unleashed a veritable deluge of molten acid, and Jonathan burst into motion. It must still have been recovering because the monster’s aim was off. Most of the attack sprayed harmlessly overhead, and his Word-enhanced senses and speed allowed him to dodge the rest, albeit awkwardly. He raced past the draco-hydra and ran for the entrance to the cave. It was so close. He was almost –


  His instincts screamed at him to duck, as did the Blood Emperor. Get down!


  He’d learned the hard way to listen to the Blood Emperor when it came to combat. Moreover, his Word-gifted instincts were like thunder in his ears. He needed to duck. So he did – and a split-second later a volley of acid streaked through the air where his upper body had been. The acid struck a boulder, and its sheer heat began to melt the rock before its corrosive properties turned it into a puddle of goo. Not good. It looked like the draco-hydra had gotten its aim back.


  Jonathan picked up the pace, barely aware that he was cursing in five different ancient languages.


  Your vocabulary is impressive. Oh, you might want to jump.


  Once again, the Blood Emperor and his new instincts were in agreement. He jumped, and three beams of acid passed beneath him. As he landed, a bolt of lightning crackled through the air. The lightning struck one of the draco-hydra’s heads, and its next attack went awry. He grinned. That had to have come from Blue Scales. He needed to get him something nice when they got back to civilisation. Perhaps he could get him some tuna buns. After all, the merman did like pastries as well as tuna.


  By some miracle, he was able to reach the entrance before the Words the others had used on him began to wear off. The loss of strength and speed had him staggering around like a drunk as he fought to stay on his feet. The ground shook as an enraged bellow split the air, but he didn’t have to turn around to know what was right behind him. More acid hurtled toward him, but a glowing white barrier appeared to ward off the attack.


  “Aria?” he mumbled blearily as he continued to stumble forward. The barrier shattered only a few seconds later, but it had already done its job. He blinked. They’d come back for him. Weren’t they supposed to run?


  Yes. However, friends don’t leave their friends behind to get eaten by draco-hydras.


  The blonde had come back for him with Miles while Blue Scales, Eric, and Eileen hastened to ready the boat they’d taken down the river to reach the cave. Aria’s whole body tensed as she was forced to summon another barrier to defend them, and it was clear the monster had yet to truly exert its strength.


  “Miles!” she shouted as the barrier came apart in a shower of radiant sparks. “Distract it!”


  The butler bounded forward, drew one arm back, and did the most incredible thing Jonathan had seen in some time. He punched the draco-hydra.


  [Iron Fist].


  [Pulverise].


  [Shatter].


  With those three Words, Miles’s fist would have reduced a boulder to powder. It was substantially less effective against the draco-hydra. The creature’s immense durability along with its natural resistance to magic meant that all he accomplished was making it even madder. The gigantic reptile rounded on him, and Miles leapt back as it came within inches of simply crushing him underfoot.


  “Grab Jonathan!” Aria shouted. “I’ll handle our defence!”


  That’s quite a servant you have. The Blood Emperor chuckled. Any man willing to run up to a draco-hydra and punch it for your sake is a man worth keeping around.


  “He’s the best,” Jonathan agreed as Miles half-carried and half-dragged him toward the boat. Aria was behind them, barrier after barrier flickering to life only to shatter as the draco-hydra continued its assault. She’d gone from using her own Words to praying outright to the god she served for protection, but even that power was scarcely enough to fend off the draco-hydra’s attacks.


  “[Blinding Flash]!”


  The draco-hydra jerked back, temporarily blinded, and Jonathan was ready to celebrate when he noticed something odd. It was raining. Now, rain was not, in and of itself, a bad thing. Admittedly, vampires weren’t fond of it since it qualified as living water of a sort, albeit not nearly as bad as the ocean or a river. What worried him was the fact that until now it had been a clear and cloudless night. It was one of the reasons they’d chosen to make their move. Heavy rain would have slowed them down far more than their opponent, and draco-hydras were known to become angrier and more vicious during storms.


  As someone who was paranoid – although he wasn’t sure if it counted as paranoia since he was being chased by a giant, enraged reptile – he had used [Predict Weather] to try to rule out the possibility of rain. The Word was far from infallible, but it was usually fairly accurate. It had predicted only a slight chance of light rain, but the rain tumbling down on them had gone from a drizzle to a downpour in a matter of seconds.


  Struggling to keep their footing, he, Miles, and Aria continued their mad dash toward the boat. Had Blue Scales done this? He might be able to pull it off, but why would he? A half-buried stone sent him sprawling into the mud, and Jonathan caught a glimpse of the sky before he struggled back to his feet.


  The Blood Emperor shook his head in disbelief. You have the most incredible luck, Jonathan. What’s that saying again? Ah, yes. When it rains, it pours.


  There on the horizon, but growing closer with each moment, was a bank of storm clouds – except clouds couldn’t move that quickly, nor did they appear from nowhere on clear nights. He used [Scry], but his word instantly ran into stern resistance. He gulped. Clouds could not resist Words. There was something else in those clouds – something that could fly and which was powerful enough to produce the lightning that tore through the heavens in blindingly bright ladders that turned the night into day.


  As a scholar – and someone who had begun to research monsters more thoroughly to minimise his odds of being killed by them – he knew exactly what it was.


  “Dragon!” he screeched. “Storm dragon! It’s headed this way!”


  Storm dragons were one of the more uncommon breeds of dragon, but like all dragons, they were terrifying opponents. Rather than breathing fire, they spat lightning, and they were capable of controlling the weather around them. Instead of setting the land ablaze and filling the skies with fire and ash, they brought storms with them everywhere they went, and their presence was always heralded by torrential rain, thunderous hail, tearing winds, and lightning. Like most dragons, they also had a tendency to be greedy and avaricious. Few things pleased them more than adding treasure to their hoards. This one must have heard about the draco-hydra’s riches somehow, and like any self-respecting dragon, it had a plan: show up, slaughter the draco-hydra, and claim its treasure for itself. Normally, that would be a mere formality. There were precious few things in the world that could withstand the fury of an adult dragon. However, an ancient draco-hydra was one of them.


  “Run faster!” Aria screamed.


  “I’m trying!” Jonathan replied.


  “Forgive me, sir,” Mile said. “But the Words we used must have taken a toll on you.” He hoisted Jonathan up onto his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “Since speed is of the essence, I believe this is the best option, and I do hope you will forgive me for my presumption.”


  “Miles, if we live through this, there is nothing to forgive.”


  But the ancient draco-hydra was no longer chasing them. It had sensed the incoming threat, and a bunch of thieves who had stolen a few of its trinkets were of far less concern than a dragon that could potentially take everything. The draco-hydra stretched up to its full height, well over a hundred feet tall. Its wings unfurled in a dazzling threat display, and it roared before heaving itself up into the air. It was ungainly, lacking the speed and grace of a dragon, but its sheer size and bulk made for a truly ominous sight.


  The monster spewed nine beams of molten acid toward the approaching storm clouds. The attack was answered by a tremendous bolt of lightning that dwarfed the one Blue Scales had used. The acid was blasted out of the way, and the bolt struck the draco-hydra square in the chest. A lesser creature would have died then and there, but it barely seemed to care. Instead, it roared again, and its wings beat the air mightily to increase its speed.


  “Incredible,” Aria breathed. She chanced a quick look back as the dragon emerged from the storm clouds and dove to meet the draco-hydra. Its scales were a patchwork of grey, silver, blue, and black. Despite being lighter, the dragon’s momentum allowed it to drive the draco-hydra back into the ground. The two titans tore up trees, ripped trenches into the earth, and tossed up plumes of mud, dirt, and water as they scrambled to get the upper hand. The hydra’s nine heads snapped and bit, and volleys of acid sliced through the air. The storm dragon replied with its claws and teeth, and blinding blasts of lightning lit up the night. Each blow that landed was like thunder, and the rain burst outward from the sheer force behind every impact.


  “Hurry!” Blue Scales helped them onto the boat. “We must leave. It isn’t safe here.”


  An uprooted tree tumbled toward the boat, but Eileen leapt forward to knock it aside. Come on. It was almost impossible to read her sign through the driving rain. We need to leave right now!


  The boat jolted into motion as Jonathan, Miles, and Aria all but collapsed onto it. Blue Scales wasted no time in using a Word to hasten their passage down the river as the two behemoths continued to battle. The last thing Jonathan saw was the dragon reeling back, a gash torn along one shoulder, while the draco-hydra fought to regain its balance after a blast of lightning obliterated two of its heads.


  It was only later, much later, when the sounds of battle and the pouring rain had faded, that anyone felt safe enough to speak.


  “So…” Eric drawled. “That wasn’t too bad. We’re all alive, we completed our mission, and we even got some extra treasure too.”


  Jonathan spluttered. He was sorely tempted to push the werewolf into the river. “We almost died!” he wailed. “There was an ancient draco-hydra and a storm dragon!”


  “Almost, my friend. We almost died.” Eric chuckled. “And in our line of work, almost dying is nearly the same as getting away without a scratch.”


  Jonathan was too exhausted to do more than glare. Thankfully, Eileen wasn’t. The shape-shifter, who was currently in her bear form, whacked Eric over the head with one of her signs.


  Try to read the mood a little better. Eileen flipped the sign around, so they could read the other side. If that dragon hadn’t shown up, we’d have been in real trouble. Draco-hydras aren’t as fast in the air as dragons, but it would still have been able to follow us most of the way downriver.


  Eric rubbed the back of his head. “I’m just trying to look on the bright side. I mean… I was almost worried this mission would be boring, but I think we can all agree that it wasn’t.”


  “Boring can be good.” Blue Scales guided the boat past some rocks. “And interesting has a tendency to mean dead when it involves giant monsters.”


  Aria sat up. She was covered in mud up to her knees, and she’d scraped her cheek at some point, possibly against her helmet when they’d thrown themselves into the boat. He had to fight to keep from staring at the wound. Now that he knew what her blood tasted like, he was very tempted. “We need to tell our client about the dragon. This is supposed to be his territory, and regardless of who wins, the winner is not going to be in a good mood.”


  “If he asks us to kill whoever wins, I vote we walk away,” Jonathan said.


  “Agreed, sir.” Miles handed him a gourd of blood. “We are adventurers. It might be best to leave monster hunting to the monster hunters.”


  In Jonathan’s mind, the Blood Emperor gave him the mental equivalent of a pat on the back. Mission accomplished – barely.


  Jonathan ran one hand over his face. He couldn’t wait to get back to Martin’s shop, so he could crawl into his newly purchased coffin and get some sleep without worrying about a massive reptile killing him. “So… who wants to take a bandit-clearing mission next time?”


  Aria laughed. “Maybe. They might not pay as well, but I won’t say no to a mission that doesn’t involve us running from nigh-invincible monsters that could kill us by stepping on us.”


  
Part One – Shadows of the Past


  Jonathan breathed a heavy, heavy sigh of relief and slumped back onto the couch. The meeting with Baron Nightbarrow had gone rather splendidly, all things considered. The older vampire had been delighted to have his chest back and even more delighted to discover they had obeyed his orders to the letter. No one had opened it or tried to determine what was inside it, and they’d managed to bring it back without so much as a dent on it. They’d all been tempted to look – everybody enjoyed solving a good mystery – but the reward he’d offered them had been enough to trump their curiosity. Naturally, the baron had been somewhat less delighted to hear about the two reptilian titans in his territory, but that was an issue for another time – and another team. Jonathan enjoyed living, and he wasn’t going near another draco-hydra or dragon if he could avoid it.


  Although Baron Nightbarrow lacked the wealth and power of Baron Darkletter, he was still a vampire noble of considerable means and ample prestige. He also happened to belong to one of the oldest and most storied vampire lineages, and his House could trace its descent back for millennia. Respect and history were currencies in their own right, and the baron had plenty of both. His House’s territory was also well situated to facilitate trade although any mercantile efforts would have to wait until he’d dealt with whoever had emerged victorious between the storm dragon and the draco-hydra. Given the lack of stormy weather, it was likely the multi-headed beast had triumphed. However, if the dragon had survived – and dragons were not above running away if it meant living to fight another day – then it would undoubtedly try again, as much to secure the draco-hydra’s hoard as to erase the sting of its defeat.


  As welcome as the baron’s gold was, his gratitude could well prove to be even more valuable. With yet another vampire noble of good standing to vouch for them, they could look forward to more lucrative missions that would hopefully involve less risk as well. Jonathan understood that some level of risk was unavoidable. Adventuring was risky business. However, angering giant monsters wasn’t an example of good risk management, quite the opposite really.


  Not far away, Eric was helping himself to the last of the snacks that had been left in the meeting room. Like most werewolves, he enjoyed beef, and he wasn’t about to turn down free sandwiches filled with roasted beef, various vegetables, and a variety of different condiments. He’d managed to restrain himself during the meeting with the baron, but there was no reason to hold back now that the baron had gone. “So… what should we do for our next mission?”


  Jonathan tossed a half-hearted glare at him. “I’m not even going to think of taking another mission until I stop having nightmares about the one we just finished.” It had taken them several days to get back, and his dreams had been far from pleasant. Almost all of them had involved tripping over and becoming draco-hydra food or tripping over and becoming dragon food. “Besides, I think we could all use a break. We’ve been taking a lot of missions lately.”


  Eileen held up a sign with the sort of languid amusement he’d come to expect from her. For someone who was unable to take her natural form, the shape-shifter was remarkably cheerful. Remember the mission with the giant badgers?


  “Ugh…” Aria made a disgusted sound. “Please, don’t mention that mission.”


  For some reason, the giant badgers had taken offence to the former paladin’s presence and had focused most of their efforts on ripping her limb from limb. Thankfully, Aria had proven to be quick on her feet and even quicker with her Words, allowing the rest of them to take full advantage of the badgers’ single mindedness.


  You’re just mad we used you as bait. Eileen patted Aria gently on the head with her sign. It’s definitely a tactic we should use if we ever have to deal with giant badgers again.


  Blue Scales chuckled. “Ah, yes. The last time I saw someone get chased by animals like that was when my brothers covered me in half-eaten fish and tossed me into a group of sharks.”


  Jonathan sat up. “And how did that go?”


  Blue Scales smiled fondly at what Jonathan would have thought would be a traumatic memory. “It was a hilarious prank. I laughed quite heartily once I’d managed to fight my way through all the sharks. It took longer than I expected, but it was a fine way to spend an afternoon.”


  “You fought your way through all the sharks?”


  Blue Scales grinned. “Of course. I was already training as a warrior then. If I could not best a few sharks, I deserved to get eaten. As it was, the sharks were the ones to end up on the menu.”


  “That sounds… delightful.” Jonathan tried to sound as diplomatic as he could, but he must have failed miserably if the mirth in the merman’s eyes was anything to go by. Still, he made a mental note to go to Blue Scales if he ever had any problems involving sharks.


  “They were quite tasty, you know.”


  Once they were done here, Jonathan was going to head back to Martin’s shop, crawl into his new coffin, and drift off into a nice, dreamless sleep. It was interesting to see more of the world, but he couldn’t wait to get back to somewhere safe and familiar. True, there were some strange things in his friend’s shop, but he’d grown used to them. In a way, the shop had become his home away from home. It might not have been the grandest residence, but it was cosy, and Martin was his friend. He liked it there.


  Aria stretched to work a kink out of her back and then sat down beside him. Jonathan fought the urge to lean over. Ever since he’d tasted her blood, he’d wanted to have a little more. Aria hadn’t noticed, but Eileen definitely had. The shape-shifter somehow managed to waggle her eyebrows suggestively despite being a bear. At least she wasn’t holding up one of her signs. He would have died of mortification if she told Aria.


  It can be addictive, but you’d best be careful. In his mind, the Blood Emperor’s grin was positively wicked. Given her former occupation, she’d only need a Word or two to reduce you to a pile of ash.


  “As awkward as the ending of the mission was, it did pay handsomely, and we did secure a lot of additional treasure.” Aria nodded in acknowledgement at Eric, Eileen, and Blue Scales since they’d been the ones to make off with the extra treasure. She’d worn her armour during the meeting with the baron – appearances were important – but she was obviously keen to relax, so she shot a hopeful look at Eileen. The bear gave a rumble of amusement, and a handful of shadow imps appeared to remove Aria’s armour.


  You do realise that I expect compensation for helping you. Eileen padded toward the couch.


  “And you do realise that you’re never going to fit on this couch, right?”


  Eileen huffed and transformed into a large dog before hopping onto the couch and draping herself over Aria. The blonde rolled her eyes and manoeuvred her friend into a more comfortable position before giving her belly an affectionate scratch. Eileen chortled and flicked her tail at Jonathan. He took the obvious hint and patted her on the side. He’d never been good with animals, and the closest he’d ever come to having pets were the crows that lived in the damaged parts of his castle. Hopefully, they’d be all right until he got his castle back.


  “I know the baron hasn’t committed to a course of action yet, but I think I might forward him a list of some monster hunters I know. Since we won’t be taking the mission, it’s not like we’ll be losing any money, and some goodwill is a nice thing to have, especially if it won’t cost us a single coin.”


  “If you can find people who want to fight giant monsters, then by all means, recommend them.” Jonathan grimaced as Eileen rolled around on Aria’s lap and then favoured him with her puppy dog eyes.


  “I do believe she wants to be scratched behind the ears, sir,” Miles suggested.


  “Ah, right.” Jonathan laughed nervously. “I do hope whoever you recommends is careful. Dragons and draco-hydras are formidable creatures.”


  “True, but all monster hunters are at least a little bit crazy.” Aria smiled fondly. “I should introduce you to some of them, so you know what I mean.” She rolled her shoulders as the shadow imps helped her out of her breastplate and pauldrons. “How long do you think it will be before you can take another mission? We can certainly do some without you, but the clients for the more lucrative missions will want you to be present.”


  “Hmm…” Jonathan murmured his thanks as Miles handed him a goblet full of blood. “A few days, I think.” He glanced toward the other chests they’d nabbed. They’d already catalogued most of the contents, and the gold, silver, and other valuables should be easy enough to divvy up. However, some of the chests also contained artefacts and relics that he wanted time to properly value and assess. “I have a friend who can help us sell what we’ve found, but we need to examine some of it more closely before we decide to sell it or keep it.”


  “Oh?” Aria accepted a goblet from miles, but hers was full of wine.


  “Can you bring that chest over here?” Jonathan would have done it himself, but Eileen had decided to put her head on his lap, so he could scratch behind her ears more easily. He wondered why she didn’t have her imps do it, but their hands were smaller than a normal person’s. Eric and Blue Scales looked at each other and played an impromptu game of rock-paper-scissors. From his aggrieved expression after losing, Eric must rarely emerge the winner. He brought the chest over, and Jonathan opened it. It took a moment for him to find what he was looking for. “Do you see this?” He held up a golden ring. “It’s a magic ring. The problem is that although many magic rings have positive effects, most of them are also cursed in some way.”


  “Cursed magic rings are something of a cliché in our line of work, Aria said. “Which is why the union advises new adventurers to avoid using magical items until they know more about them.” She took another sip of her wine and then stared into the burgundy liquid. The expression on her face was somewhere between bitter and wistful. “I remember my chief instructor when I was still part of my old order. He was an odd fellow but a good man, and he was always warning me about trying on magical jewellery without knowing exactly what it did and at what cost.”


  “He was right to be cautious.” Jonathan peered at the ring. He felt a faint compulsion to put it on, but he shoved the thought aside. “What makes things so difficult is that many magic rings are not only designed to withstand casual scrutiny but also magical inquiry. For example, [Discern Magic] can tell me what this ring’s positive effects are, but it is less sure about the downsides. I could try stronger Words, but without careful preparation, I could damage or even destroy the ring since most magic rings don’t become durable until they’ve bonded with someone. Given how useful and valuable a good magic ring is, it would be better to proceed cautiously.”


  Miles poured himself a cup of tea and sat down on one of the other couches. “It does remind me of the magic lamp you once brought in to study, sir.”


  “Ugh.” Jonathan shook his head. “That was not one of my finest moments, which is saying something considering the mistakes I’ve made in the name of research.”


  “Oh?” Eric’s eyes gleamed as he looked up from what Jonathan suspected was his fourth sandwich. “What happened?”


  Jonathan sighed. It was better to simply tell Eric. Otherwise, the werewolf would never let it go, and he had no qualms about combining lupine tenacity and childish wheedling to get what he wanted. “It was an old magic lamp that was found in the deserts where the ancient kingdom of Sharazan once stood. Like many magic lamps from that area, it was used as a container for a magical entity. I wanted to know what was inside it, so I used [Reveal]. When that didn’t work, I used a stronger Word, which ended up releasing what was inside it – much to my dismay. Let me tell you, having a confused and angry dust elemental in my library was not fun. In between almost drowning in sand and having shelves and other furniture thrown at me, it was a miracle I managed to get it back into the lamp.”


  Blue Scales laughed. He was definitely enjoying his time on one of the other couches. Unlike most furniture, it was magically reinforced, so it was in no danger of breaking beneath his bulk. “That reminds me of the time one of my fellow trainees accidentally released a kraken from an enchanted seashell.”


  Jonathan raised one eyebrow. “That seems a great deal worse than a dust elemental. Even a small kraken is enormous. But how did it get stuck in a seashell?”


  “Once it had calmed down enough to communicate, we learned it had been imprisoned in the seashell by a raccoon war wizard – not Roger the Relentless himself, but one of his elite guard.”


  “That would make the seashell a truly ancient relic dating all the way back to the time when krakens and leviathans tried to flood the world. Out of interest, how did you calm it down?”


  Blue Scales laughed again. “We didn’t. We ran. My people are brave, not stupid. Against a kraken, there is little you can do except retreat and pray to the gods for aid. Some of our foes were less wise. They sought to capture it and wield its power. The kraken calmed itself by unleashing its fury upon them. Only then did we seek it out.”


  “It does make you wonder how the dragons, raccoons, and squirrels managed to fight them off,” Jonathan mused. “The dragons, I can understand, but the raccoons and squirrels are more of a mystery. True, they can wield powerful magic, but I doubt even a war wizard from the Raccoon Empire could withstand a glancing blow from a kraken.”


  “I doubt we’ll ever know what really happened.” Aria ran one hand through her hair, and Jonathan was tempted to point out she had helmet hair before thinking better of it. “My former order had its own theories, but the gods never saw fit to answer questions about that era. The best we ever got was a warning to steer clear of dragons and to leave any raccoons or squirrels with magical powers alone. Apparently, they produce a disproportionate number of powerful magic users to compensate for their small size and lack of physical ability.” She shrugged. “Although I don’t know if that’s true. I’ve never met any.”


  “I have been lucky enough to speak with several raccoons from the Raccoon Empire,” Jonathan said. “Although speak is a loose term. They generally use a form of sign language to communicate with humans and other humanoid species although they do use translation charms from time to time. They didn’t show me any of their magic, but they felt quite powerful.” He got up, ignoring Eileen’s puppy dog eyes. It was tempting to continue basking in success, but dawn wasn’t far. He needed to get back to Martin’s shop. “I’ll let you know when I’m ready to take another mission. In the meantime, Miles and I will take that chest and see what we can make of it. With any luck, most of it will either be useful or valuable.”


  “That’s fine. I doubt any of us are going anywhere for at least a week, so we’ll contact you if we need anything.” Aria grinned. “I can finally afford to have someone take a look at my sword. A spell blade isn’t the sort of thing you can use [Restore] on forever without eventually damaging it.”


  Eileen hopped off Aria’s lap, shifted back into her bear form, and held up a sign. I’m looking forward to sleeping in for a change. I might also see if I can find another contract or pull off another ritual. They are pricey but having more choices to summon from is usually a good thing.


  Jonathan agreed. Forming new contracts or performing more rituals to increase her array of summons was a potentially time-consuming and costly affair. However, it could be quite advantageous since versatility was one of the greatest strengths summoners had. From what he’d seen, Eileen tended to focus on support-type summons, like the shadow imps, which made sense given her formidable combat power. However, more combat-oriented summons might come in handy given how frequently they ran into trouble. Having some capable of healing instead of simply carrying and distributing healing items would also be useful. At the moment, they relied heavily on Aria to keep everyone in one piece.


  “Fluffy could use a better hutch,” Blue Scales said as he got to his feet as well. The rabbit served as the team’s unofficial mascot, and he lived a charmed life. Whenever a mission was deemed too dangerous for him, they’d leave the rabbit behind with Janice. The receptionist adored the animal, and many an adventurer had remarked on how exceptionally fluffy and cuddly the rabbit looked. “Perhaps something more portable for our easier missions.”


  Eric sighed dramatically. “I would help you take care of him, my friend, but I don’t think Fluffy likes me.”


  Miles’s lips twitched. “I do believe it’s because you smell a lot like a wolf.”


  “I never said it was a bad thing. I’m a werewolf. I’d be offended if a cute, little bunny rabbit liked me too much.”


  * * *


  “Another easy mission, eh?” Martin asked as Jonathan sat down at the table opposite him. Bits and pieces of a clock he was restoring were neatly arranged on the table, and Jonathan noted with some interest that it was one of the older, more ornate varieties that had once been favoured by the high nobility. They were excellent timepieces, but they were incredibly difficult to properly maintain, which likely explained why Martin had disassembled this one.


  “That’s not exactly how I would describe it.”


  The other vampire laughed. From his amusement, it was clear he could tell the mission hadn’t been easy. “Another brush or ten with death, I suppose.” Martin looked him up and down. “I don’t see any missing limbs or singe marks, so I doubt there was a dragon involved.”


  Miles cleared his throat. “As a matter of fact, there was a dragon although it breathed lightning not fire.”


  “Oh.” Martin stared. “That must have been awkward.”


  “Again, awkward is not exactly how I would describe it.” Jonathan put the chest down, opened it, and began to take things out of it. There was plenty of room on the table, and Martin soon put his tools aside to lean forward in curiosity. “There was also an ancient draco-hydra, but the two of them ended up ignoring us in favour of fighting each other.”


  Jonathan and Miles had used the tunnels under the city to get back to Martin’s shop. Daylight was still an hour away, so they could have taken the streets. However, two men carrying a large chest was a recipe for trouble. The tunnels were frequented by vampires and their servants, so the main thoroughfares were regularly patrolled and kept free of trouble. It wouldn’t do for a vampire noble or merchant to worry about their safety, and only a fool of a vampire would risk damaging the tunnels they all relied on to move safely during the day.


  “I’m amazed you’re still alive. I saw a storm dragon once, albeit only from a distance. It was incredible. It was only passing by, but it still managed to turn a clear day into a hailstorm.”


  “We were lucky,” Jonathan admitted. “A few minutes earlier or later, and we’d have been caught up in their battle.” He gestured at the objects he’d put on the table. “Care to help me examine these? I could use the help.”


  Martin downed his mug of blood and grinned. The past several weeks had been good for business. True to Aria’s word, Jonathan and the others had run into plenty of artefacts, relics, and other items during their missions, and Martin had helped sell them for a handsome profit – and a tidy commission. Jonathan had begun to make a name for himself as a vampire who could get things done, an image Aria had done her best to foster since it ensured they got more and better missions. Martin’s stock had risen alongside Jonathan’s by simple association. He would never be truly welcome in polite society – his lack of lineage and personal eccentricities saw to that – but he could, if things continued to improve, look forward to doing regular business with the wealthy, provided he had the good sense to be discrete. For the increase in profits he’d seen, Martin could keep things quiet.


  “I was going to work on my clock a bit more, but I suppose I can help you sort through this.” Martin’s feigned reluctance wasn’t fooling anyone. Like many who dealt with artefacts and relics, there was little he enjoyed more than the chance to examine things he’d never seen before. He reached forward to pick something up and then paused. “Wait… is any of this cursed?”


  Jonathan pointed to several items. “Those are potentially cursed although none of them are currently active. As far as I can tell, you’d either have to bond with them or activate them to trigger any curses, and neither of us are crazy enough to do that.”


  Be careful. The Blood Emperor had kept to himself during the meeting with the baron. The baron’s House was not famed for its fighting prowess, but members of his bloodline were said to have keen senses. Some cursed artefacts are designed to appear curse free to lure in the unwary although I should be able to detect anything troublesome if you miss anything. He chuckled. I’ve dealt with more than my fair share of troublesome items over the years.


  Jonathan acknowledged his words with a small nod. He’d learned the hard way that his Words weren’t perfect. For instance, [Reveal] was capable of missing things – as he’d learned on some of their missions. If Miles hadn’t had such quick reflexes, he could easily have lost his head to a handful of different traps. The only way to improve its effectiveness was through further practice and study. Hopefully, he could get it to the point where it could pierce even magic designed specifically to conceal things. He’d never needed to detect assassins or hiding monsters before, but his life had changed. Aria had told him his [Reveal] was already very strong, but he wouldn’t be happy with it until it could detect anything that could potentially harm him and the others.


  “You still have protective gloves, right?” Jonathan asked.


  “Of course. In my line of work, I always make sure to have several pairs.” Martin walked over to a cabinet and returned with two pairs of gloves. He kept one and gave the other to Jonathan. “These should stand up to the protective measures most lesser and mid-level artefacts employ.” He reached out to touch several symbols carved into the walls, floor, and table. “I have also activated some protective runes and seals. I’d rather not blow my shop up by accident. It’s not like I can afford to rebuild it.” He grimaced. “And even if none of the things you’ve got seem that dangerous, interactions between artefacts can be nasty. I once obtained a chalice for a client. He neglected to mention that it should not be put anywhere near even the smallest flame despite its sturdy construction. I put it near a candle while I was observing it, and I was lucky to survive.”


  Jonathan put the gloves on and pursed his lips. Martin’s story sounded familiar. “Wait… was it a Chalice of Everflame?”


  Martin sat back down. “You’ve heard of it?”


  “Unfortunately, yes. It came up during one of my studies of an ancient empire that vanished at the peak of its powers. I eventually discovered that an evil cult was likely responsible. The chalice – or rather the chalices since there were multiple chalices – was the tool they used. They were involved in certain… unpleasant rituals, all of which involved fire, and all of which caused great devastation if left unchecked.”


  “Then I’m glad to be rid of it, yet worried the fool I sold it to might try something unwise.” Martin looked about furtively. “No wonder he was so pleased to get it and so willing to pay extra for my silence. I might have to ask a few acquaintances to check on him. If he does do something foolish, I do not want to be held responsible.”


  “I doubt he’ll succeed,” Jonathan assured his friend. “Only bits and pieces of the rituals the cult used have ever been recovered. Many have tried to recreate them, but no one has succeeded.” He nodded at the things on the table. “Shall we get started?”


  They worked quickly, setting aside the less interesting items in favour of those that were either more unusual or more useful. Most of the chest’s contents could be classified without too much difficulty, and Jonathan took careful note of the time period they were from. Unless he badly missed his guess, they dated back to approximately one thousand years ago. They weren’t truly ancient, which would make them less valuable. However, they ought to be easier to work with. Those had been turbulent times for the Blood Alliance, which had found itself on the back foot after several campaigns by their enemies had inflicted heavy losses. Many nobles close to the border had fled with whatever they could carry. This chest must have been lost along the way. Whoever had owned it must have run afoul of the draco-hydra although it would have been less powerful then. Yet even a young draco-hydra would have been more than a match for the average vampire noble and their retinue if they were caught off guard.


  “This isn’t half bad.” Martin held up a collection of keys. They all looked identical, and each was made of steel plated with small trimmings of silver and gold. “I can’t pick out the enchantment on them, but they’re obviously magical, and the craftsmanship is good.”


  Jonathan used [Discern Magic]. Normally, he’d be more sparing with his Words, but it would be a while before they went on another mission, so he could afford to splurge. The Word rustled outward, and the keys offered only token resistance. “Ah. They’re skeleton keys enchanted to open locks. They won’t work on everything, but they should work on most locks that aren’t designed to withstand magical interference.”


  “Then you should keep at least a few of them,” Martin advised. “They’re handy to have although they will fetch a fine price if you sell them. Skeleton keys tend to be popular since not everyone can be bothered learning how to pick locks.” Martin, of course, knew how to pick locks, and Jonathan had made a point of not asking him why or how he’d learned that particular skill.


  “That’s a good idea. There are a dozen keys, but we won’t need that many.”


  Martin put the keys aside and picked up a pair of scaled gloves. “I recognise these. You might want to give them to Miles. They’re made of drake scales, and they’re designed to enhance the strength of whoever wears them. Since he spends most of his time fighting with his fists…”


  Jonathan used another Word just to be sure and grinned. “I’m sure he’ll make great use of these. You’ve got a good eye, Martin.”


  “Gloves that enhance strength are more common than you think,” Martin replied. “It’s generally better to have them custom made, but few adventurers can afford to be picky when they’re starting out. Words of enhancement are often stronger, but they do use more power. Gloves like these don’t require much power at all to work.”


  “We’ll keep them. I’ll give them to Miles tomorrow.”


  “There is another pair of gloves here, so you could sell one and keep the other after you work out which pair is better.” Martin’s brows furrowed. “Based on what you’ve said, everyone in your group is already strong or has some way of becoming so.”


  “That’s true.” If Jonathan could help Miles, then he would. So far, his servant hadn’t had any trouble on their missions – other than during the incident at Baron Darkletter’s manor – but it was best to be prepared. He might also ask Aria if she wanted one pair of gloves for herself. She did have Words to enhance herself, but it couldn’t hurt to have something less taxing on her magic to use.


  Martin held up a small mirror. By some piece of good fortune, it had survived being thrown around the inside of the chest. Given its obvious quality – nobody used that much gold and silver on something unless it was important – it was clearly valuable, so the owner must have been in a hurry. “Oh… now this is nice. I’ve only seen a few of these before. It’s a scrying mirror.”


  “Oh!” As someone who could use [Scry] on a higher level than almost anyone he knew, Jonathan had little need for a scrying mirror. However, such objects could command impressive prices since they could mimic the effects of one of the most useful Words. “We could get a great price for that.”


  “But do you really want to sell it?” Martin asked. “I know at least three people who would pay an excellent price for it immediately, but it might be useful to your team. You can use [Scry], but the others can’t. From what you’ve said, only the werewolf and the shape-shifter have a way to gather information at long range, and neither of them can match your range or detail.”


  “Hmm…” Jonathan peered into the mirror. At the moment, its surface was cloudy. It would only clear once magic was used to power it. “Let me think about it. At the very least, we should study it before we sell it. I’ve never made one, but if I studied it closely…”


  The process is not as complicated as you would think. The Blood Emperor had remained quiet, content to observe. He was a considerate fellow, and he often left Jonathan to his own devices during these quiet moments, knowing full well how much Jonathan treasured them. I have not made one in some time, and mine were never great, but someone with your Words should be able to do better. With a proper example to work from, the two of us should be able to replicate it.


  “My… friend,” Jonathan murmured, hinting at the Blood Emperor in a manner Martin could understand. “Might know how to make one if we study this.”


  “Then you’d best keep it for a while. Making quality scrying mirrors will net you a tidy profit. Any fool with magic can use one whereas only a few people can use [Scry] well.”


  “It would give me something to do in my spare time that also helps get my castle back.” Every bit of money would help, and making scrying mirrors would be safer than going on missions. “Let’s keep going. We’ve made good progress so far. Perhaps we can finish soon.”


  They sorted through the rest of the chest, and Jonathan smiled in satisfaction. The contents ought to add a nice amount to their profits from the mission, and there were several potentially useful items that the group could use themselves. He’d have to share the good news with the others later. Right now, though, it was probably best to turn in for the day. Dawn had already broken, and it was always safer to find a nice, secluded place – like the basement under the shop – to sleep in until night fell. Besides, his new coffin was waiting for him.


  * * *


  Eric ambled along beside Jonathan. Like most werewolves, he didn’t walk so much as lope. He thought it looked rather impressive, but it was also good for scaring off pickpockets. None of them wanted anything to do with someone who could move with such predatory grace. “So… what do we know about this Duke Bloodfang guy?”


  Jonathan grimaced at the impropriety and looked around to make sure no one else had overheard. He had contacted the others to say he was ready to take another mission only to discover that someone had already requested them – a very, very important someone.


  “Before the Blood Emperor unified the various vampire territories into a single state, the area presently occupied by the Blood Alliance was ruled by various Houses, each of which was headed by a baron. However, some of them were more powerful than others. The most powerful barons eventually took to calling themselves dukes, and the title has persisted ever since. Duke Bloodfang is the head of one such House. He is even more powerful and influential than Baron Darkletter. Indeed, the baron is technically one of his subordinates. “ Jonathan could feel a headache coming on. The pressure of knowing he’d be dealing with such an important person was not the least bit pleasant. It was like a lead weight in his stomach. “If I had to guess, he is perhaps the third or fourth most powerful vampire in the Blood Alliance from a political perspective, and well within range of the number two position. We absolutely cannot afford to make an enemy out of him, but he could prove to be an incredibly useful ally and backer to have. A single word of praise from him could easily secure us more missions.”


  “Interesting,” Eric drawled. It was easy to forget that behind his easy-going, amiable exterior was the swift, cunning mind of a true predator. “On one hand, that’s a good thing. This guy can definitely afford to pay us a lot of money. But on the other hand, you’ve got to wonder what kind of mission someone like him would need us for.” Eric grinned wolfishly. “I’m going to bet it involves plenty of danger and plausible deniability if everything goes wrong.”


  He is right. The duke would not be looking for outside help if he wanted us to complete a normal mission. One of Eileen’s shadow imps was holding the sign up for her. As usual, she walked at the front of the group. As hazardous and crowded as the city’s sidewalks could get at night, they were far easier to travel when they had a large bear to lead the way. Imagine that. But we do need to hear him out. Simply refusing to meet with him would be disastrous.


  “I agree.” Aria had polished her armour for the meeting. It wouldn’t do to make a bad impression. “If a man that powerful cannot – or does not want – to use his own forces to accomplish something, then that something is either highly illegal, unbelievably risky, or both.”


  “But if we can pull it off…” Jonathan could already imagine all the ways things could go horribly wrong, but he could also imagine the rewards if they went right. “We would be in an excellent position.”


  But be careful. The Blood Emperor had already warned Jonathan that he would be staying quiet unless necessary. The duke was not a vampire to take lightly, and he could not afford to be discovered. Powerful men make powerful allies – but they also have powerful enemies.


  “At the very least, it could open a lot of doors for us. Recommendations from a duke are worth their weight in gold to groups like ours.” Aria stretched her right shoulder. She must have fallen on it awkwardly on their previous mission, and it was often better to let injuries heal naturally if they could. “We’ll hear him out. As Eileen said, refusing to even listen would be unwise, and vampire nobles rarely handle insults well.” She grinned at Jonathan. “Present company excluded, of course.”


  Jonathan laughed. There were plenty of things in the world to get upset about. He preferred to focus on the ones that mattered – like losing his castle – rather than getting upset over mere words. Indeed, as painful as his rejections from the universities and academies had been, they had reminded him of something important. Others could insult him, but they could never take away his dignity and pride unless he let them. “The duke is supposed to be an eminently reasonable man. A refusal would not please him, but I doubt he would dispatch assassins or anything else so extreme.”


  “Assassins?” Blue Scales rumbled. “Would other dukes go so far?”


  Jonathan nodded grimly. He was well acquainted with the bloody history of his kind. “It has happened before. Duke Redtomb once burned an entire town to the ground for failing to accede to his wishes. Admittedly, this was hundreds of years ago, and his House has mellowed since then. However, it served its purpose. Even today, people are reluctant to refuse his successor. One of the previous dukes of Nightveil went even further. When one of his barons defied him, he burned the baron’s lands, slaughtered his family and serfs, and then salted the earth. Even now, nothing grows where the baron’s lands once stood.”


  “Isn’t that reassuring?” Eric scratched the back of his head. “Then again, I’ve seen werewolves eat people for disagreeing with them, so it’s not like you vampires have a monopoly on going too far.”


  Jonathan blanched. An assassin’s dagger was one thing, but being eaten was quite another. He’d prefer to avoid that particular fate if he could. “In any case, we need to treat the duke with utmost respect. He is a vampire noble of the very highest order. He is also said to prize civility, and we would do well to maintain it.”


  “Part of that means dressing appropriately,” Aria said with a pointed look at Eric’s clothing. Eric rolled his eyes, but he did fasten his belt and button up his shirt. “Better.”


  “What about me?” Blue Scales asked. “Should I acquire more clothing?”


  “You know…” Jonathan trailed off. It had honestly never occurred to him that Blue Scales walked around in what was essentially a loincloth. “Actually… I think you’ll be fine. I doubt anyone would hold mermen to the same standards as land-dwellers.”


  “I wish I could walk around in a loincloth,” Eric muttered.


  “I heard that.” Aria scowled. “Don’t even think about it.”


  When they reached the Union’s building, Janice led them to the finest of the Union’s meeting rooms. Her being the one to escort them there was a statement as well. She would never have left the front desk unless it was for a client of the highest importance. A quick use of [Reveal] showed that the meeting room was covered in magic to prevent spying and observation. The duke was not taking any chances. Anything said or done in the room would remain private.


  A tall, powerfully built human man met them at the door. For a long moment, he and Miles sized each other up. From his posture and sharp presence, it was clear the man was a skilled warrior – and a keen-eyed one to recognise the danger Miles posed. Few of their clients or their retainers had ever realised Miles was anything more than a loyal but elderly servant.


  “This is the team the duke requested,” Janice explained.


  The man remained silent but let them pass with a small nod although his eyes remained on them every step of the way.


  I know his like. The Blood Emperor’s voice was barely above a whisper. He has been raised since birth to serve the duke’s House, and his family has likely served the duke for generations. All of the dukes had such retainers in my day – those whose loyalty was beyond question who could act in their stead during the daylight hours. If nothing else, such families also provided a far more reliable supply of fledglings than simply grabbing random riffraff off the streets.


  Inside the room were half a dozen more servants, and all of them carried themselves in the same manner as the first. Aria took a moment to study them, but she must not have liked what she saw because she was reluctant to turn her back on any of them. It was up to Eric to take the lead. He simply stalked forward, his very presence exuding casual, carefully controlled menace instead of his usual carefree aura. It wasn’t a threat display, not quite, simply a reminder to these men that as dangerous as they were, he was no less dangerous himself.


  There was a grand table at the centre of the room, which was likely worth more than everything in Martin’s shop combined, and the duke was already seated. A faint smile crossed his lips when he saw his retainers bristle at Eric, but a small gesture had them stand aside. Based on appearances alone, the duke was not an imposing man. He was only slightly above average in height and build, and he looked to be in his fifties or sixties by human standards. However, there was no mistaking the aura of power around him.


  If Jonathan’s memory was correct – and it rarely failed him – the duke was one of the oldest vampire nobles in the Blood Alliance, well over eight hundred years old. The power his age and bloodline granted him was considerable, and he had a reputation as a warrior and tactician of impressive skill. In terms of pure physical strength, he could likely overpower everyone in this room except Eileen. Likewise, his magical power was formidable, a cloak of carefully controlled might that he wore as easily as a normal man might have worn a regular cloak. He also had a host of magical items, any one of which an adventurer would have been glad to have. Attacking the duke would have been an exercise in futility, and the presence of his retainers would ensure it was a death sentence too.


  Perhaps the most valuable of the items the duke possessed was the magic ring he wore on his right hand. Jonathan had heard stories of such rings. They were designed to negate the effects of sunlight, living water, and holy power on vampires. They were hideously expensive and incredibly difficult to make, but they were priceless to a vampire. With the ring, the duke would be able to fight freely in any environment. He gulped. The others were right. Whatever the duke wanted, it must either be so dangerous or so illegal that he dared not risk himself in pursuing it despite his personal power.


  As Jonathan took a seat on the opposite side of the table from the duke – the traditional place for another noble to sit when negotiating – the others sat alongside him. Miles moved to begin serving the refreshments that had been left on a nearby table, but the duke’s retainers barred his path. The duke chuckled and gave a small nod, and they let Miles pass. Jonathan relaxed ever so slightly. The duke undoubtedly had taken measures against poison, but it was a good sign. Had the duke wished to show distrust in them, he would have had his own retainers handle the refreshments. Even so, three of the retainers kept a close eye on Miles at all times. There was a difference between trust and naivety, and the duke was far from naïve.


  “Good evening,” Jonathan intoned formally, inclining his head deeply, the familiar nature of the ritual greeting easing his frayed nerves. “I trust the night has been kind, Duke Bloodfang.”


  “Indeed, it has, and I hope it has favoured you too, Lord Bloodhaven.” The duke’s nod was much smaller, and he glanced at the clock on the opposite side of the room. Jonathan had done his best to ensure they would arrive at precisely the appointed hour. The duke was known to appreciate punctuality in those he dealt with. The small smile on his lips widened, and Jonathan breathed an inward sigh of relief. He’d chosen well. “You have arrived exactly when expected – and I do not refer solely to the hour of this meeting. I had expected to wait at least a day or two given the interesting nature of your last mission.” His lips curved up at the edges. Like most vampires of his House, there was a gaunt look to the duke’s cheeks, and his eyes were razor keen. “Still, I am not one to grumble about good fortune. Luck is all too rare. It should be celebrated when it deigns to favour us.”


  “I agree. And it would have been foolish to make you wait. Such tactics are often used to assert power, but we both know where we stand relative to one another.” It was a bold statement, yet he hoped to strike the correct balance between honesty and civility. Deception would do Jonathan no good here. Indeed, trying to deceive the duke would only make a bad impression. “Civility and practicality are both important.”


  “Hah!” The duke threw his head back and laughed before accepting a goblet of wine from Miles. He took a sip and grinned. “Well spoken! It is good to meet someone who understands the intersection between civility and practicality. I have little use for snivelling cowards or hangers on. There is a difference between civility and frivolity.” His gaze rested on Jonathan for a long moment, sharp and thoughtful. “I did not believe it when I heard it, but I can see Baron Darkletter was right about you. You truly have no interest in playing the great game although I am sure you have goals of your own. We all do.”


  “You are aware of my circumstances, I am sure,” Jonathan said. “Fair payment and a recommendation for work done well is all I ask.”


  “Both shall be provided should you succeed – for you and your team.” The duke nodded to each of them in turn. There were vampires who would not deal with those they considered beneath themselves, but the duke had learned the value of non-vampires over the course of his long life. “You are an unusual group, to be sure, not at all what I would expect a vampire noble to lead, but your effectiveness speaks for itself. Baron Darkletter is a trusted friend and advisor, and he spoke most highly of you, as did Baron Nightbarrow. You are, by all accounts, the sort of people I need – competent people who can get a job done even if it is troublesome.”


  “And what might that job be?” Jonathan asked.


  “I am told you are a scholar of considerable worth, and you do have several publications in journals of the highest quality. What can you tell me of Mordrath, Lord Bloodhaven?”


  Jonathan went very still. It had been some time since he’d thought of Mordrath. It was a troubling tale, the kind men seldom liked to linger on. “Behold the glory of the High King of the Dwarves, the Lord of the Empty Sea. Behold the splendour and magnificence of ancient Mordrath, home to wonder and woe. Behold the sea of bones and the empty halls. Behold Mordrath… glory and tomb of the dwarves.” He shuddered. “Those words were written not long after the foundation of the Blood Empire. Even then, Mordrath was a place of legend – and horror.”


  The duke took another sip of blood. “A touch theatrical perhaps, but accurate.” He glanced at the others. “However, your companions seem less well informed. Enlighten them.”


  Jonathan took several moments to marshal his thoughts before he spoke. Mordrath was an accursed place that no sane person wished to enter, but if this mission involved it, then the others needed to know what to expect. “Mordrath typically refers to an area in the seas east of the Blood Alliance. Long ago, dwarves ruled a chain of islands there that was rich in gold and other resources. The mines there were so fruitful that the dwarves swiftly grew to become the mightiest of their kind, and their ruler was crowned High King of the Dwarves. Thanks to their wealth, they reached heights of magic, engineering, and artifice that have yet to be surpassed, and they came up with a seemingly impossible idea: they would drain the sea between their islands, so they could rule over a larger, more productive domain. To that end, they built a vast wall around their realm and then somehow managed to drain the interior of water. Gone was the island chain of Mordrath. In its place was the Empty Sea. It was during that era that Mordrath would reach the peak of its powers.”


  One of the duke’s retainers gasped, and the duke chuckled as he winced at his breach of decorum. “Oh, yes, Derrick,” the duke said, waving aside the misstep. “Lord Bloodhaven speaks truly. The dwarves of ancient Mordrath drained an entire sea to increase their territory although I’m sure you’re all eager to learn what went wrong. After all, the Empty Sea is no longer empty. Continue, Lord Bloodhaven.”


  “Mordrath – from which the kingdom as a whole took its name – was the mightiest of the original islands and the seat of power for the High Kings. By the time, the dwarves drained the sea, the High Kings held dominion over one of the greatest kingdoms in the world and by far the greatest of the dwarf-held lands. Yet the dwarves never ceased their tinkering and delving, and it was their constant search for further riches that would eventually bring about their downfall.”


  Jonathan sighed. Even now, so many years later, the story remained a tragic illustration of the dangers of greed. “The kingdom was rich in all manner of metals and gemstones, but none was more precious than the substance we now call eternium. When refined in the correct manner – a process known only to the dwarves – it is practically indestructible. There are weapons made of it that are thousands of years old, yet they show no signs of wear and tear. Traces of it were found in the lowest levels of Mordrath, so the dwarves sank even deeper shafts that went far below the roots of the mountain, far below where the former bottom of the sea around their island had once been.


  “There in the subterranean gulfs beneath the mountain and the sea, the dwarves stumbled across a city from an age long gone. They explored it and were drawn to an immense seal – like the door of a vault – at the very bottom of the city, hidden within an elaborate labyrinth and guarded by mechanical sentries of terrible power.” Jonathan paused. “One would think those would be warning enough to leave the seal alone, but the dwarves pressed on regardless. They fought their way to the seal and discovered that it was made entirely of eternium. Given its size, the seal’s worth was greater than that of the entire kingdom. Every scrap of metal and every gem they had already mined would not have matched the value of it. In the end, the dwarves were overpowered by their greed. They should have known better than to tamper with the seal. After all, only the gravest of dangers could ever motivate someone to create its like in the first place.”


  “Indeed.” The duke’s expression grew pained. “The dwarves of Mordrath were engineers and mages of incredible skill. They were clever and cunning, and they should have realised that anyone with the skill to craft such a seal would never have done so needlessly. And what kind of threat would you need a seal of eternium to hold back?” His gaze shifted to Aria. “You are a former paladin. You, of all people, should understand what such a seal implies.”


  “The greater the seal,” Aria replied. “The greater the evil it contains. The man who trained me said that – after showing me the Grand Seal beneath my former order’s most hallowed fortress. It is so old no one remembers when it was made, and no one living has the skill to replace it. Needless to say, we were all instructed to never tamper with it and to kill anyone who tried.”


  “A wise course of action.”


  With a nod from the duke, Jonathan pressed on. “It took them years, but the dwarves eventually found a way to remove the seal. They would soon wish they had not. The moment the seal was opened, water rushed through it. The torrent forced the dwarves back, and they had little choice but to abandon the lower levels. At first, they thought it would be a simple matter of draining the water, something they were already adept at. However, when they returned, they were immediately attacked.” Jonathan shook his head. “The dwarves did not write of their foes in detail, or if they did, those records have not survived. What we do know is that their foes possessed formidable armour and were adept in the water. They slew anyone who tried to reach the seal or drain the water, and so the waters continued to rise despite the dwarves’ best efforts. One thing that the dwarves do mention, though, is the song that came with the water. It was said to be an eerie thing, heard as much in the soul as in the ear.”


  Jonathan frowned. Blue Scales’s posture had changed. He had been listening intently before, but he was leaning forward now. He’d have to ask him about it later. Perhaps he knew something. Mordrath was beneath the waves now, for the most part, and Blue Scales was a merman. It was possible his people had stumbled across it before. “The dwarves spoke of it as a whisper, a rustle running through the water. They described it as a veiled threat in the dark, a promise of greater horrors still to come. As the waters rose, the dwarves brought more and more of their forces to bear, but they were nevertheless driven back inch by bloody inch. All their efforts to stem the rising tide failed, and once the waters reached the gates of the city, the Empty Sea began to flood. Soon, most of the kingdom was underwater, and the horrors that assailed Mordrath attacked the rest of the kingdom as well. Eventually, they brought down the wall around the kingdom, and the Empty Sea was, well, no longer empty. By then, the only remaining holdouts were the uppermost levels of the original islands. Any attempts to escape were fraught with danger since any journey would have to be made over the sea, and their foes were always watching. In the end, Mordrath and the rest of that glorious kingdom fell.”


  “All that remains of the pride of the dwarves,” the duke said. “Are a few islands amidst a sea of strange, still water that no sailor without desperate need of coin will even think of sailing. It was a grim end for such a storied kingdom.”


  “They call it the Bone Sea,” Jonathan said. “For the strange substance, akin to ash or powdered bone, that rests upon the waves, as well as for how many have died there.” He shivered. Merely thinking of the place made him uneasy. He had heard of places that were supposed to be cursed many times during his studies. Most of them were simply cases of bad luck or unpleasant circumstances. The sheer horror of what had happened in Mordrath – countless dwarves trapped, drowned, and slain – as well as the many documented tragedies that had befallen those who returned to it made him believe there was something to the stories of it being cursed. “Can I assume you want us to go to Mordrath, Duke Bloodfang?”


  “Yes.” The duke nodded. “But first I want to explain why I want you – and you in particular, Lord Bloodhaven – to go to that accursed place. Rest assured, I am not foolish enough to think this will be easy.” His eyes blazed crimson. “Of course, nothing I say can leave this room.” He waited until they all agreed before continuing. “My ancestors were friends and allies to the dwarves of Mordrath. One of them even saved the life of a High King. The exact time and place this occurred has been forgotten by even my House, but I do know that my ancestor was promised a great boon by the dwarves. He asked them to forge a Blood Blade.”


  Jonathan’s jaw dropped. In his mind, the Blood Emperor barely managed to rein in his own surprise. A Blood Blade? That is a kingly gift indeed. Such blades consume the blood and life force of those they harm and use it to empower their wielders. No normal smith can make one, and even the finest would struggle to craft even a single one in their lifetime. But the dwarves of Mordrath… they could do it.


  “I can see from your expression, Lord Bloodhaven, that you understand how… important such a weapon would be. Unfortunately, my ancestor never received it. I would be wielding it now if he had. However, the weapon was made – only to be lost when Mordrath fell. Though he grieved its loss, my ancestor was wise enough to avoid the place after his first two expeditions failed. Even if he had marshalled the full might of my House, I doubt he would have succeeded. Like my predecessors, I have spent my life assuming the blade could never be recovered. However, from time to time, adventurers still enter Mordrath. By all accounts, there are ample treasures left within, and the darkness lurking in it slumbers from time to time, only rousing itself if people delve too deeply or if a force of great strength arrives to challenge it. One such group came to my attention recently.


  “It was made up of a dozen skilled adventurers. All but two of them were slain, but they got deeper into the mines than anyone has in centuries, and they glimpsed a weapon that perfectly matches the descriptions of the Blood Blade my ancestor was promised.” The duke’s jaw tightened, and his whole frame was suddenly gripped with tension. “Such a weapon would be worth more than everything in this building. Indeed, you could buy an entire city for the price it would fetch. I am tempted to march an army into Mordrath, but I fear that would only awaken the dark powers that slumber within it. Furthermore, there is a complication. The Blood Blade is no normal weapon. When it was forged, certain restrictions were put in place, one of which was that only a vampire of truly noble blood could move it.” The duke grimaced. “It was supposed to be limited to vampires of my House alone, but the ritual to bind the sword was never completed since Mordrath was destroyed.”


  Jonathan took note of the others’ confusion. “Allow me to explain. The term ‘vampire nobility’ is commonly believed to refer to those vampires with lands, titles, wealth, and so on. For the most part, that is correct, especially according to modern usage of the term. However, the term has an older meaning. The truly noble vampire Houses are those that can claim direct descent from one of the twelve First Houses. The First Houses have long split into other Houses, but they were founded by the Firstborn – vampires personally created by the Lord of the Night himself.”


  “Correct.” The duke folded his hands together on the table. “And one of the First Houses was the House of Blood, which would later give rise to the noble Houses that carry ‘blood’ at the start of their name. Both you and I can claim descent from the House of Blood although your lineage is somewhat more convoluted than mine.” The older vampire smiled thinly. “It is one of the reasons I asked for your group. I am also sending other groups, and each contains a vampire of truly noble blood although not all of them are acknowledged as legitimate by their Houses. There is no point in finding the blade if it cannot be moved.”


  “I see.” Jonathan could understand the duke’s strategy now. By dispatching smaller, relatively elite teams, he hoped to avoid provoking the wrath of whatever dark power slumbered within Mordrath. Whoever reached the sword could then grab it and beat a hasty retreat. “With all due respect, Your Grace, why not go yourself? I understand that it is dangerous, but you are personally one of the most powerful vampires in the Blood Alliance. With your power and a team of elite retainers, surely you could reach the blade.”


  The duke remained silent, and Jonathan feared he’d overstepped his bounds. If he had, then he’d simply have to grovel a bit. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but they could not afford to alienate the duke. Finally, the duke replied although it was with a grimace. “If I thought I could afford to do so, I would. Possessing the Blood Blade would be a tremendous boon to my House. Yet the great game the Houses play is never in abeyance. If I left and took my elites with me, my rivals would undoubtedly make their own moves. Although I have every confidence in my children and their children, it is a simple fact that none of them can match my raw power and political influence. My absence would present my enemies with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I am not foolish enough to think they would ignore it.”


  The duke’s gaze settled on Jonathan. “As such, I must rely on others, and who better than someone who understands very well what a man like myself might do for him if he aided me.” He leaned forward ever so slightly. “We can help each other, Lord Bloodhaven, and I trust your intelligence enough to believe you will make the right choice and grasp this opportunity wholeheartedly. Indeed, it speaks well of you that of all the faults my agents uncovered in researching you, no one has ever complained about your loyalty. You are, it seems, a true rarity – a vampire noble with little ambition in the great game who is also capable of showing true loyalty to others.”


  Jonathan acknowledged the point with a nod. He had no doubt the duke had investigated all of them thoroughly before making his offer. He was too intelligent to do otherwise. Aria met his gaze for a moment. They were in agreement. “Very well,” he said. “Shall we discuss the details of the mission?”


  * * *


  Aria leaned over and tapped the top of Jonathan’s crate. It wasn’t as nice as the coffin he’d bought – he’d been inordinately pleased to finally have a proper coffin to sleep in again – but it was sturdier and easier to transport. “Are you okay in there?”


  “I’m fine,” he replied, and she could hear the smile in his voice as he added, “Certainly better than I would be out there.”


  She chuckled. It was a lovely day. The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and Jonathan would have been well on his way to turning into a pile of ash if he’d been outside. “Fair enough.” Her mount was keeping pace alongside the wagon while Miles handled the horses. The mare might not have been the fastest horse, but she was even tempered and she handled combat well, and it wasn’t like Aria could ride around on Eileen all the time. “This mission is more dangerous than I’d like, but the offer…”


  “The duke’s offer was exceedingly generous.”


  It went beyond the impressive sum he’d offered for completion of the mission. He had also offered to help them with some of their problems. In Aria’s case, it meant access to some of the finest smiths and enchanters to see her spell blade and armour restored to perfect condition, along with a promise to keep an eye out for any members of her order who tried to infiltrate the Blood Alliance. Unfortunately, not even the duke’s influence could get Jonathan’s castle back. However, anything they found in Mordrath – except the sword – was theirs to keep. Given the riches said to linger in the fallen kingdom, they should be able to add quite substantially to their reward for the mission.


  The mission would not be easy. In all likelihood, not all of the teams the duke sent would make it back. However, Aria was quietly confident in her team. Their biggest advantage was Blue Scales. The waters that had flooded Mordrath should be no problem for a merman of his power. With his Words and his natural affinity for water, Blue Scales should give them the edge they needed to get through the mission alive.


  “I’m just glad we got proper maps. They’re not complete, but it’s far better than going in unprepared.”


  “Adventurers have continued to explore the place over the years. True, most of them end up dead, but enough escape to share what they’ve learned – for the right price.” Aria had no doubt the duke had paid handsomely for the maps. Amongst adventurers, information could be as valuable as gold, and reputable information could often be used in place of currency. “Not that I’m complaining. It makes our job easier and safer.”


  With the help of the maps, she and the others had planned several routes that could take them from the upper levels down into the mines and lower levels where the sword had been sighted while minimising the risk of running into flooded areas that were likely home to whatever nightmare festered in Mordrath. Certain areas had also been marked down as being home to zombies or other monsters, and they would avoid those too if they could. Sure, Blue Scales would be fine in the water, as would Eileen, but the rest of them would not be so lucky. There were Words and other methods to breathe underwater, but it was far better to avoid being caught underwater in the first place. Humans, werewolves, and vampires simply weren’t suited to underwater combat the way mermen were. If they had to fight in Mordrath, she’d prefer it to be on dry land.


  “I’m sure he paid well,” Jonathan agreed. “But can you tell me anything about the port we’ll be leaving from? I’ll admit I didn’t travel much even before I lost my castle, and scholarly articles can only describe a city so well.”


  Aria grimaced. Even now, thinking about what had happened to Jonathan set her on edge. To think people could just come and take everything he owned like that. It was a miracle he was coping as well as he was. “To be honest, you’re better off not having gone to Ash Harbour before. The city gets its name from the ash-coloured sand of its beaches, which people attribute to the powder that gives the Bone Sea its name. I’ve been there twice on previous missions, and neither visit was pleasant. It’s the last real port this far east in the Blood Alliance, and it’s filled with the sort of scum you’d expect from a place that’s basically been ruled by smugglers, cutthroats, and other miscreants for centuries.”


  “Ah.” Jonathan’s voice radiated dismay. “I see.”


  “But I can understand why the duke chose it. No sane captain would sail into the Bone Sea by choice, never mind linger around Mordrath while we complete the mission, but the captains of Ash Harbour are all insane, desperate, or looking for a way out. With his coin and influence, the duke can easily pay them plenty of money or get them a nicer job somewhere better. More to the point, the people here understand what power is. They know what will happen if they betray him, and anyone smart enough to last this long in Ash Harbour is smart enough to stay on the duke’s good side.”


  “Yes. Betraying the duke would be… foolish.”


  Aria nodded grimly. As Jonathan had pointed out before, the present-day dukes relied more on a combination of light force and reputation. However, when push came to shove, she had no doubt that some of them would emulate their more bloodthirsty ancestors. With his power alone, the duke was more like a force of nature than a person. It made her wonder just how powerful the Blood Emperor must have been to rule over all the dukes when they’d been at the height of their powers.


  “You should also know that we’re likely to run into trouble along the way,” Aria said. “It shouldn’t be anything we can’t handle, but I thought you might like some warning.”


  “Oh, yes. Thank you. Given what you’ve said, I wouldn’t be surprised if we ran into bandits, thieves, or even a monster or two.”


  “If anything, I’d be more suspicious if we didn’t run into some trouble. In that case, I’d be wary of an ambush.” She paused as Eric whistled and looked back at her from his position at the front of the group. “And speaking of trouble…”


  “I hope nobody steals the wagon this time,” Jonathan said. His voice was equal parts hopeful and concerned. “At least the terrain here is flat, so there shouldn’t be any cliffs to fall off.”


  “We’ll do our best to keep that from happening.” She didn’t want to make any promises. “Stay here with Miles. We’ll go ahead and take a look.”


  “Do you want me to use [Scry]?” Jonathan asked.


  “That would be good.” Aria preferred to know what they were running into before it tried to murder them, and she doubted bandits would be able to hide themselves from Jonathan’s Words.


  “[Scry].”


  As the Word rushed out, Aria was once again impressed by its power. Jonathan’s overall magical strength was nothing remarkable for a vampire noble. However, his affinity for certain Words was incredible. His [Scry] might not have the longest range she’d ever seen – although it was still highly impressive in that regard – but its level of detail was amazing. He wasn’t much of a fighter either, but he had been working hard to improve. He’d probably never be a great warrior, but with his good work ethic and the physical advantages he enjoyed thanks to his heritage, he should be able to become decent enough.


  “It feels like something is blocking my [Scry],” Jonathan said. “I don’t think it’s an active Word or magic. It feels more like a passive effect.”


  Aria frowned. Words could have both passive and active effects. Someone with Words like [Regenerate] would generally heal faster than a normal person even without invoking the Word itself. To passively block his [Scry], it would take someone with an incredibly strong affinity to Words like [Stealth] or [Unknowable].


  “Should I use [Greater Scry]?” he asked. It was a more powerful version of [Scry] that he’d only recently learned. However, it was more costly and difficult to use. It was also much less likely to go unnoticed – at least until he’d mastered it.


  “No,” Aria said after a brief moment of consideration. “If you use anything stronger, whoever you’re looking at will know they’re being watched. We’ll just have to improvise.” She raised her voice. “Miles, stay here. Eileen, have some shadow imps hang back too. Blue Scales and Eileen, you’re with me. Eric, I want you to loop around and keep your eyes open. If anything goes wrong, be ready to intervene.” She, Eileen, and Blue Scales would definitely draw attention if they revealed themselves, which should make it easier for Eric to launch an ambush if necessary.


  “Perhaps we’ll meet a worthy opponent,” Blue Scales said.


  Eric frowned. “Maybe… but it is worrying how little I can sense. I know I sensed something, but then it vanished. I can’t be sure, but it could be a skilled assassin or ranger.”


  “Then we need to stay sharp.” Aria bit back a grimace. As a former paladin, skilled rangers and assassins were not exactly her ideal opponents. “It’s rare for bandits to be so skilled. If we’re lucky, it might just be another adventurer out on an unrelated mission.”


  “Hmm…” Eric grinned. “When you put it that way, it’s probably a dragon. Your luck never has been the best.”


  She would have scowled if it hadn’t been true. “Let’s get moving.”


  She made her way over the next hill with Eileen and Blue Scales. Both of them were excellent at drawing attention, and with her defensive magic and enhancement to help them, they should be able to stand up to anything they were likely to encounter. In the meantime, Eric would be ready and waiting to strike.


  The road itself was shoddy. It was badly overgrown in some places, and many of the stones that had been laid long ago were either cracked or missing. She was sure the Blood Emperor would have a few words to say about it later. The ancient vampire was rightly proud of his achievements, and it must have rankled him to see part of the road network he’d built in such disrepair. It didn’t take them long to see the person Eric had sensed, and Aria wasn’t sure whether to laugh or gawp.


  There was a young woman with a grey cloak sitting on an old tree stump above the entrance to an enormous burrow. However, that wasn’t the strangest part. No, the strangest part was that she was dangling a fishing rod over the entrance. There was a raccoon hanging from the end of the fishing rod too – a raccoon in an elaborate blue and red robe, as well as a conical wizard’s hat of the same colours.


  “Am I hallucinating?” Aria murmured. “Or is she going fishing on dry land using a raccoon as bait?”


  “No, I’m seeing it too.” Blue Scales shook his head in disbelief. “This is not what I expected to encounter.”


  To Aria’s amazement, the woman began to shake the fishing rod back and forth while chanting, “Here, badger, badger. Here, badger, badger.”


  “…” Aria made a decision. Whoever this woman was, she had to know what was going on. It was simply too bizarre to ignore. She stepped out into the open and waved. “Hello there!”


  The woman took one hand off her fishing rod to wave back. “Hello!” She smiled cheerfully. “It’s not a bad day to be on the road, is it?”


  “It’s a good day.” Aria paused. “Now, I don’t mean to be rude, but…”


  “You want to know what I’m doing?” The woman laughed. “Well, I can’t blame you for being curious. I suppose it does look a bit weird.” She glanced down at the raccoon. “Roger, put out some of the chum.” At her words, the raccoon opened a container and splashed what looked like fish bait onto the ground below him. He made a few aggravated noises and shook his paws at the woman. “Relax, Roger. It won’t be more than a few moments.” She looked back at Aria. “Oh, right. Where were we?”


  “I wanted to know what you were doing.”


  “Ah, right. I’m going badger fishing.”


  “…” Aria stared. “Badger fishing?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Badger fishing?” Aria still had trouble putting the words together. “Really?”


  “It’s just like regular fishing except you’re trying to catch a badger. Oh, and it’s on dry land.”


  “…”


  “Anyway, this area doesn’t normally have a problem with giant badgers, but there are more of them around than usual. Apparently, some adventurers killed a whole bunch of them somewhere else, and a lot of the survivors came here.” The woman scratched the back of her head, and Aria twitched. That sounded a lot like she and her team were responsible for the migration. “There’s supposed to be a particularly large and angry one in this burrow. I’m using Roger – my friend the raccoon here – as bait to lure it out, so we can kill it. It’s a better idea than going into its burrow. That would just be dumb.”


  “I see.” Aria didn’t. “And Roger is okay with that?” From the glare the raccoon was giving the other woman, he wasn’t okay with it at all.


  “I won’t say he’s happy about it, but he does understand.” The woman chuckled. “It’s not like he can hold the fishing rod while I dangle off it.” The raccoon muttered angrily again. Aria would have loved to know what he said, but she didn’t speak raccoon. “Besides, it’s not like he’s in any danger. The moment either of us sense the badger, I’ll pull him back up, and we’ll kill it.” She pursed her lips. “And speaking of the badger… you might want to take a step back.”


  “Oh.”


  A monstrous bellow shook the air, and Aria stepped back. It was the badger. It charged out of the burrow like a king tide, more than two tonnes of angry, giant predator. At the last moment, the woman jerked the fishing rod up and back. Roger sailed through the air, and a sharp flick of her wrist detached the hook from his robes. He landed lightly on the woman’s shoulder and took a second to adjust his wizard’s hat.


  “Let’s get to work, Roger.” The woman nodded at Aria. “Stay there. We’ll have this sorted out in a jiffy, and you and your friends can be on your way.”


  The badger roared and took a step toward Aria – the others were right about giant badgers hating her – but magic gathering above and behind it caught its attention. The giant badger turned. Roger went one way, and the woman went another. Power rolled off the raccoon’s body, and Aria gaped as he unleashed a Word.


  [Ash Bolt].


  Words could be heard with the soul as much as the ear, and this one wasn’t spoken so much as shouted. For all his comical appearance, this raccoon was powerful. She’d seen plenty of fire-based Words over the years. [Fireball] was one of the most famous Words in the world, after all. [Ash Bolt] was less famous but arguably more deadly. She’d only seen it half a dozen times before. Instead of hurling fire that exploded and burned things, it launched a bolt of molten ash. The ash could not only burn the target but would also cling to it. Anyone unlucky enough to inhale some of it would be lucky to live more than a few minutes as the burning material could easily sear the lungs. Once the ash cooled, it would harden, slowing down or outright immobilising its target.


  The massive badger barely slowed as the Word caught it square in the face. There was a ripple of power as the badger’s innate abilities activated to let it shrug off what should have been a fatal blow. Still, it was temporarily blinded, unable to see through the glowing cloud of ash around its face. Leaping high over the badger’s back, Aria saw the woman ready a bow and take aim. Her eyes widened. Was this her plan?


  One of the few ‘weak spots’ on a giant badger’s body was a gap between two of the vertebrae. It wasn’t large – it would take a thin dagger to penetrate – and it was still covered in a thick layer of muscle and tough, fibrous hide. However, it was still more vulnerable than almost any other point of the creature’s body although a normal arrow would never be able to pierce its hide, never mind penetrate through the gap between its vertebrae.


  [Pierce].


  The woman’s Word swirled around her arrow as she loosed the projectile. It lanced through the badger’s hide, lodged in its spine, and then exploded. It must have used a rune-covered arrowhead or some other form of magic. The badger gave a deep, startled grunt before it dropped to its knees, its head all but severed. With a wet thump, it toppled onto its side. The badger twitched twice and then lay still as the woman landed gracefully nearby. The raccoon hopped back onto the woman’s shoulder and gesticulated at the dead animal.


  “Yeah, yeah. I’ll check if it’s really dead.” The woman reached into the quiver on her back and pulled out the fishing rod. Aria’s eyes widened. The quiver must be enchanted to be bigger on the inside than the outside, which made it a very valuable piece of equipment indeed. The woman prodded the badger a few times and then nodded in satisfaction before putting the fishing rod away. “See? Problem solved. We’ve got one dead badger.”


  Aria gave a low whistle of approval. That had been a very, very difficult shot to make. She could not have made it although her skills with a bow were admittedly mediocre. Even so, she’d seen enough archers in action to know how tough it must have been to hit such a small target while it was moving and while airborne too. Even an elf would have struggled to make the shot look so easy. And any archer who could use [Pierce] on that level would be an absolute menace, to say nothing of the raccoon’s obvious power. What an unusual duo. “So… I guess you’ve finished your mission.”


  “It was more of a side quest,” the woman admitted as she scratched the back of her head and grinned. Her eyes were a deep burgundy. “You see, Roger and I are supposed to be going on a proper quest, but we haven’t been able to find a suitable group to tag along with yet.”


  The raccoon grumbled and gestured. It looked like a form of sign language, but it wasn’t one Aria could understand.


  “Relax.” The woman scratched Roger behind the ears. “We’ll work something out.”


  Aria was fairly certain the raccoon was from the Raccoon Empire. As far as she knew, they were the only raccoons that could use magic. The Raccoon Empire was an ancient nation, arguably the oldest in the world since it could trace its foundation back to the era when leviathans and krakens had nearly drowned the world. Unlike their lesser kin elsewhere, the empire’s raccoons were long-lived, highly intelligent, and capable of using powerful magic. The founder of the empire, Roger the Relentless, had supposedly wielded magic strong enough to impress even the dragons of the ancient days. Still, it was hard to separate fact from fiction. The raccoons of the empire were a secretive bunch, and her order had seldom had dealings with them.


  “I should introduce myself and my friends,” Aria said.


  “Sure.” The woman grinned. “You already know that Roger is the raccoon. I go by Susannah.”


  “I’m Aria. As for my friends…” Blue Scales and Eileen stepped out into the open. “The merman is Blue Scales, and the bear is Eileen.”


  “I sensed one other guy,” Susannah murmured. “Although if he’s not one of yours…” She turned and readied an arrow.


  Eric stepped out into the open. “Hey, easy there. I was keeping an eye on things. That’s all. I’m with them.”


  “You’re a sneaky fellow. I wouldn’t have noticed you if I hadn’t sensed you earlier.” The hood of Susannah’s grey cloak had fallen back to reveal long, black hair. “Not too many people can sneak up on me, you know.”


  Roger eyed the four of them closely and made a series of noises that must be speech based on how Susannah reacted. The woman nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right. We should ask them.” She turned back to Aria. “I don’t suppose you’re heading to Ash Harbour at the behest of a certain important vampire, are you?”


  Aria’s brows furrowed. “Oh?”


  “The thing is, Roger and I are monster hunters, for the most part. Now, if you’re going to visit an ancient kingdom that is likely full of monsters, you need people like us. Of course, two people wouldn’t last long on their own, especially a ranger and a war wizard. People like us need groups for missions like that, but there aren’t many people willing to take a chance on a raccoon, and I’m not leaving Roger behind.”


  Aria bit her lip. She’d encountered situations like this before. Groups were generally wary of adding new members at short notice since it could badly disrupt how the team functioned. That was especially true when it involved unusual people like Roger. As a war wizard, he must be extremely powerful. However, raccoons were far less durable than humans. Any group he joined would have to adjust its tactics to protect him, so he could use his magic to full effect.


  “And if we are working for a certain important vampire?” Aria asked.


  The woman took out a familiar parchment – Jonathan had one just like it – and held it up. “That’s proof we’re working for the same guy. Now, you can probably guess where I’m going with this…”


  “You want to join us.”


  “Right.” Susannah put on what Aria assumed was her most charming and winning smile, an expression Roger did his best to mimic. Given the dark bands of fur around his eyes, it made him look somewhat nefarious.


  “Hmm…” It was an interesting offer. Unfamiliarity aside, numbers mattered in places like Mordrath. At her side, Eileen made a thoughtful sound. The shape-shifter was a good judge of character, and she had summons that could sense hostile intent. Aria could sense one of them circling the area. Eileen nodded ever so slightly. She must not have sensed any lies or hostile intent. “Mind telling us more about yourselves then?”


  “As I said, my name is Susannah.” The woman sketched them a rough bow, her movements elegant despite the raccoon perched on her shoulder. “Stealthy ranger, awesome archer, and expert with daggers.” She grinned. “If you need anything hit with an arrow, I guarantee I can do it. Want me to put an arrow through a drake’s eye? Sure. The only thing I’ll ask is if you’d prefer the right eye or the left eye. Want me to put an arrow through the visor of a charging knight? No problem.” The raccoon nudged her. “Oh, and he’s Roger.” The raccoon rolled his eyes and nudged her again. “He’s named after Roger the Relentless – yes, that Roger the Relentless. In fact, he’s a distant descendant. He’s a war wizard. You’d be hard-pressed to find one smaller than him, but there aren’t many better than him either.” She grinned and lifted Roger over her head like a trophy. “In fact, I prefer to think of him as travel-sized. I mean, how many war wizards can you carry around like this?”


  Aria imagined trying to lift one of the wizened men who made up the majority of war wizards over her head like a trophy and had to bite back a smile. “It would be nice to have more ranged support for this mission…”


  It was something she and the others had discussed in the past. Although both Eileen and Blue Scales could muster powerful ranged attacks, the group didn’t have any truly dedicated ranged attackers. A skilled ranger like Susannah could easily fill that role. Likewise, a war wizard would give the group someone who could use area-of-effect magical attacks to deal with crowds and inflict massive property damage if necessary. Blue Scales could, if necessary, fill the same role as a war wizard, but he was a warrior first and foremost, and his preference for water-based magic meant there would be times when he would be stronger and times when he would be weaker. Indeed, against foes like the draco-hydra, ash-based attacks would have been nice to have since they hindered regeneration.


  “So… can we tag along? I promise we’ll do our bit, and it’s not like we can afford to betray you or anything. You’ve got us outnumbered, and picking fights with your allies in Mordrath is a fantastic way to end up dead.”


  Roger gave Aria another winning smile. Once again, though, it only accentuated the mischievous nature raccoons were known for.


  “I’m not agreeing to anything yet, but come along. We can talk about it.”


  * * *


  “Well, I can’t say I expected to run into a group like this, not that I’m complaining.”


  Jonathan peered at Susannah. The dark-haired woman and Roger had come as a surprise, but both Eileen and Miles agreed they weren’t a threat, and he’d learned to trust their judgement. Eric had also muttered something about Susannah smelling vaguely familiar before agreeing with their assessment. The pair was being honest about wanting to join them for the mission. In his opinion, they’d definitely come in handy. Sure, he wasn’t the most experienced adventurer, but even he could see the benefits of having a skilled ranger and a war wizard on their side.


  “I will admit that a group with a werewolf, a vampire, a shape-shifter, a former paladin, a butler, and a merman is unusual.” Susannah reached for another helping of stew and gave Blue Scales a cheerful thumb’s up for his culinary efforts. “Oh, I’m not criticising. My best friend is a raccoon who likes blowing things up. No offence.”


  Roger rolled his eyes and used his paws to sign something at her. Unless Jonathan badly missed his guess, it translated to: and my best friend is a human that thinks using me for bait is the best way to lure out giant monsters.


  Jonathan smiled in genuine delight. It had been some time since he’d been fortunate enough to speak to a raccoon from the empire. He signed a greeting to Roger, hoping his command of raccoon sign language wasn’t too rusty. Roger’s eyes widened before he grinned and signed back a reply.


  “You know raccoon sign language?” Susannah asked.


  “Oh, yes. I’m a scholar, for the most part, and the Raccoon Empire has played a pivotal role in world history. Since raccoons can’t speak without the use of translation charms or other magic, it made sense to learn their sign language. I’ve spoken to several of them before.” He nodded at Roger. “I do hope we can talk more later. I have some questions I’ve been hoping to ask, and I would appreciate the chance to practice my sign language.”


  Roger signed his agreement before slapping away Susannah’s spoon. She’d been about to steal some of his food. The woman smirked unashamedly, and he bared his teeth and snarled.


  “So the duke hired you?” Aria asked. “How did that happen?” She was enhancing her dagger with a few long-lasting Words. It wasn’t her preferred weapon, but if she ever needed to use it, she’d need it to do as much damage as possible.


  Susannah took a moment to reply. She’d helped provide dinner by bringing in half a dozen rabbits. Jonathan hadn’t seen it happen, but Miles had told him she’d thrown small pebbles. It spoke volumes that she could throw a pebble with the speed and accuracy needed to kill a rabbit. She hadn’t missed a single attempt either. “Well, Roger and I have done a lot of monster hunting work.” She patted her bow. It was a fine weapon made in a style different to those favoured by the Blood Alliance. It was more reminiscent of bows from the west, and he was reasonably certain it had either been made by elves or by someone who had copied their methods. “Monsters can get pretty big and tough, but most of them can be beaten if you know how and where to hit them. The duke has a lot of territory, and we’ve handled some real nasties for him before. The pay for this mission is great, and he’s confident there will be monsters for us to kill in Mordrath.”


  Roger rubbed his paws together and cackled.


  “And we do get to keep any other loot we find. If we can get through this mission in one piece, we won’t have to worry about money for a while. Of course, since there’s only the two of us, we need to join a larger group. Not everyone takes Roger seriously, and it’s not like he can just start blasting away to prove himself. His stronger Words are the kind you use to remodel the landscape. Anyone with a brain should realise that someone who can use [Ash Bolt] as easily as he can would be handy to have around, but most people can’t get over the fact he’s a raccoon.”


  “So strength in numbers?” Jonathan asked. “That’s a sentiment I can understand.”


  Aria sat down beside him. Like the others, she was enjoying the rabbit stew. Even Blue Scales was enjoying it. Although he doted on Fluffy, he had no qualms about eating other rabbits. Hopefully, nobody told Fluffy. “Not just numbers, Jonathan. Group composition is important too.”


  “Group composition?”


  “It’s not something that has come up on our missions yet, but it will come up on this one.” Aria picked up a stick and began to draw in the soft dirt in front of them. “There are three basic roles that someone in an adventuring group can fill: melee, ranged, and support. People who specialise in melee combat are tasked with establishing and holding a front line, so those who specialise in ranged combat can attack safely. On a large scale, it’s like using a shield wall or pikemen to protect archers and mages. Those who specialise in support are there to increase the effectiveness and survivability of their allies. Bards and healers are the most common examples. They don’t necessarily do a lot of fighting themselves, but their skills make the fight easier for everyone else.”


  Aria pointed to her drawing. It showed a number of dots surrounding some other dots. “Suppose you’ve got a war wizard in your group. A war wizard is one of the most powerful ranged attackers you can have. Left unchecked, a single war wizard can often do more damage than an entire group of paladins. However, war wizards – and this is doubly true for raccoons – tend to be somewhat fragile. Their magic can protect them, but if someone specialised in melee combat manages to reach them, the results are rarely pleasant.”


  “I can imagine,” Jonathan murmured. Roger might have powerful magic, but it was easy to see how poorly he would fare in hand-to-hand combat.


  “That’s why group composition is so important. If we encountered a group of, say, five hundred goblins, our best strategy would be to have Eileen, Eric, Miles, and Blue Scales form a front line while I used my magic to support and enhance them and you used your magic to identify any leaders, traps, or other important targets. Blue Scales could also use his magic to attack on a large scale, and Eileen could transform into something big enough to really put some fear into them. With Roger and Susannah, things would be much simpler. Susannah could simply pick off any leaders or magic users amongst them, and Roger…”


  “Roger?”


  Aria grinned toothily. “As a war wizard, his job would be very simple. Turn the battlefield into a killing field. [Ash Bolt] alone is already a nightmare. It can affect multiple targets if they’re close enough, and he has to have stronger Words at his disposal too. As long as we keep the goblins away from him, there’s a good chance he could kill more of them than the rest of us combined.”


  Susannah smirked. “Don’t worry. If we ever had to fight five hundred goblins, Roger could just use [Pyroclastic Flow] to get rid of them all at once.”


  “…” Jonathan gaped. “Isn’t a pyroclastic flow the cloud of volcanic ash that is produced when a volcano erupts – the same cloud that rolls down the slopes and obliterates everything in its path?”


  Susannah nodded. “Yep.” Roger cacked evilly and rubbed his paws together again. “It takes a while to set up, but it’s exactly the kind of spell that makes war wizards like him so dangerous. If you can protect him long enough for him to use it, he can wipe out the enemy in one Word.”


  Jonathan nodded thoughtfully. “So it’s about maximising the group’s overall damage output and survivability rather than focusing on individual success?”


  Aria smiled. “Exactly. People aren’t the same. They have different strengths and weaknesses, and being part of a team means maximising people’s strengths and minimising their weaknesses. Against a necromancer, I would take a more active role. Against a fire elemental, you’d ask Blue Scales to lead the way. Asking people to do things they’re not good at is sometimes necessary – the battlefield can be a dangerous and unpredictable place – but the best results generally come from allowing members of a group to make full use of their strengths while minimising their weaknesses. Sure, we could give Roger a dagger and ask him to stab people, but why put him in harm’s way to stab a bandit when we could have him hang back and focus on using magic capable of blasting all of the bandits at once?”


  Pay close attention. The Blood Emperor’s voice was filled with approval. She speaks wisely. I know you’ve already begun lessons on tactics and strategy, but it is important to see things in a practical light as well as a theoretical one. When you go on missions, think about how the theory could be applied and how it would be used in reality.


  “I have been trying to learn about tactics and strategy,” Jonathan admitted. “It seems like a good thing to know when you regularly take missions where men and monsters try to kill you.” He inclined his head at Susannah. “So, Aria, you’d have Susannah act as an assassin of sorts?”


  The ranger answered in place of the former paladin. “It’s the best role for me in that sort of situation. Don’t get me wrong, I can put an arrow through a goblin’s eye at more than two hundred yards without breaking a sweat, but the average goblin isn’t much of a threat to anyone in this group. What would be dangerous is if they have a leader to coordinate their actions, or if they have ranged attackers of their own, like archers or magic users. My priority would be to eliminate them as quickly as possible before helping you deal with the rest of the horde.” Jonathan gaped at her casual mention of her accuracy, and she continued, “Although I do have exploding arrows and the like, which I can use to help thin their numbers at a distance too.”


  Jonathan rubbed his chin. He’d forgotten to shave before leaving Bloodmark. He’d have to see if he could do it before they left Ash Harbour. He doubted the horrors of Mordrath would care, but it couldn’t hurt to keep a neat and tidy appearance. “It sounds like you and Roger would fit into our group well.”


  Susannah scratched the back of her head. “It’s part of why I asked. You seem like decent people, and you looked as though you were missing some ranged specialists. You’re also taking Roger seriously, which is a good thing. He might not look intimidating, but being small doesn’t stop him from having powerful magic.” Jonathan would never say it, but Roger did look vaguely ridiculous in his brightly coloured robes and conical wizard’s hat. “Roger the Relentless was the same size as him, and even dragon’s respected his magic.”


  “It works both ways,” Aria said. “If you and Roger can fit in with our group, then we’ll have an easier time of it too.” She and Susannah seemed to be having their own, wordless conversation beneath the spoken one. Jonathan would have to trust that Aria knew what she was doing. As the leader of the group, she’d yet to steer them wrong. “And on a mission like this, I want every advantage I can get.”


  “Likewise.” Susannah ate another spoonful of stew. “A huge reward is nice, but it doesn’t mean much if you’re dead.”


  “Agreed.” Jonathan’s closest brushes with death had come in Baron Darkletter’s manor and against the ancient draco-hydra. However, he had a feeling he’d be adding to those in Mordrath.


  The rest of the night passed swiftly although he noticed that Aria always had at least two of them on watch at all times, and some of Eileen’s summons were always present. The group was extending trust to Roger and Susannah, but they weren’t naïve enough to trust them completely. It was only common sense. The rest of the trip to Ash Harbour passed uneventfully, and they arrived at the walls of the city the following night. It didn’t take long for Jonathan to wish they’d kept their distance.


  The first thing he noticed was the smell. It wasn’t the strongest scent. A human might have struggled to put a finger on it, but vampires had keen senses. It permeated the area, and if he had to describe it, he’d say it was vaguely unpleasant – enough to annoy him without truly grabbing his attention. It reminded him of death and decay. However, he was sure he’d get used to it soon enough, which was depressing in its own way.


  It is the Bone Sea. The Blood Emperor wore a disgusted expression in his mind. The chronicles never mention it, but the smell of it is both unusual and unpleasant. Whatever dark fate befell the dwarves, the water that poured forth from Mordrath and flooded the Empty Sea was foul and corrupted. That same water – or some mixture of it and normal seawater – laps against these shores. I would advise against eating anything caught in these waters. The fish can be… odd, and there have long been rumours of illness falling upon anyone who eats them too often.


  Jonathan nodded stiffly and made a mental note to warn the others. There would be enough dangers on this mission without adding food poisoning to the list. His attention shifted to the large wall that surrounded the city. It was grey, lumpy, and seemingly a single solid mass of melted stone.


  “I remember a text that mentioned this wall,” Jonathan whispered. “I believe it was made by pouring sand from the beaches into frames before using powerful fire magic to melt it all into stone. It’s proven to be quite durable over the years despite its lack of beauty.”


  “I think you mean it’s ugly – damn ugly.” Eric shook his head. “It looks more like someone vomited it up, if you ask me.”


  Jonathan winced. That was an awful way to put it although he wasn’t wrong. Beyond the wall, Jonathan could make out the tops of the city’s taller buildings. Everything he could see apart from the wall had been built using a solid, blocky style. It was wholly unlike the grander, more gothic architecture favoured by most of the Blood Alliance. Then again, this place was basically considered cursed, and it had been run by vampires that were, at best, considered upstarts and criminals by their more noble peers. He doubted fine architecture had been one of their considerations during its foundation and development.


  They made their way to the gates and were met by a cadre of disgruntled guards. If it was like most places, the scruffy men were severely underpaid and chronically overworked. They looked as though they wanted to make trouble – extortion was likely how they made ends meet – but Miles cut them off before they could get so much as a word out.


  “You have the great honour of addressing Lord Bloodhaven.” Miles’s voice brooked no disobedience, and he carried himself with regal authority.


  The guards looked sceptical at first – Jonathan hardly radiated the kind of majesty some nobles did – but the group had spent a considerable sum of money on clothes that would allow Jonathan to look the part of a vampire noble. He had despaired at the expense, but Aria had persisted. If he was to act as their ‘sponsor’, then he needed to look the part. It was simply another cost of doing business, like getting armour made or having equipment repaired. Naturally, he would wear more practical clothing on missions, but appearances were important. His clothes might not have been as fine as those worn by a baron or a duke, but they were still several steps above those of a regular vampire, never mind some guards in a dilapidated city.


  Jonathan took a deep breath and tried to draw on some of the presence and authority the Blood Emperor radiated without any effort despite being only a shard of himself. “I am here at the behest of Duke Bloodfang,” he pronounced, putting as much steel into his voice as he could. “It would be unwise to interfere with my – or the duke’s – business.” He must have succeeded because the guards blanched and took a wary step back. It was clear they believed him, yet there was still a worrying look in their eyes.


  Give them something. The Blood Emperor chuckled dryly. They aren’t nobles, but they have their pride all the same. Allow them to save face, and they’ll let you pass without trouble. Better still, as a vampire noble, you are expected to dole out gifts and bribes with ease, but they cannot ask you. You must be the one to offer them. Be generous, and they will be in your pocket. In a place like this, it can’t hurt to have the city guard on your side.


  Jonathan agreed. Corruption was unpleasant, but he could use it to his advantage if he acted carefully. He took out the parchment the duke had given him, and the guards cringed even more. The full extent of their mistake was now clear. However, he allowed his stern expression to give way to a smile. “A city needs good, dutiful men – men who would question even a noble to ensure the safety of their city.” He took a handful of coins from a pouch. It was hardly a princely sum, but it should do. “Such attention to duty should be rewarded, and a slight can be forgiven if it was made for the sake of duty, don’t you agree?”


  The men’s eyes widened. They must have expected a rebuke or worse, but their leader quickly recovered and scuttled forward to accept the coins. He nodded with disturbing eagerness. “Aye, my lord, it is as you say! We did not recognise you at first – forgive us – but it will not happen again! Truly, you are a noble of high standing!” He lowered his voice. “And if you ever have need of the city guard, ask for Old Creston or Red Mason. We’ll handle any… problems that might arise.”


  Jonathan grimaced and forced himself to pat the man’s shoulder as he slipped him another coin. “As I said, dutiful men should be rewarded – and discrete men too.” He breathed a sigh of relief as the guards waved them through. The Blood Emperor’s laughter rang in his ears.


  Perhaps you should have been an actor instead of a scholar.


  Jonathan would have preferred to avoid acting. It was desperation not skill that had allowed him to succeed. Even now, his knees were shaking.


  “You handled that well,” Aria murmured as they continued down the street.


  “Thank you. A friend once suggested something similar.” Jonathan hadn’t told Roger or Susannah about the Blood Emperor, and he wouldn’t without the approval of the others. However, Aria should guess his meaning easily enough.


  “I see.” Her eyes twinkled. “Well, your friend must have more experience than any of us.” She studied the street around them with distaste. Like the rest of the city, there was an air of decay and decrepitude about it. Any exposed stone was badly worn, and most of the wood was rotting. And behind it all, like a loathsome shroud, was that strange, unsettling smell. “We should get some rest. We’re supposed to leave at dawn the day after tomorrow, and I’d rather we not enter Mordrath tired.”


  “Just make sure they don’t drop my crate,” Jonathan said. “At least not until I’m safely below decks.”


  * * *


  Eric was familiar with the concept of posturing. It was actually an integral part of being a werewolf. For werewolves, the two most important qualities were fighting prowess and cunning. The ability to put up a threatening front required both. Of course, there were rules. Werewolves weren’t mindless beasts, regardless of what some of their foes believed. The single greatest achievement of Alaric the Great Silver’s reign so far had been to codify those rules and enforce them across almost the entirety of werewolf society. His actions had prevented the bloody internecine strife and pointless squabbling that had hobbled vampires for centuries. It helped that his reforms were backed by his overwhelming power.


  The Blood Emperor’s loss had struck the legendary werewolf hard. Such worthy foes were hard to come by, and he had only hastened his reforms in response to his rival’s unfortunate demise. Oh, not all of the clans had liked the changes, but he’d dealt with their objections in his typical fashion: three chances. After the third chance, he slaughtered and then ate the troublemakers. He’d only needed to deal with two such clans before the rest had fallen into line. Alaric might not be the most cunning werewolf – and he was still far more cunning than his reputation suggested – but he was, by far, the most powerful werewolf who’d ever lived. Fighting him was akin to fighting a force of nature like a hurricane or an earthquake. Eric, for all his skills, would have been better off trying to fight a volcano.


  One of the most important things to know about posturing was when to stop. It was customary for younger werewolves, often males in their first few decades of life, to pick fights with their elders. How else were they supposed to get stronger? Fighting a stronger opponent was a fantastic way to toughen up, learn, and get some real experience. Done properly, the younger lycanthrope could look forward to a sound thrashing and some lessons in real combat without any lasting injuries. It was sensible too. Younger werewolves were the future of the clan. Killing them off early would just be stupid.


  But if the younger werewolf pushed too hard for too long, well, they might make their elder angry enough to leave a more permanent injury – like a missing head. Moreover, younger werewolves were expected to be cunning too. Studying their opponents was mandatory since the exact level of provocation required varied from person to person. As a fairly amiable sort of werewolf, Eric had often been one of the first to be challenged by the pups. They knew very well that he wasn’t likely to take their challenge the wrong way although he had, on a few occasions, been forced to educate some of the stupider ones before they could anger a less merciful werewolf.


  It was a pity that most of the people here seemed to have missed those lessons.


  The duke had hired what amounted to an elite task force to enter Mordrath, and each of the teams had at least one vampire of noble blood with them. All of the vampires had already boarded and were safely below decks, away from the morning sun. That left everyone else on the docks waiting to board, which meant trouble. There were all kinds of adventurers, but any sufficiently large group was bound to have a few idiots in it that wanted to throw their weight around. Since these were the elite, this could easily escalate well beyond a simple brawl. In fact, he could already see several teams squaring off against each other as old rivalries and bad blood came to the fore.


  “This is another reason I chose your group,” Susannah muttered as she walked next to him with Roger clinging onto her back like a monkey. Actually, now that he looked closer, her cloak had a sort of pouch that made it easier for him. He looked absurd in his brightly coloured robes and hat, but Eric wasn’t going to make fun of someone who could use [Ash Bolt] and [Pyroclastic Flow]. “You guys are actually reasonable. I mean you were willing to give Roger a chance.”


  “We get into enough trouble as it is,” he replied. “And getting into a brawl before the mission has even begun seems kind of foolish. Mordrath will require all of our skill and power. Why waste our efforts here?” Behind his grin, he took careful note of how quiet Susannah was. Oh, she talked readily enough, but her footsteps were silent, and she made almost no sound at all when she moved. It reminded him of some of his stealthier kin although he would have noticed if she was a werewolf. However, if he had to guess, then going by her smell, one of her ancestors was a werewolf. “Besides, I might not have run into too many of them before, but I’ve heard plenty of stories. Building an empire isn’t easy, but keeping one around for as long as the raccoons have is even tougher. I’m sure Roger can punch above his weight, so to speak.”


  “Oh, he can.” Susannah scowled as Roger stopped munching on an apple long enough to point to where the leader of another group had marched up to Aria. Eric rolled his eyes. The interloper was another woman – another former paladin, actually – and she had somehow come to the conclusion that she and Aria were rivals. As far as he knew, Aria had never met the woman until she’d barged into one of their missions several months ago. “Should we go help her out?”


  “Nah. She can handle it. If she can’t, she’ll let us know.” Nearby another werewolf caught Eric’s eye. He recognised the markings on his clothing as belonging to an allied clan. Eric made a gesture to show which clan he was from and grinned. It was nice to see a fellow werewolf doing well for himself. He’d have to look out for him during the mission. The other werewolf returned the gesture and grinned back. “It won’t take long. The other woman – Melanie – isn’t half bad, but she’s got a temper, and it makes her careless.”


  He was right.


  In typical Aria fashion, his friend ignored the insults being thrown her way, which only made Melanie madder. When the other woman lost her temper and threw the first punch, she was sloppy, and Aria was more than ready. She ducked under the blow and drove her buckler into the other woman’s gut. Melanie wasn’t wearing all of her armour, and she crumpled around the blow. Aria shoved her back and then gave her a stout kick. Melanie went sprawling, and her teammates looked as though they were about to rush forward. However, Blue Scales put an end to the scrap by stepping forward and slamming the butt of his trident into the ground. Towering to his full height and baring his sharp teeth, the merman glared down at the other adventurers. Eric chuckled. His water-loving friend was an easy-going fellow, but his sheer size was enough to scare off most would-be attackers.


  “Not bad.” Susannah rolled her eyes as Roger finished his apple and tossed the core over his shoulder. “Stop littering.” The raccoon rolled his eyes back at her and used a Word to incinerate the remains of the apple. “We should get moving. It looks like a real brawl might start any second now.”


  “We could throw a punch or two and then run for it,” he said before a pair of knives whistled through the air. He caught one while she caught the other. “On second thought, maybe we should get going.”


  Aria passed them with one eyebrow raised, and Eric dropped the knife. “Really? A knife?”


  “Hey! I’ll have you know I only caught it. It wasn’t like I threw it. And why aren’t you giving Susannah that look?”


  Aria glanced at Susannah and Roger. The raccoon gave her another winning smile. “Because I know you. You were about to throw it back.”


  “Heh. You’re not wrong.” Eric followed her up onto the ship with Eileen and Blue Scales bringing up the rear. It would take more than cheap steel to pierce his scales. It was tempting to join the brawl, but they would need all of their energy later. However, as the brawl continued and the ships remained stubbornly in place, he turned to his friend. “Blue Scales…”


  “It would seem that we cannot leave until they are finished, and it would be a shame to be late.” He lifted his trident and spoke a Word. A wave rushed over the docks and swamped the brawlers. “There. That should cool their tempers.” His brows furrowed. “Although the water felt… odd.”


  “Odd?”


  “It is difficult to explain to someone who isn’t linked to water the way I am. It is… quiet here. Everywhere else, I hear the voices of the oceans, the seas, the rivers, the lakes, and the streams. Here, the water is silent. Dead. I can still manipulate it, but it is not as easy as it should be.” He made a sound that could only have been in his native tongue. “That is how I would put it in the words of my people.”


  “You do realise I don’t speak merman.”


  “I know, but there isn’t a word for it in your speech.”


  “That is not reassuring.”


  “It is to be expected. If the history we were told is accurate, then these waters are likely to be cursed.”


  “Wonderful.”


  While Jonathan spent his time below decks in his cabin – the sun was the enemy of vampires everywhere – Eric spent his time on deck watching the sea go by. It was hardly pleasant viewing although the breeze was welcome. The water here was dark and murky and covered in a thin layer of bone-coloured dust or powder. It reminded him of ash or silt in its consistency, but it had a much more solid look to it than either.


  More troubling was how small the waves were despite the stiff breeze, as though the water itself was lethargic or reluctant to move. Blue Scales was probably right. There was something wrong with it. At times, he could have sworn he saw faces looking back at him, but was probably imagining it. This place was creepy, so his mind could be playing tricks on him. Or maybe it wasn’t. This place could be cursed, and the lack of birds in the sky only added to the foreboding atmosphere. This close to shore, there should still be plenty of birds. Oh well. He’d have to sleep with one hand on his spear and one eye open.


  “I have heard stories of this place.” Blue Scales settled beside him although he was careful not to lean on the railing of the deck lest he break it.


  “Is that so?” Eric offered him a slice of smoked beef. If monsters were going to show up, he wouldn’t be facing them on an empty stomach. “Can I assume they’re all horrible?”


  The merman laughed and accepted the beef. “Oh, yes.” The sea here seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it, and the waxy, oily sunlight that managed to pierce through the thick, dull clouds overhead lent an off-putting sheen to the merman’s scales. “I wasn’t sure until I saw it with my own eyes, but I am now certain this is the place one of my people’s explorers spoke of.” He chewed on the beef before continuing. “Few of my people have travelled here. Our waters are elsewhere, and such a long journey would be dangerous. The Deeps are not a place for reckless travellers, and the water here is unpleasant. No merman would enjoy swimming in it, and I would advise against falling in if you can help it.”


  Eric eyed the water warily. “Believe me, I’m not touching the water unless I have to.”


  “The explorer I speak of called this place the Sea of the Dead.”


  “That has to be the least confidence-inspiring name I can think of.”


  “The oceans are vast, my friend, and not even the children of the Deep know all that lurks beneath the waves. Part of that is because we seldom leave our waters. We are often at war, so we need every strong warrior we can find. It is only recently that peace has become more common. However, from time to time, there were periods of peace in the past, and there would occasionally be explorers amongst us, those who could not bear to stay in one place too long.”


  Eric smiled toothily at a passing adventurer. A few other adventurers were on deck, but they were keeping their distance. It was one thing to pick a fight on the docks where they could make a quick retreat if they needed to, but annoying a merman who could control water while on the open waves would just be stupid. “My people are much the same. For most werewolves, the pack and the clan are everything. They feel no urge to leave unless it is to seize new territory. Some of us, though, are born to wander. Since I asked to leave and was given approval, I will be welcomed back although I am expected to send word from time to time, especially if I encounter anything that could be dangerous to my kin.”


  “One of our explorers came this way many centuries ago, not long after the Bone Sea was created, or so the stories say. He had heard rumours from travellers that the sea had reclaimed this place, and he wished to see it for himself. His name, such as it was, can be translated as Seeking Fang. Although the stories are old and vague, they do mention his prowess as a warrior. He was allowed to leave because he was old and had already served with honour, and he had sired many sons and daughters to take his place. He wished to die exploring after living his life in service to my people, and they decided to grant his wish.”


  “Doesn’t sound like a bad way to go. Honestly, I wouldn’t mind dying exploring. It beats dying in my bed.” Eric leaned against the railing. “Although hopefully that’ll be many years from now and none of you end up joining me.”


  Blue Scales turned his gaze to the water. It was a sobering thought for Eric. He would likely outlive everyone in the group except Jonathan. But werewolves weren’t like some of the other long-lived species. They didn’t avoid contact because they feared watching their friends age and die while they remained strong. No. Werewolves loved as fiercely as they fought. When his friends passed, he would mourn them, but he would also treasure all of the time they had spent together. One of the few religious rituals werewolves engaged in was the Rite of Remembrance, a ceremony to remember and honour all of their beloved dead.


  “Seeking Fang made his way here. His writings, what little we have left, repeatedly point out the strangeness of the water and the presence of a strange powdery substance. He described it as lifeless. As you know, my kind can breathe underwater, but the waters here left him short of breath. It was not unlike standing on top of a mountain and trying to breathe thin air. He wished to explore the ruins, but he was… distracted.”


  “Oh?”


  “He claimed to have heard fell voices in the water, dark whispers promising death and defeat. Shortly after, he was attacked by a variety of creatures. He did not say much about them, but they were numerous and strong enough to force him back. He barely escaped with his life, and his story ends with a stern warning for all others to stay away.”


  “It’s a little lacking on details,” Eric said. “But it matches.” He frowned. “Although I haven’t heard any voices.”


  “I imagine you have to be in the water to hear them.”


  Eric grimaced and shook his head. “No way am I going in the water.”


  * * *


  Jonathan was enjoying a pleasant nap in his crate. True, he was below decks, so he could have used the bed in his cabin instead. It was certainly nice enough. However, his recent brushes with death had instilled a healthy dose of caution, some would say paranoia. If the ship ran aground or something breached the hull, he could easily find himself receiving a less than healthy helping of sunshine.


  He was in the midst of a pleasant dream involving his castle’s library and an esoteric text about the hunting habits of the famous frost wolves of the far north when a thunderous crash awakened him. The whole ship shook, and a second impact followed only moments later. He reflexively moved to open his crate to see what was happening, but Miles’s voice snapped out like a whip.


  “Stay in your crate, sir! The hull has been breached!”


  Jonathan froze. If the hull had been breached, and Miles wanted him to stay in his crate, there must be sunlight in the room. They were above the waterline, and he couldn’t hear water rushing in, so they should be able to stay afloat for the time being. On the upside, if they did sink, the water here felt as though it lacked the usual power the ocean had when it came to weakening vampires.


  “All right.” Unwilling to leave himself completely in the dark, he used [Scry] and immediately wished he hadn’t.


  There was too much magic flying around for him to see as clearly as he would like – and his growing panic was making him sloppy – but he saw something massive, serpentine, and made of bone. The eerie hum of necromantic power filled the air, and he swallowed thickly. One of the problems with being a scholar with a broad knowledge base was knowing about all the scary monsters that could potentially kill him.


  This was most definitely one of them. He gulped. “Miles… I think we’re being attacked by a bone serpent.”


  
Interlude One – Survivor


  Blue Scales clutched at his side. The wound there was far deeper than he would have liked. There were few weapons on land that could pierce his scales – scales that could withstand the rigours of the Deep and its denizens – but the claws of a dragon were far beyond the swords and spears of men, elves, or dwarves. If anything, he should consider himself lucky. Had the blow landed cleanly or had the dragon cared to exert anything close to its full strength, he would be dead. Unfortunately, the caravan he’d been travelling with had not been so fortunate.


  He stumbled along what had once been the road, the scorched, melted earth cracking beneath him as he used his trident to help stay upright. His mind wandered, as much from the pain as the stifling haze of heat that had settled over the area. The air was bone dry, and every breath was like torture. His head spun, and he forced himself to focus on the pain in his side. His movements had turned it from a dull ache into something sharp and pointed – exactly what he needed to keep his mind from wandering. Even so, his mind refused to obey, and each step he took was accompanied by half a dozen stray thoughts. His lips curled. Was this the haziness so many of his people believed came before death?


  The caravan had been headed west toward a nearby town. Halfway there, they’d seen smoke. The other mercenaries and adventurers who’d accompanied the caravan had immediately called the group to a halt. They had drawn everyone together to make any potential defence easier, and they had dispatched scouts and readied themselves for battle. Bandits were not supposed to be common in this area, but it wouldn’t be the first time they’d swooped in on an unprepared town, razed it, looted whatever they could take, and then fled before organised resistance could confront them.


  If it was bandits, they’d not find the caravan easy prey. Its protectors were veterans with years of experience against all manner of foes, yet all of them trembled in primal, instinctive fear when a terrible roar shook the air. If there had been any doubts whatsoever about what manner of foe they faced, they vanished when a vast, winged shape launched itself into the air above the town.


  Only one winged beast was so closely connected to smoke and ruin.


  Dragon.


  Even in the Deep, they knew of dragons. Some of the oldest krakens and leviathans, the ones from the Age of Oceans when the seas had almost swallowed the world, occasionally talked of their battles against the sons of wind and fire. Blue Scales had met one such being, a titanic kraken known simply as the Maw that dwelt in the deepest trenches of the territory his people had claimed. The Maw could sleep for decades, even centuries at a time, but when he stirred, he would occasionally deign to talk with the lesser creatures that frequented his domain. He had spoken of dragons, of their cleaving claws and their piercing fangs, of the fire that could burn even the ocean. Yes, the Maw knew of dragons, and anything that could give such a gigantic creature pause was something to be feared and respected by lesser beings.


  Blue Scales had seen a dragon once before, albeit only from a distance. Even at sea, it had proven deadly. He and his fellows had been forced to flee back into the depths. Those unfortunate enough to be left behind had been boiled alive by the dragon’s fury. On land, with the open sky above it and open ground below, a dragon would be close to unbeatable. His hands tightened on his trident. The weapon had served him well in countless battles, yet against the dragon, it suddenly felt wholly inadequate.


  “Dragon!” someone screamed, breaking free of the horrified shock that had paralysed the group. “Dragon!”


  “Run!” someone else cried. “We have to get out of here!”


  “Don’t bother,” an older adventurer growled. Blue Scales had spoken with the grizzled veteran many times over the past few weeks. He had been adventuring for decades, and what he lacked in raw power or talent, he more than made up for in experience. “Dragons are naturally drawn to movement. If you run, it’ll chase you, and we all know how that will end.” Nothing could match a dragon’s speed in the air. “We have to get off the road right now and hide. Come on. Abandon your belongings if you must. If you want to live, you’ll find some cover and stay there. If we’re lucky, it’ll be content with simply burning the caravan before leaving us be.”


  “It’s too late!” The warning came from an elf that had joined the caravan last week. “It sees us!”


  It did.


  The dragon banked with the lazy assurance of an apex predator with prey in its sight before its wings beat the air, and it soared toward them. Blue Scales watched it come. There was no sense in hiding now. The dragon had seen them. If they ran, it would kill them long before they could reach safety. If he was going to die, then he would do so on his feet with his face turned toward his enemy. He was no coward. They would not find him dead with burns only on his back. Dimly, he marvelled at the beauty of the dragon. It was a splendid creature with wings as wide as sails and scales the colour of freshly spilt blood. Its eyes were vivid amber, and even from a distance they burned into him. Its body was long and graceful, its form a perfect combination of grace and raw power. This creature was no mere brute, no lumbering ogre that relied purely on strength. There was a deep and malevolent intelligence in its gaze. It knew exactly what it was about to do, and it was going to enjoy it.


  As the dragon folded its wings and dove, the air came to life with arrows and Words. The dragon ignored the storm of projectiles the way an eagle would have ignored the angry outbursts of gnats. Blue Scales waited. He knew his lightning would not be enough. Already, several members of the group had unleashed blasts of electricity, and none had fazed the beast. He would wait until the dragon was closer before he used some of his strongest Words.


  Fire kindled in the dragon’s jaws, and it drew its head back to unleash their death.


  Blue Scales took a deep breath. Now was the time to act.


  [Overwhelming Tide].


  [Unrelenting Lightning].


  The two Words shook the air with their power.


  [Overwhelming Tide] seized every drop of water it could find and created even more. A nearby stream was emptied in an instant, and the formerly humid air turned dry. The Word even ripped water from the ground beneath him and the clouds overhead. Gathering and rising above him, the water thundered down on the dragon like the fist of an angry god. And it wasn’t alone. Bolts of lightning ripped through the air, a seemingly endless deluge of electricity that lit up the sky in a brilliant display of magical power as the roar of thunder rumbled over the area. Any normal foe would have been slain by the onslaught, and for a moment, Blue Scales dared to believe that he could drive the dragon away.


  The dragon took the full force of the attack – and it laughed.


  It was the joyous laugh of someone who had found an interesting toy, something worth savouring for a moment or two before it was cast aside. It was the laugh of someone so convinced of their own superiority that they could not, even for a second, imagine losing despite the forces arrayed against them. The lightning sluiced off the dragon’s scales, and the beast turned its head and unleashed its flame.


  Blue Scales had been to places where great vents spewed lava and toxic gases into the ocean. He had felt tremendous heat rise up from the very heart of the world to turn the sea into a mass of boiling water. That was nothing compared to dragon fire. The torrent – the deluge – of water evaporated in a heartbeat. Steam billowed outward, hot and blinding, and the dragon shifted to loose its flame upon the caravan. Blue Scales could barely hear the screams through the howl of the flames, and then the dragon landed amidst the carnage it had wrought. It spun, and a single swipe of its tail smashed bodies and wagons to pieces like kindling. Blue Scales shielded his eyes against the heat pouring off the dragon and charged. A dragon’s scales were said to be all but impenetrable, but it was on the ground now. If he could reach its eyes with his trident –


  There was a flash of movement too fast for his eyes to follow – by the gods how could anything that big move so fast – and pain erupted in his side. Only his instincts had saved him. The dragon had flicked one claw at him, yet at the last moment, he had managed to flinch away. Instead of being ripped in half, the wound merely ripped a deep gash in his side. Even so, the sheer force of the blow hurled him back. He slammed into a tree with enough force to break it. He tumbled onto his back, and his vision swam. The tree was burning. No. Everything was burning.


  And then he knew no more.


  When he had awakened, it had been to a nightmare. The caravan was gone. The people he’d spent the past few weeks travelling with – eating, laughing, and talking with – were nowhere to be seen. He could only hope that some of them had managed to escape, but it was far more likely they’d met their ends at the dragon’s claws and teeth or amidst its flames. He wouldn’t blame anyone for running. There was no shame in fleeing from a dragon. It was like running from a volcano or an earthquake. There were things people could fight – bandits, mercenaries, raiders – and then there were things they could only flee. Dragons were definitely one of the latter. Shaking his head, he looked for the dragon. It was nowhere to be seen. If he had to guess, it had probably returned to the ruins of the town. Dragons were known to enjoy lingering in the ashes of the places they burned.


  With a groan, Blue Scales was jolted back to the present by the pain in his side. Good. His jaw clenched. He couldn’t afford to let his mind wander too much, and he was dead if he lost consciousness again. The wound was too deep to go untreated for longer than a day or so. He’d have to use his magic to heal it, but he’d exhausted it in his efforts to fight the dragon and to survive the inferno that had followed. Moreover, dragons had magic of their own. Wounds they inflicted seldom healed easily, and that was assuming their foes survived, which was rare indeed. Forcing himself to continue along what had once been the road, he considered his options. First and foremost, he needed to get further away. There was no telling when the dragon would stir again. If he was caught in the open, that would be the end of him. There was also a river not too far away. At his present snail’s pace, it might take him a few hours to reach it. If he could immerse himself in its waters, he would be able to call upon the blessings of the gods of the Deep for healing and aid.


  It was far from ideal, but he didn’t have a choice. As much as it hurt, all he could do was put one foot in front of the other and slowly continue his journey. He bit back a pained grin. If he’d been well, it would have taken him less than an hour to reach the river. His expression sobered. He should be thankful he could still feel pain. The others in the caravan had not been so lucky. His hardened scales and magic had instinctively protected him even after he’d lost consciousness.


  He wasn’t sure how long he walked, but the pain in his side had gone from the kind that could help him stay focused back to the dull, spreading ache that made it difficult to keep his eyes open or think clearly. It was hard to tell the passage of time when each step felt like it took an hour, and smoke and ash filled the air. Blearily, he looked up at the sun. It was a dull red from all the ash and smoke, but it hadn’t moved a lot since he’d awakened.


  He chuckled and then winced as fresh pain rustled through him. He was a proud warrior of his people. There was no shame in death at the hands of a dragon, but he could not allow himself to die without doing everything in his power to survive. At length, however, he realised he needed to rest. It was far too hot, and he’d gone a reasonable distance. If the dragon came back in search of more food, he’d likely gone far enough to avoid being the first thing on the menu. He looked around. There was a copse of trees nearby. Whether by chance, the favour of his gods, or simply the dragon’s capricious nature, the trees were unburnt. The shade they offered would be welcome, and he could stay there until the hottest part of the day had passed. Losing consciousness would be the end of him, as would heat exhaustion.


  He staggered to the trees and gave another laugh despite the pain. Truly, the gods were with him. These were apple trees, and there were several fruits dangling within reach. He’d never been overly fond of apples – he preferred oranges – but he wouldn’t say no to one now. Wincing as the movement tugged at his wound, he reached up and plucked a few apples before easing himself into a sitting position in the shade.


  He lifted an apple in one hand and crushed it into something resembling paste, so he could more easily drink its juice and eat it. The moisture was welcome, and the paste gave him fresh energy. After a few apples, his head was no longer spinning, and his thoughts were no longer mired in tar. With a newly clear mind, he assessed his situation again.


  In his current condition, he should be able to make it to the river in around an hour once it was cooler and easier to travel – assuming the dragon hadn’t evaporated it. After he’d healed himself, he could pursue his next step. With the caravan gone, he wasn’t going to be paid, and his funds were meagre at best since most of his possessions had been destroyed along with the caravan. At the very least, he ought to be able to pick up a small reward for providing firsthand information about the dragon, and there were always those who would pay to learn about what had happened to the caravan in more detail.


  He was still resting and regathering his strength when he heard footsteps. His eyes narrowed, and he got to his feet. Even wounded, he knew he would make for an imposing sight, and most bandits or looters would think twice before risking a fight against someone so large when there were likely to be easier pickings elsewhere. However, his concerns were for nought. Instead of bandits or looters, it was a child who stumbled into the copse of trees. The little girl was so exhausted that she barely noticed him at first, but then her eyes widened in what he could only describe as muted terror. Something else had already frightened this child, something so terrible that even he paled beside it. From the ashes and singe marks on her clothes, it did not take a scholar to realise what was responsible. Slowly, she backed away. She looked as though she wanted to run, but she was too tired to do anything more than inch backward. He called out to her as gently as he could.


  “Hello there.” At times like this, he rued his size. It made even a smile seem menacing. “Are you lost?”


  The girl looked at him for a long moment. She couldn’t have been more than five or six human years in age. She was scared but also tired and hungry. He could easily be the first living person she’d seen in hours, maybe even days, depending on when the dragon had begun its onslaught. He hadn’t seen anyone except her either. Even the animals of the fields and woods had not been spared the dragon’s wrath, and any animal smart enough to still be alive would also be smart enough to stay hidden until it was safer.


  “Are you hungry?” he asked. He plucked another apple from the tree and offered it to her. “Why don’t you tell me what happened to you?” He turned and pointed to his side, so she could see his injury. “I was with other people, but then the dragon came. I’m the only one left, I think.”


  The words seemed to reach her. She gave a ragged, wailing sob and then rushed forward to clutch at his leg. He wouldn’t normally have appreciated a child crying on him, but if ever there was a time for tears, this was it. After all, there was only one reason a child her age would be wandering alone through the ruin left by a dragon. Eventually, she calmed down enough to speak although it was still hard to understand her through the tears.


  “My village got burned by the dragon.” She scrubbed at her cheeks. “My mommy and daddy told me to run, so I did, and now I can’t find them or my village.”


  Blue Scales sighed. It was likely the dragon had burnt the area where her village had been so thoroughly that no trace of it or its people remained. His gaze softened as he looked down at her. As a proud warrior of his people, he had once sworn an oath to see the innocent shielded from harm. There were few more innocent than children, and his vow said nothing about restricting his aid to those who dwelt in the Deep. “Do you have any other family? What about uncles or aunts?”


  The girl sniffled miserably. “My Uncle Balon lives in Averton.”


  Blue Scales hummed thoughtfully. Averton was the closest major town, and it was where he’d planned to go after healing himself. “Hmm… I can take you there. I am headed in that direction, but first I need to get to the river.” He nodded at his wound. “I am hurt, but the water will heal me.”


  “Are you a merman?” the little girl asked shyly. “I’ve heard about mermen, but I’ve never seen one before.”


  And wasn’t it a sign of her exhaustion and desperation that she hadn’t run off at the first sight of him? “Well, now you have, child.” He still wasn’t sure why she had trusted him so easily. She must be truly desperate for company after everything that had happened.


  “What’s… what’s your name?” she asked.


  “Call me Blue Scales.” He smiled and did his best not to let too many of his sharp, sharp teeth show. “And what is your name?”


  “Amy.”


  * * *


  Blue Scales relaxed ever so slightly when he caught sight of the river. Amy had been very brave so far, and she had listened closely to his instructions. She’d kept up as best she could given her exhaustion and small stature although his injuries kept him from moving at anything close to his full speed. Thankfully, they’d avoided any further trouble. He was confident he could scare off random bandits or looters even with his injuries, but fighting them off while protecting a child would have been far more difficult. Doing his best not to break into a run, he took careful note of their surroundings. As tempting as it was to rush toward the river, this was also the perfect place for someone to mount an ambush since water was a necessity.


  When he was certain the way was clear, he eased himself into the river. The water was cool and soothing against his scales, and he reached out to his gods and prayed for their aid. The gods of the Deep were at their mightiest in the seas and oceans, but they could transmit their power through any sufficiently large body of water. A jolt of cold ran through him as his wounds began to heal. It took almost half an hour – it would have taken less if his magic had not been so badly drained – but when he emerged, he was fully healed and his magical reserves were almost full.


  “You should drink,” he advised Amy. “And wash your face too.” He gestured. “I will look for something to keep water in. Most of my things were destroyed by the dragon.” She clutched at his leg fearfully, and he patted her head. “Do not fear. I will stay where you can see me. You are safe now.” It went unspoken that if the dragon returned, neither of them would be safe.


  Staying as close as he could, Blue Scales searched the riverbank. Only a few yards away, he found plants that could be hollowed out to make improvised gourds. Better still, he knew them to be safe. One of the other adventurers from the caravan had spoken of using them in emergencies, and this was definitely an emergency. He took several of the plants, hollowed them out, and then filled them with water. It wasn’t perfect. The water would taste a tad bitter, but it would be far better than going without water until they reached another river or stream. He glanced up. The sky had begun to darken, and the shadows were lengthening. Night was falling.


  “We should make camp,” he murmured. “But not here.”


  “Why not?” Amy asked quietly. She had carried as many apples with her as she could, using some of the scraps of her clothing as an improvised sack, and she was eating one.


  “People will be drawn to the river,” he explained. “But not all of them will be the kind we wish to meet.”


  “Oh.” She accepted his words without complaint. Like all villagers, she knew about bandits and other troublemakers.


  They made camp roughly half a mile from the water in a secluded area. Blue Scales was also careful to use some runes to help conceal them from intruders. They were mainly for use underwater, but they shouldn’t be totally useless on land. Sadly, runes were not his speciality. However, he could stay awake the entire night if he had to. In the Deep, he had often been called upon to stay awake for days on end to help fight off the murderous crabs that occasionally emerged from the Undersea.


  “What is it like in the ocean?” Amy asked.


  He wasn’t surprised that she was both reluctant to sleep and unwilling to talk about her village. She was young, but she wasn’t stupid. A dragon attacking a village full of normal people could only end one way. So he put a smile on his face and gestured, using a Word to shape some water to accompany his reply. “My people live in a great kingdom beneath the waves.” The firelight gleamed within the watery shapes and cast vivid shadows over their camp. “There are mountains and valleys in the Deep, just like on land, as well as vast forests of coral and seaweed. My people live in houses made of stone or coral, and we ride great eels from one place to another.”


  She smiled weakly. “Eels? But you’re so big.”


  He chuckled. “Not all mermen are as large as I am. I’ve been told I am huge. As for the eels… they’re even bigger. We do ride other animals too. One of my friends prefers to ride a shark whilst another rides a giant seahorse.”


  “A giant seahorse?”


  “Oh, yes. They can get much bigger than the ones you land-dwellers know of.” He grinned. “Have another apple. You will need your strength for tomorrow when we continue.” Perhaps he would be able to catch a rabbit tomorrow – if any were still alive. The smarter animals would still be hiding. “Try to get some rest. At the pace you can travel, it will take us another three or four days to reach Averton, maybe longer. However, you are not heavy. If you ride on my back, we can make it there much sooner.”


  “Will that be okay? You won’t get tired or hurt carrying me?”


  Blue Scales smirked and flexed his muscles. She giggled. “Do not worry. Now that I am healed, I can easily carry you the rest of the way.”


  * * *


  Blue Scales sat up. The sounds of combat drifted through the air. Amy must have heard them too because she looked up fearfully. She’d been on the verge of falling asleep, but any trace of tiredness was gone. In its place was the wary alertness of the hunted. Blue Scales got to his feet and grabbed his trident. “Stay here. I will be back.”


  “But…” He could see the thoughts swirling through her mind. She had already lost her family and her village. If something happened to him, then she would be alone again.


  “Do not worry.” He was all too aware of the figure he cut, his broad frame all but blocking the moonlight as the firelight glittered off his scales. “A dragon could not kill me. I can handle some bandits. I promise I will return. Wait here.”


  She nodded, and he loped through the darkness, glad for his keen eyes that could see even in the dark, poorly lit depths of the ocean. He followed the sounds of battle until he reached an area beside the river. A group of men had surrounded a woman and a wounded man. From the way they were leering at her, their intentions were clear. He bared his teeth. Scum. Moreover, he knew the couple. The woman was named Alice, and she’d been a ranger with the caravan. Her husband, Colbert, was a former soldier turned mercenary. They must have survived the attack somehow, but Colbert was barely conscious and clearly in need of healing. Had he been well, Blue Scales had no doubt the pair could have easily handled the bandits. As it was, Alice was limping, and there was no way she could fend off the group and protect her husband at the same time. His eyes narrowed. This would go no further.


  With a thunderous roar, he burst out into the open and slammed into the closest of the men. Blue Scales was seven feet tall and more than three hundred pounds of hardened scales and pure muscle. The bandit was dead before he knew what hit him. As the others turned in startled terror, he swung his trident. The weapon struck with punishing force and scattered the group.


  “[Water Spear]!”


  Spears of water rose out of the river and lanced into the panicked bandits. The remainder turned to run and he slew two more before Alice put arrows in the remaining three. As the last of them toppled to the ground, Blue Scales knelt and began to search their bodies for anything of use. He would not shed any tears for these men. His lips curled up into a faint smile as his search revealed something useful. One of them had a healing potion.


  “Blue Scales!” Alice cried. “I’m glad to see you survived! I wasn’t sure anyone else had.”


  He handed her the potion. “Drink it. It should heal your wounds.”


  She shook her head. “Colbert needs it more.”


  “He is too badly wounded for the potion to heal, but do not fear. I can heal him if we get him into the water.” Blue Scales gathered anything else useful into a sack and then lifted Colbert up onto his shoulders. The man was fairly tall and broad-shouldered for a human, but Blue Scales had no problems carrying him. He dangled him into the water and used [Healing Water] to handle his injuries. It was not as powerful as the magic that had healed him, but the gods of the Deep did not favour Colbert. Eventually, he lifted a much wetter but far healthier Colbert out of the river.


  “You’re a sight for sore eyes.” They clasped arms. “Thank you.”


  “It is fine.” Blue Scales scanned their surroundings. “I don’t sense anyone else nearby, but have you run into anyone other than those bandits?”


  “No.” Alice scowled. “That damn dragon. We never stood a chance.” She shook her head. “Those bandits are the only ones we’ve run into except you. If we weren’t already injured… but that doesn’t matter. Where are you going now? We can’t stay here. The dragon might come back.”


  “I am going to Averton. They must be warned, and perhaps I can find more work there.” He grimaced. “I doubt any of us are going to get paid.”


  Colbert’s lips twitched. “No, I don’t think we are.” He ran one hand through his hair. “By the gods, what a mess. There were a lot of good people in the caravan and many dependable warriors. To have them all wiped out so quickly…”


  Blue Scales put one hand on his shoulder. “I know how you feel. There are krakens and leviathans in the Deep. Some still bear scars from dragon fire. Against such a foe, there was nothing else we could have done.”


  “I know.” Colbert’s jaw clenched. “It just doesn’t sit right with me.”


  Blue Scales nodded in understanding. Colbert was a capable man. It was rare for such people to feel so utterly helpless. “I also found a child. She was from a nearby village, but the dragon put an end to it.”


  Alice winced. “Before we ran into the bandits, we went looking for help. We came across a huge swathe of melted earth where a village used to be. If she’s from there, I doubt there are any other survivors.”


  Blue Scales had already reached the same conclusion, but he had still hoped he might be wrong for Amy’s sake. “She says she has an uncle in Averton, so I hope to see her safely to him before we part ways.”


  “You’re a good man,” Colbert said. “Most people wouldn’t have bothered to help her – or us. Do you mind if we tag along? There might be more bandits around, and three fighters will have an easier time of driving them off than one.”


  “By all means.” He had known them for a little over a month, and they’d proven to be good, decent people. If nothing else, as Colbert had said, there was strength in numbers. “We three won’t have much luck if we face the dragon again, but we should be able to handle anything else we encounter.”


  * * *


  They continued toward Averton. Amy had been wary of Alice and Colbert at first, but she had relaxed a little when she realised that Blue Scales knew them. The pair also went out of their way to be friendly, and Blue Scales remembered something they’d once mentioned over the campfire and some rabbit stew. They were eventually planning to retire and start a family – not in the next year or two, but hopefully once they’d made a bit more money and secured some long-term employment, perhaps as part of a town’s guard or as a nobleman’s retainers.


  Along the way, they encountered several other groups, some friendlier than others. However, their increased numbers, to say nothing of Blue Scales’s intimidating presence, deterred anyone from causing any real trouble. With the three adults in the group all in good condition, he was confident they could hold their own. He and Colbert were both capable melee fighters, and Alice was skilled with a bow. The pair also had useful Words at their command although neither possessed the raw power Blue Scales had. True to his word, he carried Amy on his back most of the way. That allowed them to set a quicker pace, and the girl was too light to trouble him.


  Another day into the journey, and they were close enough to Averton to encounter larger groups of people intent on fleeing to what they viewed as a safe haven. News of the dragon had spread, and many from outlying villages and smaller settlements had decided to take their chances in the larger town. It was doubtful Averton could muster enough to deter a truly determined dragon, but the local nobility must surely have appealed to the king for aid. The loss of Averton, a major trading town, would be devastating, so reinforcements were likely already on their way. Following the crowd along the road, they continued on until they reached Averton.


  Passing through the gates, Blue Scales wished Colbert and Alice the best of luck and bid them farewell. They knew some of the local guardsmen, so they would try to find more work or flee the area entirely since there was nothing tying them to this place. He was sure many would do the same given the capricious nature of dragons. Without a truly spectacular hoard to hold it here, the dragon was as likely to leave as it was to stay. As for Amy, the girl had only a vague idea of where her uncle lived. It took them several tries and most of the day before they finally managed to find the right place.


  “That’s my uncle’s house!” Amy cried.


  Blue Scales studied the house. It wasn’t the largest building, but it was in a good neighbourhood. The fence around it was stout and well maintained, and there were a handful of servants watching them from the other side although none had recognised Amy yet. However, they were watching Blue Scales with wary eyes.


  He called out, careful to keep his voice from sounding threatening. A few moments later, a middle-aged man emerged. As soon as he saw Amy, he ordered the gate thrown open and hurried toward them.


  “Amy!” he shouted. “What happened? I heard rumours about your village and –”


  Amy threw herself at him. “Uncle Balon!”


  Blue Scales allowed them some time to themselves before he spoke. “Sir, I was part of a caravan that was destroyed by the dragon. I managed to survive, and I encountered Amy soon after. Her village…” He trailed off and shook his head. Balon shut his eyes briefly. He must have held out hope that the rumours were wrong. “When she told me about you, I decided to bring her here.”


  Balon drew in a ragged breath. “I… I had feared the worst. The thought that I could lose not only my brother and his wife but also my niece…” He tightened his hold on Amy. “It means the world to me that you brought her here safely. I do not know how I can thank you. I am not a rich man, but I’ve done well enough. I can –”


  Blue Scales grinned and held up one hand. “A hearty dinner and some food for the road will suffice. I have made oaths and vows to protect and guard the innocent. I would be a disgrace to my people and my gods if I had left Amy unaided.”


  A broad smile crossed Balon’s face. “If it is a hearty dinner you want, then you shall have it! It will be a feast fit for a hero!”


  Blue Scales ate well that night and stayed until the next morning. Not long after dawn, he said his goodbyes.


  “Thank you.” Amy hugged him as best she could.


  “You are most welcome.” Blue Scales smiled and lifted her up, so they could see eye to eye. “My people have a saying: give to others what you would wish for yourself. I have helped you, Amy. If you wish to repay me, then find a way to help others.” He set her back down and then handed her a small charm, one of several he had carved during his time with the doomed caravan. It had survived the attack because it had been in a pouch he wore at his side. “And if you ever run into any of my people, show them this. It will tell them you are a friend of mine.”


  With a smile on his lips and a spring in his step, Blue Scales walked away. Amy waved until she could no longer see him and then put the charm around her neck. When she closed her eyes, she could have sworn she heard the sea.


  * * *


  “Not that I mind seeing civilisation again,” Eric drawled. “And the ladies that come with it, but why are we here? There isn’t much work in this area – there hasn’t been since some dragon turned up and burned half the countryside down. I heard they finally managed to drive it off, or it could have just heard there was better territory and riches someplace else.”


  Blue Scales grinned. Eric might like to wander, but he liked having a woman now and then, and women were in short supply in the middle of the forest or on missions where death was a constant danger. Besides, there wasn’t much point in having a lot of money if there wasn’t anything to spend it on. “I am visiting an old friend. It has been a few years since I’ve seen her, and I want to know how she’s doing.”


  “An old friend, eh?” Eric waggled his eyebrows suggestively. It was, Blue Scales thought, a talent of his, just as much as his skill with a spear was. “What kind of old friend?”


  The merman threw his head back and laughed. “Not that kind. She would be around ten years old by now.”


  Eric made a face. “Ten years old? How do you know a ten-year-old girl?” Blue Scales recounted the tale, and Eric nodded in understanding. “I get it. I’d want to check on her too in your position. Let’s drop by and see how she’s doing. It’d be annoying to save someone only for them to get run over by a wagon or something.”


  Blue Scales had a good memory, and it wasn’t long before they were standing in front of the same house he’d left years ago. It was bigger than he remembered, and the fence around it was new. Hopefully, it was a case of Balon moving up in life and not someone else moving in. If they had moved, he had no idea how he’d find them. However, his worries were for nought. He saw Balon through the fence and waved. The man stared for a second and then hurried to open the gate. As he walked through the gate, Blue Scales took note of the little boys who’d stopped running around in favour of staring at him in awe. There was a woman next to Balon too. He must have married and had children. Balon called into the house, and Amy appeared. She took one look at him and ran over. A lesser man might have been knocked over – she’d most certainly grown – but Blue Scales barely moved as she cannoned into him.


  “Blue Scales!” The girl looking up at him was taller, but there was no mistaking who she was. She was smiling too. He hoped the years had been kind.


  “You’ve grown,” he said as Amy grabbed his hand and practically dragged him into the house.


  “You haven’t.” She was smiling from ear to ear.


  Eric chuckled. “That’s a good thing. He’s big enough already.”


  “Is he a friend of yours?” Amy asked. Eric must have cut an interesting figure with his lazy smile and his spear slung over one shoulder. Yet only a fool would have missed the casual ease and predatory grace of his movements. He wasn’t as large as Blue Scales, but no one with working eyes would dismiss him as an easy foe to face.


  “He is a good friend of mine. He can be a little rough around the edges, but there is no better man to have beside you in battle.” He smirked. “Although he can look a bit scruffy at times.”


  Eric smirked back. “Sure, I might look scruffy, but you wander around in a loincloth.”


  “I’m a merman. I can get away with it.”


  “It is good to see you again.” Balon shook Blue Scales’s hand. “Can you stay for dinner?”


  “Dinner does sound good,” Eric pointed out.


  “Yes. We had intended to be in the area for several days.” Blue Scales nodded at the house around them. “You’ve done well, it seems.”


  “The gods have been kind.” Balon ruffled Amy’s hair, and she gave him a playful scowl. “And Amy here has just been accepted as an apprentice by one of the local healers.”


  “Is that so?”


  Amy beamed. “Yes! That way, I can help others the way you helped me!”


  “Well done,” Blue Scales replied. “The world could always use more healers.”


  “Come on.” Amy tugged on his hand. “Dinner should be ready soon, and I bet you have lots of stories, right?”


  “I might have a few.” Blue Scales ducked to avoid bumping his head as they passed through the door. “Life as an adventurer is many things, but boring isn’t one of them.”


  “Can you tell me some stories?”


  “Gladly.” Blue Scales’s stomach rumbled as the smell of freshly cooked food wafted through the air. The seas were his home, but times like this made life on land worth living. “Would you prefer to hear one about a hydra or a sea serpent? Or perhaps both?”


  
Part Two – Lingering Darkness


  In retrospect, Aria should have known that something was going to go wrong. She’d never been the luckiest person in the world – being forced to flee from her former comrades after being accused of heresy for the fourth time was hardly a sign of good fortune although she supposed her continued survival might be – and sailing across barren, haunted waters that were considered cursed by dwarves, vampires, and mermen was asking for trouble. She’d overheard Eric and Blue Scales talking, and anything bad enough to worry the merman was bad enough to have her on edge. She could only hope that whatever horrors had destroyed the dwarves and driven off an undersea explorer were either slumbering or had weakened over the centuries.


  Of course, those hypothetical horrors were no longer at the forefront of her mind. Oh no. She had a much more immediate horror to worry about. Sea serpents were massive aquatic creatures that largely resembled their land-dwelling cousins, but they were far larger and vastly more durable. An adult sea serpent could easily sink a ship if left unchallenged, and the largest of them could threaten entire fleets. What they were facing now was far worse than a regular sea serpent. Most of those could be driven away if you made trying to sink a ship painful enough.


  The shape that loomed over the ship was fifty feet long, which meant there was likely double that length or more still lurking beneath the waves. Thick, interlocking plates of bone covered a serpentine frame that was wrought entirely of more bones, all of it saturated with foul, corrupting necromantic energy. Her jaw clenched. She’d never faced a bone serpent before, but she’d heard stories. A normal sea serpent could often be driven away by some well-placed attacks to its eyes or gills. A bone serpent was nothing more than a collection of bones animated and reinforced through necromancy. It had no real eyes to attack and no gills or other soft tissue to target.


  The only ways to kill a bone serpent were to either smash it into enough pieces or to find and destroy its core, a sphere that served as a focal point for the foul magic that animated it. However, the core was usually difficult to locate and always heavily protected. At a glance, Aria could already tell that the thick plates of bone that covered the monster would be difficult to get past. Moreover, there was no easy way to tell where the core was although the two most common places were supposed to be the head and the body.


  With a ponderous groan, the bone serpent reared up to strike. Water sluiced off its frame, and lumps of the strange, powder-like substance that covered the sea clung to its body. Given its sheer size, it wouldn’t be hard for it to sink the ship, and she didn’t like their odds of living through that. Well, Blue Scales and Eileen would be fine. They could both breathe underwater. The rest of them would not be so lucky. An assortment of projectiles – both mundane and magical – arced up to meet the towering monstrosity of bone, courtesy of the ship’s crew and the other adventurers. It barely seemed to notice the attacks.


  “To arms!” someone bellowed. “To arms! We’re under attack!”


  Aria snorted inelegantly. If there was a single person on this ship capable of fighting in broad daylight who hadn’t already grabbed a weapon, they were either a coward or insane. Left unchallenged, the bone serpent would sink the ship. The only way they were going to survive was by fighting it off. Luckily, the ship’s crew had several members with magic well suited to reinforcing and repairing the vessel. Otherwise, the bone serpent’s first attack would have cracked the ship in half. As more projectiles thundered into the bone serpent, it lunged forward, all but flopping onto the ship. It wasn’t a graceful attack, but the creature’s bulk made it devastating.


  Adventurers scrambled to get clear as a section of the deck cracked and gave way beneath the bone serpent’s weight. The rest of the ship shuddered beneath the impact, and Aria could hear wild cursing and hurried prayers as more sounds of cracking wood and straining metal filled the air. The bone serpent hauled itself up to strike again, and a bolt of magic caught it in the side of the head. The explosion that followed knocked its head sharply to one side, and the monster rounded on the adventurers. Twin pinpoints of crimson light flared to life within its skull, and it gave a deep, rumbling roar.


  Despite the damage the bone serpent had done with a single blow, the adventurers already on deck hadn’t lost any of their enthusiasm. Not only were they fighting to keep the ship in one piece but slaying a bone serpent would also be a notable achievement that would definitely help them secure further employment. If they could retrieve it, the creature’s core would also be worth quite a bit of money.


  “Get over here!” Aria shouted to Eric and Blue Scales. “We need to find its core. Someone get Jonathan. With his Words he might be able to –”


  The bone serpent lunged again, moving far faster than anything so big had any right to. All she caught was a flash of white before its head struck the side of the ship. There was an ominous crack, and the bone serpent yanked its head free of the hull. Chunks of mangled wood ripped free, and the deck tilted crazily beneath them as the ship struggled to stay upright.


  “We can’t let it focus on the ship!” Aria cried. “We need to get its attention!”


  By some stroke of good fortune, the attack had hit above the waterline. However, from the frantic – and familiar – screaming she could hear, Jonathan’s cabin must have been exposed to daylight. She grimaced. And she’d thought her luck was bad. Jonathan could certainly give her a run for her money and then some.


  “[Holy Lance]!” A brilliant beam of white light raced from her hands and slammed into the bone serpent’s side. It shuddered and recoiled, but it regained its bearings far more quickly than she’d like. Her eye twitched. Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy. Holy magic had a natural advantage against creatures animated by necromancy, but this creature was likely so full of necromantic energy it could shrug off most holy attacks. She could try to hit it with something bigger, but she’d need time to prepare, which would leave her a sitting duck.


  “Focus your fire!” she shouted to the other adventurers, unsure of how many of them knew anything about bone serpents. “It doesn’t have any real weak points except its core. Try to drive it back before it can sink the ship. Aim for the joints if you can. It won’t kill it, but it will slow it down.”


  Some of them listened – a former paladin was usually a good person to take advice from when fighting an unholy abomination – but the majority continued to pelt the bone serpent with whatever projectile attacks they could unleash. She shook her head in dismay. This was the difference between adventurers and an army. Adventurers might be more skilled than the average soldier, but they were notoriously bad at working together outside of their own teams.


  “Eric,” she growled. “Distract it.”


  He grinned teasingly. “You really want me to charge at the giant monster that can break a ship in half with its head?”


  “I thought you’d appreciate the opportunity.” She grinned back, and a Word left her lips. White light settled around the tip of his spear. “It won’t be enough to kill it, but it should help you leave some scratches.”


  “Well, I would hate to disappoint.” He breezed forward, as light and easy on his feet as a dancer or a wolf. “Just promise to fish me out of the water if I fall in. If mermen dislike these waters, I doubt a werewolf would enjoy them.”


  Aria laughed. She’d yet to meet a foe Eric was scared to face. Oh, he knew better than to pick fights with monsters like dragons, but he wasn’t scared of them. Grinning like a maniac, the werewolf sprinted across the deck and then hurled himself at the bone serpent in a casual display of acrobatics that a human would have been hard-pressed to match even with Words. The long, high arc of his jump carried him up over the shattered railing of the deck and toward the monster’s body. As he landed, he twisted to drive his spear into the narrow gap between two thick plates of bone to strike at one of the creature’s joints. The sound the weapon made as it struck rattled Aria’s teeth.


  She had seen Eric drive his spear right through solid plate armour. But even with her Word enhancing it, the weapon struggled to find purchase. Sparks flew from the point of impact, and several small shards of bone broke loose before the spear skittered off. Eric cursed and turned to kick off the bone serpent’s side. The monster’s head swung around, and Eric twisted in mid-air to avoid being caught in its jagged teeth. He landed back on the deck a few paces from Aria and growled. In his hands, his spear was still shaking from the impact.


  “Okay. I’m not going to lie. That guy is pretty tough.”


  Another adventurer was less fortunate. He tried to repeat Eric’s feat with his axe only to be struck by the bone serpent’s head in mid leap. He might as well have been hit by a battering ram. He gave a strangled cry and hurtled through the air to land in the water more than thirty yards from the ship. His colleagues roared in outrage, but their cries were drowned out as the bone serpent jerked its head forward and spat a hail of bone shards from its mouth. Aria bit back a curse. This must be a stronger variety of bone serpent. The adventurers were caught flatfooted, and Aria sighed as she realised one of them was the one who always picked fights with her. She might live to regret this, but she couldn’t just watch them get slaughtered.


  “I hope she remembers this the next time she wants to pick a fight,” Aria muttered as she extended one hand and poured power into a word. “[Wall of Radiance]!” The other woman was more adept at personal and weapon enhancement, but Aria was far better at defence and general support.


  The Word was one given to those who followed her god and others like him. A brilliant barrier of white light appeared in front of the adventurers. The barrier flickered briefly beneath the barrage of bone shards, but the adventurers were smart enough to retreat while they could. The instant they were clear, Aria dismissed the Word. It was a powerful defensive technique, but it was also very draining. Unlike some people – the Blood Emperor came to mind – she did not have bottomless reserves of magic. The other woman met her gaze for a moment and nodded sombrely before raising her war hammer and charging forward.


  “Blue Scales!” Aria shouted. “Can you slow it down at all?” The merman had used his magic to drag the axe-wielding adventurer back onto the ship and heal him.


  The towering merman batted aside several bone shards with his trident and flung a broken piece of railing at the bone serpent. “One moment.” He jabbed his weapon at the monster. “[Binding Tide]!”


  Tendrils of water rose out of the ocean – more slowly and in fewer numbers than Aria was used to seeing – and wrapped around the bone serpent. She frowned. There must truly be something wrong with the water here if even Blue Scales’s Words were weakened. The monster fought to get free, but Blue Scales refused to relent. The tendrils wrapped around the bone serpent even as its thrashing ripped another chunk out of the side of the ship. The other adventurers seized the opportunity to launch a fresh wave of projectiles. Aria looked around. Where was Roger? They could definitely use his power right now. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to see Miles bound onto the deck with Jonathan’s crate hoisted over one shoulder.


  “Miles! Should you be out here with Jonathan?”


  “Given the gaping hole in my master’s cabin and the steadily widening cracks, I thought it best to leave while we were able.” He put the crate down and calmly assessed the situation. “Although you do have a point. It is hardly safe here either.”


  “How is the battle going?” Jonathan asked from within the crate. “Please, tell me we’re winning.”


  “I wish I could, but the bone serpent refuses to fall easily.”


  Despite their best efforts, the gathered adventurers simply weren’t doing enough damage. Blue Scales didn’t look like he could hold it for much longer either. Jagged arcs of necromantic energy crackled along the creature’s body, and the tendrils of water began to boil away. Aria looked around again. What was taking Roger and Susannah so long to attack, and where had Eileen gone? A moment later, she received her answer.


  “Boarders!” Susannah yelled.


  Aria turned. Smaller bone creatures – eerie, twisted conglomerations of bone that looked like warped combinations of sharks, seals, and other marine animals – had begun to clamber aboard. Eileen was in her bear form, and she waded into the thick of the lesser monsters. A single blow was often enough to destroy them, but their sheer numbers were enough to stymie the shape-shifter’s advance. Beside Eileen, Susannah had grabbed a stout wooden staff from a wounded adventurer, and the ranger was batting bone creature after bone creature aside with remarkable ease. It would have been a perfect moment for Roger to blast all of the bone creatures aside with one of his Words, but the raccoon was busy using [Wall of Pumice] to plug several gaping holes in the side of the ship. It wasn’t the best solution, but pumice was one of the few rocks capable of floating on water. If worse came to worst, he might even be able to fashion a giant raft out of the substance.


  Susannah bashed another bone creature over the head before the staff in her hands shattered. The other woman cursed and lashed out with one hand. The [Pulverise] she used to enhance her strike turned her next opponent into powder. With a roar, Eileen surged forward again, and more adventurers hurried over to help her and Susannah stem the tide. Looking back at the bone serpent, Aria turned just in time to see it finally break free. Eric cursed and leapt forward again. The werewolf struck with mad abandon as he somehow managed to keep his footing atop the beast.


  “This is not going the way I had intended,” Eric said as he fought to keep his balance. Enhanced by her Word, his spear was definitely doing damage, but not quickly enough to truly slow the beast down. Another stream of bone shards threatened to swamp the deck, and Aria and a handful of other adventurers blanketed the area in defensive Words.


  “This isn’t working.” Aria retreated to a relatively safe section of the deck and began to gather her power. The bone serpent turned in her direction, but Blue Scales unleashed a withering blast of lightning that drove it back for a moment before another group of adventurers sent plumes of fire, ice, and shadow at the monster. “[Purifying Light]!”


  The resulting stream of light was almost blinding in its intensity, and Aria’s jaw clenched as she poured power into the Word. The bone serpent jerked back in a bid to get clear, but another Word from Blue Scales created more water tendrils. The merman hauled the bone serpent back into the attack, and Aria grit her teeth and dumped more of her magic into her Word. Her attack finally came to an end, and the bone serpent rounded on her. Cracks had spread across many of the plates of bone that covered its body, and the burning red light in its eye sockets seemed far dimmer than before. She bit back a curse. She’d definitely hurt it, but it was still a deadly threat.


  “You should start running.” Eric shattered one of the plates of bone along the bone serpent’s spine with his next strike. “Because I think you pissed it off.”


  Aria threw herself to the side as the bone serpent lunged for her. Eric threw his weight onto his spear, and the bone serpent’s attack went awry, missing her by inches. “This is why paladins never get to retire,” she muttered as it lunged for her again. “Either the monsters get them, or they get accused of heresy and hunted down.”


  Eileen was there to meet the bone serpent’s next charge. She couldn’t hope to stop it completely, but her bulk was enough to slow it down. Aria scrambled clear, and Blue Scales once again tried to pin the bone serpent in place with tendrils of water. Suddenly, a massive bolt of lightning crackled down from the sky. The bone serpent gave a piercing shriek that was drowned out by the tremendous peal of thunder that followed the attack. Roger had entered the battle. As Blue Scales continued to grapple with the bone serpent, Roger leapt up onto the rigging, unleashing bolt after bolt of lightning, a relentless, deafening barrage that proved he was every bit as powerful as he’d claimed. Plates of bone all along the creature’s body shattered, and its thrashing grew more and more frantic.


  “Jonathan,” she shouted. “Can you find its core?” Miles was next to the vampire’s crate, fighting off lesser bone creatures.


  The vampire yelped as Miles was forced to grab the crate and retreat before the bone serpent’s thrashing could smash it to kindling. “Give me a second!” His magic rippled outward. “I think I found something. It’s five feet and six and a half inches from the base of the skull, right in the middle of its body. It’s behind multiple plates of bone, but that’s where the necromantic energy seems densest.”


  Aria winced. The armour there was thicker than anywhere else. “Thanks. But it might be tough for us to reach.”


  “Leave it to me.” Susannah must have overheard. She grabbed Roger and leapt clear as the bone serpent managed to turn its head enough to fire a volley of bone shards at the raccoon. Despite being carried around like a sack of potatoes, the raccoon continued his magical onslaught. “I can get through that armour.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Susannah tossed Roger back at the rigging, and the raccoon climbed up to get a better vantage point. “Trust me.”


  Aria found herself smiling. There was something infectious about the archer’s enthusiasm. “Just don’t miss.”


  “I never miss.” Susannah smirked as Roger rolled his eyes before making a noise that somehow managed to convey complete scepticism. “That doesn’t count, Roger. I was nine, and you totally distracted me.”


  Aria called out to the others. “Susannah thinks she can hit its core. We need to distract it.”


  The others didn’t have to be told twice, and Aria’s heart swelled with pride. The bone serpent’s thrashing grew stronger, but they managed to keep it in place long enough for Susannah to raise her bow, aim, and loose a single arrow.


  [Pierce].


  It was such a simple Word. Aria had seen it countless times. But she had never seen anyone use it at as such a high level. It reminded her of the affinity Jonathan had for Words like [Scry]. The arrow lanced through the air and pierced right through the bone serpent before vanishing into the distance without slowing down. For a split-second, the necromantic nightmare was still before it gave a ponderous groan and began to crumble apart. Chunks of bone tumbled into the sea and scattered across the deck. She caught a glimpse of its core amidst the wreckage. It couldn’t have been bigger than a human head, but Susannah’s arrow had gone right through the middle of it.


  “Damn.” Eric whistled in approval and then darted forward to catch the core. Even broken, it would prove valuable. “That’s what I call good aim.”


  Susannah smirked. “I’m not carrying my bow around for show, you know.”


  Around them, the battle had come to an end. The smaller bone creatures were either in pieces or in full retreat, and the crew were seeing to the structural integrity of the ship. Aria breathed a sigh of relief and leaned back against one of the few undamaged sections of the railing before thinking better of it and walking over to lean on Eileen. The bear gave an amused rumble and patted her with one enormous paw. “All right. Let’s help get this mess cleaned up. If we’re lucky, we might still make it to Mordrath in one piece.”


  “And if we’re unlucky?” Jonathan asked from inside his crate.


  “Then we’ll run into another bone serpent.”


  “Oh.” Jonathan made a despairing sound. “Then I really hope we’re lucky.”


  * * *


  Miles studied the approaching shore intently. He did not have the inhumanly keen senses of a werewolf or the benefit of simply choosing whatever form was best as Eileen did, but from what he could see of the shore in the gathering twilight, it was not an inviting place at all. The beach was covered in bones, and a battered, weather-scarred peak clawed at the darkening sky.


  “That place just screams creepiness,” Susannah muttered as she came to stand beside him. The fact that she could see the shore without squinting spoke volumes. Miles was certain she was mostly human, but her sight and other senses were better than they ought to be. However, it could be a passive effect from her Words, much like his master’s excellent memory. “Honestly, if we weren’t being paid so much, I’d turn around and find a nice, normal monster to kill. At the very least, I’d wait until morning to go in. Of course, since we need a vampire to move the sword, that’s not really an option.”


  “We should not get ahead of ourselves,” Miles warned. “There are several ships, each carrying several teams. There is no guarantee we will be the ones to find the sword.” Although given his master’s luck, it would not surprise him if they found themselves next to the sword but beset by foes on all sides. “Or that we will get out safely even if we do find it.”


  “I don’t know if you can see it,” Susannah said. “But there are bones scattered all over the shore. Most of them probably belong to dwarves. Their bones sort of petrify after they die, so they last longer than those of men or elves. But some of the bones do look fresher. From the size of them, I’d say they belong to adventurers.” Roger hopped onto the battered railing beside them, and his robes billowed in the breeze that had kicked up. He waved his paws around and made inquisitive noises. “No, Roger, I don’t see any raccoon bones.” She grimaced and pointed. “And if that’s not bad enough, the dwarves carved a warning onto the mountainside before they left although it has been partially worn away by time and weather. I’m not as good at reading dwarf as your master, but I think it translates to something like “Abandon Hope Ye Idiots Who Enter Here”.”


  Miles raised one eyebrow. “Idiots?”


  “It’s not an exact translation,” Susannah admitted.


  Miles glanced up at the sky. The sun had finally set. “It won’t be long until we dock.” He could feel the first frissons of nervous tension run through his body, but he remained calm. This would not be his first battle, nor would it be his last. And like any battle, it was best to approach it with a clear mind, one resolute and unburdened by doubt or fear.


  “I’m going to check all of my equipment is ready.” Susannah patted Miles on the shoulder. “Jonathan seems like a good guy. Keep an eye on him. He might be a vampire noble – which makes him pretty tough to begin with – but it’s clear he doesn’t have the experience the rest of us do.”


  “I would give my life to protect him.”


  “I think he’d prefer it if you didn’t have to.” Susannah’s brows furrowed. “Huh. Look at that. I can only see four ships. We left with seven. Either the other three are running late, or they had less luck fighting off their attackers than we did.”


  Miles kept his gaze on the shore. Perhaps it was the twilight playing tricks on him, but he could have sworn that he saw something move. His fists clenched. If there was danger ahead, then he would see his master safely through it. “I can only hope they are merely running late. To lose almost half of our number so early on would be dire indeed.”


  It wasn’t much longer before the ship docked at the remains of a makeshift pier that some previous adventurers must have thrown together out of whatever wood and stone they could scavenge. Roger was the first one off the ship, and he used [Wall of Ash] to improvise a sturdier pier. The molten ash cooled and hardened in the water, and the raccoon used a few more Words to sculpt and strengthen it. Miles nodded in approval. Like any truly skilled war wizard, the raccoon knew how to get the most out of his magic. He was not simply a brute hurling fire and lightning around haphazardly.


  “Sir, it’s safe to come out,” Miles said.


  Jonathan climbed out of his crate and eyed the area warily. “This… does not look promising.”


  “No, sir, it does not.” Miles helped his master don his armour before handing him his sword and shield. Jonathan was no master warrior, but he was slowly improving, and his natural speed and strength were enough to make him an awkward but dangerous opponent. Unfortunately, dealing with bandit riffraff had little in common with what they would be facing here. Miles, though, kindly refrained from crushing his master’s hopes. The last thing he needed was for Jonathan to panic. “We should get moving. The captain tells me they will stay here to make repairs, but they may be forced to retreat.” He peered into the still, dark water. “There may be further horrors lurking beneath the waves. If they do leave, we are to light a signal fire when we wish to be retrieved.”


  “Are you sure they won’t just sail away?” Jonathan asked. “Not that I’d blame them for wanting to leave.”


  “I do believe the duke is going to pay them a hefty bonus if they successfully return with the team that retrieves the sword.”


  “Ah. We should be fine then.” Jonathan looked over to where Eileen had summoned what appeared to be a small swarm of beetle-like creatures. The creatures lingered for a moment and then scuttled off in all directions. Perhaps they were scouting the area. “I wish Eileen could turn into a dragon. That would make this so much easier.”


  “It would,” Aria agreed. She nodded at Miles and gave Jonathan’s armour a quick lookover. “Believe me, she’s tried. Apparently, there are certain restrictions on what she can transform into, and turning into a dragon isn’t something she can do – yet.” She nodded at each of them in turn. “Remember what I said earlier. We need to stick together and look after each other. We also need to keep an eye on our surroundings. This place may well be full of things that want us dead. If you see something, then say something even if you’re not sure it’s important. This place is evil, and the easiest way to end up dead is to get caught off guard.”


  The others nodded back with Susannah, Eric, and Roger also offering jaunty salutes. Miles’s lips twitched. It was reassuring to see them in good spirits. As they made their way up past the bone-strewn beach, Miles ran one hand through his hair. It was entirely grey now, a constant reminder of his age. Had he been twenty years younger, he would not have doubted his ability to keep his master safe. Now, he would have to rely on the others to assist him. A few lesser bone creatures emerged from the ground in front of them, but they dealt with them easily. The true horrors – the ones that had laid low the dwarves and slain countless adventurers over the years – would not be found outside. No. They would be found lurking in the ruins of Mordrath itself.


  “Eric, you’re up front. This place is considered cursed for a reason. Blue Scales, you’re behind Eric. Since you and Eileen are the only ones who can breathe underwater, I want to know if you sense any large bodies of water nearby, especially if they’re moving. I do not want to drown. Eileen, you’re up the back. I want a clear line of retreat available at all times. If we have to run, then we’ll run, and I have a feeling that whatever is in there will try to ambush us too. Roger and Susannah, I want you in the middle with Miles and Jonathan.” Aria looked sternly at the raccoon. “I know you’re powerful, but be careful. I do not want you bringing the ruins down around us. The dwarves built this place to last, but it’s been millennia. Drowning would be horrible, but being crushed under tonnes of rubble wouldn’t be nice either.”


  Roger waved his paws around and made raccoon noises. Miles could already tell that this would be troublesome. Perhaps they could craft a translation charm for him later. He was confident that his master could make one with the Blood Emperor’s help. Susannah translated. “He says he’ll ask before using anything too crazy. He’s not keen on getting crushed either.”


  They continued to pick their way past the bones and the sand, stopping briefly to drive off some strangely malformed sea lions that sought to bar their path. There was something distinctly unwholesome about the knowing malice in their gazes and the way their pelts seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. It wouldn’t surprise him if they had been mutated by whatever powers lurked here and in the wretched seas nearby. At last, however, they reached the broken gates of Mordrath. Miles couldn’t help himself. Despite everything his master had told him about them, he still stopped to gape in awe. Words were one thing. To see it with his own eyes was another, and he was glad he’d used some Words to see more clearly in the growing darkness. This was not a sight he would soon forget.


  “Behold,” his master murmured as he used a Word to ensure the sight never left his memories. “The gates of Mordrath, greatest city of the dwarves.”


  The gates were more than a hundred feet tall, each of them so massive he could barely imagine how the dwarves had crafted and operated them. What kind of devices must they have used to open and close them? It must surely have been some cunning combination of magic and mechanics. Each was fashioned out of several pieces of metal that had been pieced together to give the appearance of a single unblemished whole. Now, though, the gates were in pieces, chunks of them scattered here and there from some enormous impact. Judging from the way the gates were bent, the impact must have come from within. Given what the doors were made of – his master claimed they had been built to withstand even dragon fire – he could only wonder at what had been responsible for doing so much damage to them. As they walked closer, he could make out the remnants of runes and seals on the battered gates, along with carvings that depicted the fallen kingdom’s golden age.


  “Damn…” Eric shook his head in wonder. Up close, the doors shone with a colour somewhere between silver and gold. “The dwarves sure knew how to build things.” He shivered. “But it make you wonder, doesn’t it? If whatever they fought could bust these gates down, how are we going to fight something like that?”


  “Let us hope that the evil within is slumbering,” Blue Scales replied. “Great evil – the kind that can destroy even a place like this – rarely stirs for long. More often than not, it is content to let lesser evils do much of the work. We should do our best to keep from rousing it.”


  They continued past the gates and into the city itself, their footsteps echoing through the darkness. They were fortunate to be able to use Words to enhance their sight. Not all of the groups were so lucky. Some had to rely on torches and lanterns, and though the warm light they cast was comforting, it was also far from ideal.


  “It’s nice of them to act as bait,” Eric drawled. “Because if there is anything in here that wants to kill us, I guarantee it’ll go after whoever is waving around a lantern or a torch first.” And sure enough, it wasn’t long before the first signs of trouble emerged.


  A host of lesser bone creatures appeared. These ones were roughly humanoid in shape, and some even wielded weapons. If Miles had to guess, they were made from the bones of the long-dead dwarves and more recently dead adventurers. Still, they shouldn’t pose too much of a threat to experienced adventurers, provided they could avoid being surrounded and overrun.


  “Be quick and efficient,” Aria said. “We don’t want to waste too much energy here.”


  The group retreated to a part of the hall framed by a handful of colossal pillars that spanned the yawning gap between the floor and ceiling. Lines of silver, platinum, and gold spiralled up each pillar and glinted in the light cast by the torches and lanterns. Further up, they formed images from dwarf legend, and Miles saw his master’s gaze flick from pillar to pillar, eager to burn the sight of each into his mind.


  “Focus on the battle, sir,” Miles cautioned. “We can take a closer look later.”


  “Ah. Right. Fight first – look later.”


  “Indeed, sir.”


  With the pillars to prevent them from being surrounded, the group’s task was fairly simple: keep their formation and wipe out any bone creatures that shambled toward them. The battle, such as it was, lasted longer than Miles would have preferred. Their foes were not particularly strong. Much like the lesser bone creatures they’d faced on the ship, a single stout blow from his fists or his feet was enough to defeat most of them. Even the ones with weapons posed fairly little threat, provided they were careful. Without the dexterity of a dwarf or a human, the bone creatures could only flail about with their pilfered weaponry. In a way, this was a good thing. Had they faced strong opponents immediately, his master might have lost his nerve. As it was, Jonathan got a chance to settle his nerves by defeating several of the bone creatures with some well-placed strikes of his sword.


  “Well done, sir,” Miles said as the group pushed forward. Eileen led the way, and her bear claws made short work of the remaining abominations.


  “Thank you,” Jonathan replied. He breathed a very visible sigh of relief. “I’m just trying to remember everything we’ve been practicing.”


  “You know I tried to organise with the other groups.” Aria had lowered her voice to keep her words from echoing through the vast expanse of the hall. The other groups had seemingly dealt with their own share of the bone creatures, and the hall was once again still and silent save for the adventurers. “Nobody wanted to stick together. Everyone is focused on finding the sword, and everyone wants to do it without help. It’s stupid. Splitting up will make it much easier for us to be picked off group by group.”


  “Greed makes men do foolish things,” Miles replied. The detritus of ancient battles littered the hall: broken armour, petrified dwarf bones, and weapons. From the looks of it, the dwarves had favoured swords, spears, axes, and war hammers. The few projectile weapons he could see consisted of some bows and battered crossbows.


  “Well, it’s their loss.” Eric glanced back at Roger who was perched on Susannah’s back and peeking over her shoulder. “Because I’m with all the awesome people.”


  The raccoon snickered and gave what passed for a thumb’s up before gesturing.


  “What did he say?” Eric asked.


  Susannah chuckled. “He says having a noisy werewolf in the group is good – it means he won’t get targeted first since you’re drawing all the attention.”


  “Just make sure you blast them before they can kill me.” Eric waved one hand at their surroundings. “This must have been something special before it all fell apart.”


  Miles nodded and glanced at his master. With danger averted – for the time being – he was busy studying everything with a scholar’s keen eye. He would doubtless commit everything to paper once he had the chance, perhaps even submit an article to a prestigious journal. Certainly, few scholars could honestly say they had set foot within these halls.


  “I wish I could take more time to study this. Think of all we could learn.”


  “Another time, sir, when it is less infested with ancient, kingdom-destroying evil.”


  Jonathan gave Miles a fond pat on the shoulder. “You have a way with words, Miles.” He paused. “But the lack of ancient evil so far worries me. I’m not complaining about being able to defeat some of our enemies, but it seems…”


  “Like a trap?” Miles found it unsettling as well. He hadn’t expected some kind of nightmarish hell beast to attack them immediately, but if the bone creatures they’d faced were the worst Mordrath had to offer, then there was no way this place could have acquired such a fearsome reputation. “We should keep our guard up. For all we know, the creatures we slew answer to something else deeper within – something that may be watching us right now.” It would have been the intelligent thing to do: use weak, expendable troops to scout the enemy’s strength before attacking in earnest.


  “Good point.” His master smiled. “But this place is a true marvel. I’ve never read a complete version of the Ballad of the Blazing Mountain. Even the dwarves have lost pieces of it.” He pointed. “Yet it’s right there – complete – on that pillar. I’ll have to transcribe a copy once we leave.” He looked around at the rest of the hall. “This place was undoubtedly built by dwarves, but until now I never understood some of the comments scholars have made over the years. The style here is different from other dwarves. Look at how slender the arches spanning those galleries are. Look at the abundance of smooth, flowing lines amongst the columns and other decorations instead of the usual hard edges dwarves are known to favour. The dwarves here reached a very different aesthetic peak to their peers. Was it due to their wealth and prestige, or did they simply have different tastes and ideas about art? I doubt we’ll ever know, but it is absolutely fascinating to think about.”


  Miles bit back a smile. His master was truly a scholar at heart. Perhaps one day, they would be able to return in less dangerous circumstances. Of course, he’d scarcely finished that thought before they ran into another complication.


  “I’ve got some bad news,” Aria said. “See that passageway?” They had made their way to the far end of the hall where a number of passageways led deeper into Mordrath.


  Jonathan nodded. “You mean the one that’s flooded with water?”


  Miles eyed the churning waters and grimaced. They had made their way to the far end in search of a path to the lower levels. “Remember, sir, that passageway was supposed to take us to the lower levels.” He glanced at Blue Scales. “How bad is the flooding? It seems to be completely full.”


  The merman strode forward. His magic shifted, like a man groping his way through a dark room. “The passageway is flooded as far as I can sense with my magic.” He frowned. “The water here is even duller than the water we crossed to get here. It does not respond to my magic the way it should.” He paused and tilted his head to one side. “Do you hear that?”


  Miles listened intently. “I…” He couldn’t be certain he was hearing anything, or perhaps it was simply his ears filling the sudden silence as they all stopped to listen. However, he could have sworn he heard something on the very edges of his awareness. It sounded like whispers in the water. A shiver ran through him as he remembered the discussion they’d had with the duke. The dwarves had claimed to hear voices in the water. “I think I do.” The others nodded in agreement. “What do you think it means?”


  “I think it means we should steer clear of the water,” Blue Scales said.


  “It’s a trap,” Jonathan murmured. “Even I can see that.” He paused. “We should probably back away from the water. What if something comes out of it?”


  “I agree.” Aria scowled as they backed away to what ought to be a safe distance. “Even setting aside the issue of breathing underwater, we’d be at a horrible disadvantage if we were attacked. Only Blue Scales and Eileen would be able to fight at anything close to their best. However, if every passageway is flooded, we might not have a choice.”


  “I sensed several branches in the passageway,” Blue Scales added. “It would be incredibly easy for the enemy to surround us and cut off both our advance and our retreat.” He frowned as another group of adventurers strode past them. “I think they’re going to risk it,” he said quietly.


  Sure enough, some of the other adventurers were preparing to dive into the flooded passageway. Like them, they had probably received maps to plan their route. The passageway offered the quickest route to the lower levels where the sword was sighted. At least these adventurers appeared to have invested in charms and other devices to help them breathe underwater. Hopefully, Blue Scales’s fears were unfounded, but Miles had never known the merman to be careless with his words. If Blue Scales said something was dangerous, then it was dangerous.


  “We should try a different route,” Blue Scales insisted. “There is a difference between courage and stupidity. Ambushing people in flooded passageways is something my own people would definitely do in this situation, and the creatures that destroyed the dwarves had to be aquatic in nature too.”


  Aria nodded firmly. “Okay. There should be several other passageways connected to this hall. We can check to see if any of them are free of water.”


  Several minutes later, Miles could only shake his head. They were out of luck. The other passageways were all flooded as well. Worse, some of their fellows had already gone into the water. None of them had returned, but the steadily growing pool of red that floated toward the surface of one of the passageways was hardly a good sign.


  “I think it’s safe to say we should avoid that path,” Miles said grimly. He watched as a shredded piece of clothing made its way to the surface. “It would seem that prayers are in order.” The other adventurers had perhaps been a bit foolish, but death was hardly a fair punishment.


  Aria winced. “I’ll do it.” A brief prayer was all they could spare, and as a former paladin, she was the one best suited to give it.


  “If we’re not going into the water,” Jonathan said. “What can we do? All of the passageways are flooded.”


  “I could try to clear one of the passageways of water,” Blue Scales said. “But there is… something in the water. It is already under someone else’s control. If I was to use my Words on it, we could easily awaken the very evil we are hoping to avoid.”


  “We could climb,” Susannah suggested. “I remember the map. If we climb up to a higher level, we could work our way back down using another path that might not be flooded. I still don’t understand how the dwarves kept areas free of water, but some of their works are still supposed to be active. At the very worst, we could use one of the emergency shafts that descend straight to the lower levels. If we’re going to swim down a flooded passageway, we might as well only do it once, right?”


  Aria pulled out a copy of the map. They gathered around it, and Susannah pointed to where she thought they could go. As far as Miles could see, it wasn’t the worst idea. Climbing at night wasn’t ideal, but the outside of the mountain was probably safer than the inside of a flooded passageway. His master agreed – not least because swimming was not something vampires were known for due to their weakness toward living water. True, the water here was weaker in that regard than most places, but it would still be a terrible handicap for his master if they were attacked. His brows furrowed. The climb would be interesting. They would need to climb at least a hundred feet. However, distance aside, it shouldn’t be too difficult. It was more a question of strength and endurance than technique.


  “Before we get started,” Aria said. “Does everyone here know how to climb?”


  “Couldn’t Eileen carry us up?” his master asked. He was eyeing the bloody water, which was getting redder by the second. He gulped and took another step back. It was a good idea. Whatever horrors had slain the other adventurers might well be able to leap out of the water. “It might take us several trips in her eagle form, but she could definitely carry at least a couple of us at a time.”


  “That would be easier, but I’m not sure it would be a good idea.” Aria pointed to several spots on the map. “See these? There are roosts there. I was hoping the map might be wrong, but Eileen noticed them on our way in. They’re supposed to belong to drakes. Now, to be fair, we didn’t actually see any drakes on our way in, but they could easily be the kind that hunt during the day and rest at night. As long as we avoid them, they’ll stay in their roosts. But if they notice a giant eagle flying around…”


  Jonathan gulped. “Then they might take exception to it.”


  Eileen held up a sign and used one claw to gently ease Aria further away from the water. Like Jonathan, the bear had noticed its increasingly grim state. I’m good in the air, Jonathan. But against a group of drakes, I’d be hard-pressed to fight them off – never mind worry about passengers as well. Roger could go up with me to blast them, but that might only make things worse. Climbing will be slower, but it should be safer, so long as we avoid the roosts.


  “I suppose we’ll be climbing then.” Jonathan sighed. “I can’t say I’ve climbed much other than the occasional tree or bookshelf.” Miles grinned. He could remember the latter. His master had broken the ladder he used to reach the higher shelves in his library, so he’d been forced to climb up the shelves instead. It had taken him several falls before he’d gotten the technique right.


  Roger puffed out his small chest and struck a pose before signing to Jonathan and making encouraging sounds.


  “Ah, of course. I’m sure you’re an excellent climber. If you don’t mind me following in your footsteps, I’d be happy to tag along.”


  Miles put one hand on his master’s shoulder. “Do not worry, sir. You are more than capable of making the climb from a physical standpoint. We simply need to be mindful of disturbing the drakes.”


  The other adventurers didn’t hesitate to show their contempt as they headed back outside. Muttered accusations of cowardice were joined by glares and looks of disbelief, but Miles and the others steadfastly ignored them. More than once, Aria tried to explain their plan, but she met with about as much success as he expected. Veteran adventurers were stubborn folk. Only one group – the one with the woman who’d picked a fight with Aria at the docks – listened although they chose a different part of the mountain to climb. Still, Miles couldn’t help but wonder if there were dark powers at work within the halls of Mordrath – dark powers that stoked a person’s greed and brought out their avarice. Even he had baulked at leaving for a moment, a vision of the riches the fallen kingdom contained and what they might do for his master filling his mind. He shook his head. Wealth was all well and good, but it could not help his master if his master was dead.


  Out in the cool night air, they took several minutes to examine their possible route before they began their ascent. The outside of the mountain could easily have changed from the map due to landslides, storms, or simple weathering. As a boy, Miles had enjoyed climbing. At first, it had been trees, but part of his training with the man who’d been his father in all but name had involved climbing sheer cliffs and other obstacles. Not only would he improve his physical strength but he would also develop a keen, observant mind that could stay focused under immense and prolonged pressure. He could still remember some of those climbs. Hundreds of feet above the ground with no rope, a single mistake or moment of inattention could have meant death. Yet he had come to love those moments. It was pure in a way few things outside of combat were – only his strength and wits against the unforgiving wind and a pitiless climb.


  This climb would be far less challenging, albeit still stressful since they were all wary of drakes. Miles was a formidable fighter, but their odds would be poor indeed if they were attacked while they were still climbing. At least they had darkness to conceal them although drakes were said to have good night vision. Hopefully, the drakes were the kind that preferred to rest at night.


  “All right,” Aria had given her armour to Eileen’s shadow imps. The little creatures took it and disappeared. They’d give it back to her later since climbing in full armour would have been extremely difficult. His master had done the same. Even with his vampiric strength, the armour would slow him down too much. “Roger is probably the best climber here, but we’re not all raccoons. We may not be able to follow the route he takes. Instead, we’ll be following Eric. He’ll try to pick a relatively easy route for us.”


  “Relax,” Eric drawled. “Just put your hands and feet where I do, and you’ll be fine.” He grinned. “And if you fall, try not to scream. It might rouse the drakes.”


  “Please, don’t say that,” Jonathan grumbled.


  Eric chuckled. “Like I said. Relax. We can do this. You can do this. You just need to calm down, watch closely, and keep up.”


  “Right.” Jonathan took a deep breath. “Shall we get started then? All this waiting around is making me nervous – well, more nervous.”


  They started the climb with Roger and Eric leading the way. The raccoon was their scout. If they got too close to any of the roosts or some of the drakes started to stir, then he needed to warn them. In the meantime, the rest of them were following Eric. The werewolf was clearly a skilled climber, and true to his word, the path he’d chosen could be followed without too much difficulty. Had he been human, his master might have struggled due to a lack of skill, but as a vampire noble, his strength and endurance were greater than those of any normal human. It was not enough to make the climb easy for him, but it was enough to make it possible.


  As for Miles, he focused on making sure his hands and feet were well positioned. It had been some time since he’d climbed like this, but his old instincts were coming to the fore. The rock here was good – solid and sturdy – so they didn’t have to worry about it giving way beneath them. There were also plenty of clefts and cracks that could serve as handholds, which made the climb much easier. Looking up, he caught sight of Eileen. The shape-shifter had adopted a vaguely reptilian form, something between a snake and a lizard, and she pushed ahead of even Roger. She paused frequently to taste the air before several of her shadow imps scampered further ahead. Every now and then, one of those shadow imps would retreat back to Eric. If he had to guess, Eileen was helping Roger keep an eye out for any roosts or drakes.


  Aria was keeping up as well, but the ascent was not as easy for her as the others. She had used Words to enhance herself, but from her expression of intense concentration and the awkward way she positioned herself, it was clear she wasn’t an experienced climber. Then again, how often were paladins expected to climb cliffs? Blue Scales, for all his bulk, was actually doing quite well although he was careful to test any handholds and footholds before committing his full weight. Having sparred against him, Miles knew the merman was at least twice the weight of a normal man.


  Roger was the most comfortable of them although Susannah wasn’t far behind. As they got closer to their destination, the ranger had moved ahead of Eric to keep up with her friend. Miles bit back a smile. From the grin on Susannah’s face, she and Roger must have climbed together many times. Abruptly, Susannah stopped and leaned away from the mountain. Her entire weight was supported by one hand as she hauled herself up an overhang and then peered upward and away.


  She grimaced. “I think we have a problem.”


  “What is it?” Aria asked. The former paladin looked up, but her sight was not as keen as the ranger’s, and Miles wondered again how Susannah could see so clearly in the dark.


  “You know how Roger and Eileen haven’t seen any drakes yet? I think I know why. They’re all staying put because they’re worried about something – and that something just showed up.” She paused. “It’s a bone drake.”


  Silence greeted her words. Miles’s jaw clenched. A bone drake? This was terrible news, but at least it wasn’t a bone dragon.


  “A bone drake?” Jonathan squawked. “Here? Please, tell me you’re joking.”


  “Nope.” Susannah shook her head. “It’s not easy to see since it’s flying quite high, but it just passed over us. I’m pretty sure it saw us.” Her brows furrowed. “The ledge we need to reach is only another fifty feet or so. We can fight the bone drake off, but not if we’re stuck on the mountain when it comes back.”


  They redoubled their efforts, but Miles could already see they weren’t going to make it in time. A stray shaft of moonlight illuminated the large, skeletal form of their enemy. His master gave another strangled squawk and upped his pace. It would have been an admirable display of strength and agility if it hadn’t been motivated by pure terror.


  “Eileen,” Aria shouted. “It’s definitely heading back toward us. Take Roger and try to hold it off. Once we reached the ledge, get back down to us. We’ll fight it once we’re on solid ground.”


  Eileen flung herself off the mountainside. Her scaled serpentine form gave way to feathers and the sleek, deadly body of a giant eagle. Roger took a second to judge the distance and then leapt after her, his robes billowing wildly in the wind before he landed on her back. His wizard’s hat had somehow managed to stay on his head. Either he was exceedingly lucky, or he was using magic to keep it on. Some might have called that a frivolous use of magic, but he was a war wizard. He could spare the magic.


  “Come on,” Aria growled. “We need to move!”


  As they hurried upward, Miles was vaguely aware of the battle going on above them. A piercing cry split the night – Eileen – and was answered by a roar that sounded more like an avalanche. Bolts of lightning, fire, and ash crackled through the air only to be met with a hailstorm of bone shards. The trio crashed into the side of the mountain above them. Eileen was quicker and more agile, but the bone drake had more than twice her wingspan and far more than twice her mass. A blast of ash knocked the monster back enough for Eileen to break free, but chunks of rock tore loose and toppled toward them.


  “Roger!” Susannah shouted.


  The raccoon turned and flung another bolt of lightning at the bone drake before jerking one paw in their direction and using [Shattering Spree]. A bolt of destructive magic leapt from one rock to the next and reduced each boulder-sized slab of rock to little more than powder and pebbles.


  Sweat trickled down Miles’s brow. He was not a young man anymore, for all that his training and Words made him stronger. Still, he pushed on. They were close to the ledge now. As he reached the top, his master ahead of him, Eric turned to help pull both of them up. The ledge was actually a ruined balcony of some kind, and there was an entrance that led back into the mountain.


  “Eileen!” Aria yelled. “We’re up. Get back here!”


  Roger let loose another bolt of lightning, and then Eileen turned and fled for the safety of the balcony with the bone drake hot on her heels.


  “You know, I’m not sure that was the best idea,” Eric murmured. Eileen was a lot closer now, but the bone drake hadn’t slowed down at all.


  “It means to catch her and crush us,” Blue Scales said.


  “Run.” Aria grabbed Jonathan by the wrist. “Get into the mountain!”


  They ran for the entrance. Eileen switched into her bear form just before she hit the ground. The shape-shifter wrapped herself around Roger and rolled to take the edge off the impact before falling into step beside them. The bone drake’s only response was to speed up. Miles grimaced. It really was going to try to crush them with its bulk.


  They had barely managed to rush through the entrance and into the hall beyond when the bone drake hit the mountainside like a giant sledgehammer. The balcony gave way beneath it, and the bone drake smashed right through the entrance. Shards of bone, rock, and stone flew every which way, and the force of the impact hurled them off their feet. Miles managed to turn his fall into a roll, and he was up on his feet a moment later – and just as well. By some ill fortune, his master had ended up only inches from the bone drake’s snapping jaws.


  “Ah!” Jonathan screamed as he somehow managed to contort himself enough to avoid being bitten in half. “Help!” He drew his sword and swung, but the weapon simply bounced off the bone drake’s skull. “Someone! Help!”


  “Get back, sir!”


  Miles bounded forward.


  [Iron Fist].


  [Shatter].


  [Pulverise].


  He layered the three Words on top of each other with as much power as he could manage in the heartbeat he had to respond. His fist struck the side of the monster’s head. The attack would have shattered the skull and pulped the brain of a real drake, but this creature had no soft tissue to speak of, and its skull was covered in additional layers of bone reinforced by necromantic energy. Instead of killing the bone drake outright, his attack ripped its head clean off its neck.


  Eric cheered. “Not half bad, old man.” He grinned at Aria. “See? That wasn’t so – ah!” He jumped back as the severed head spun across the floor and snapped its jaws at him. “What? Shouldn’t it be dead?”


  “It’s a bone drake,” Aria shouted over the din of collapsing masonry. Without its head attached, the bone drake’s body was thrashing around wildly. “It’s not like a zombie – those are reanimated flesh. A bone drake is a necromantic construct in the shape of a drake. It doesn’t need its head attached to survive. As long as its core is intact and it’s close enough to draw energy from it, it will keep fighting.”


  “Give me a second. I’ll use my magic to find –” His master stopped mid-sentence and flung himself to the ground as the bone drake’s barbed tail whipped through the air. The attack ripped a gash in the pillar behind him, and he scrambled to get clear. “I think we made it mad!”


  “Get back!” Susannah said. “Miles, grab Jonathan.”


  Miles nodded and helped his master retreat to a safe distance as Susannah loosed an arrow. This one had a glowing arrowhead, and it exploded on impact. The explosion knocked the bone drake’s body off its feet, and Eric and Blue Scales rushed forward. As Eileen grappled with the bone drake’s tail – a task made more difficult by all of the barbs and spikes attached to it – the pair rained blows down on its body, doing their best to avoid its flailing claws.


  “Some help here would be nice!” Miles turned and almost tripped. His master had been trying to retreat to safety, but he’d run into a problem: the head of the bone drake. The head was hopping along, snapping and biting at his master. It honestly would have been hilarious if death and serious injury hadn’t been potential consequences. “Miles, help!”


  “Run toward me, sir.” As his master ran past, Miles kicked the head as hard as he could. To his dismay, the attack failed to shatter the skull. However, it did send the head spinning across the floor to strike the far wall. “Aria, immobilise it! Roger, blast it!”


  Aria turned away from the body and used a Word to summon glowing chains of light that coiled around the bone drake’s head. It let loose a hideous roar, but it was soon silenced as Roger fired off several [Ash Bolts] in quick succession. Miles doubted the Words would be enough to destroy the head, but once the molten ash cooled and hardened, it should be stuck in place. With a lumbering groan – Miles wasn’t sure how the bone drake could groan without a head – the bone drake’s body lashed out and then lunged toward its head. Roger, Eric, and Blue Scales were forced back, but Eileen managed to grab the bone drake’s tail. The bone drake stumbled, and Eileen became a huge serpent and coiled around the bone drake’s legs. The monster tumbled to the ground again, and its wings beat the air wildly in a bid to get free.


  “[Discern Weakness]!” Jonathan barked as Aria used [Enduring Protection] on Eileen to help her weather the bone drake’s struggles. In the meantime, Eric and Blue Scales had focused their attention on the bone drake’s wings. Their efforts bore fruit as one of the wings ripped loose from the creature’s body and the other was pinned to the ground by several spires of rock, courtesy of Roger. Interesting. The bone drake wasn’t as durable as the bone serpent they’d faced. Then again, it was smaller. Moreover, it needed to fly, so it wasn’t as heavily armoured. “I think I found the core!”


  “Where is it?” Susannah was circling in search of a good angle to loose an arrow from. “Jonathan, where is it?”


  “In the chest about a foot above where Blue Scales is hitting. It’s underneath about three feet of bone.”


  “I can handle it.” Susannah readied an arrow. “You might want to move, big guy.”


  Blue Scales leapt back as Aria summoned more glowing chains of light to help restrain the bone drake. Susannah grinned and loosed her arrow. Once again, Miles felt the raw power of her [Pierce] before her arrow simply went right through the drake – and the far wall behind it too. The monster shivered and gave one last desperate thrash before it fell still. The assortment of bones that made up its body spilled across the floor, and the stifling pressure of necromantic energy in the air lessened. Miles’s eyes narrowed, and he drove one fist into its side to confirm the kill. Unlike before, his attack easily shattered its bones. It was dead.


  “Well,” his master said, scratching the back of his head. “We’re all still alive and in one piece. I have to admit, I was worried for a second there.”


  Eric went over and prodded the head. It too had crumbled to pieces. Grinning, he slapped Jonathan over the back. “Relax, vampire. What kind of adventurers would we be if we all got killed by a bone drake?”


  “Normal ones,” Susannah replied. “This thing was tough enough to scare off normal drakes, and Roger and I have done plenty of clean up missions after some novice adventurers get mangled by drakes.” She smiled at Jonathan. “Thanks for the head’s up about its core. You’re making my life a lot easier, you know.”


  “And you’re making all of our lives a lot easier,” Aria replied. “I’ve never seen anyone use [Pierce] at that level before.”


  Susannah shrugged. “It’s part of why I use a bow. As long as I know where to aim, I can kill almost anything without too much hassle. Of course, it’s not useful on things without normal internal organs or weak spots – like mud elementals or oozes – and it doesn’t help that much if I’m up against a horde of weaker monsters either. That’s why I’ve got Roger.” The raccoon had finished picking through the remains of the bone drake, and he held up the broken core with a flourish. “Do you mind if he keeps that?”


  “Does he need it for something?” Aria asked.


  Roger replied, and Susannah translated. “The core won’t ever be stable enough to hold large amounts of magic safely now that it’s broken, but he can still use it as a weapon. If you shove enough magic into it, it’ll destabilise.” She grinned. “It basically becomes an extremely volatile magical explosive.”


  “Ah.” Aria nodded. “Go ahead then. None of us can really use a broken core, and I have a feeling we might need a giant bomb while we’re here. Just let us know before you set it off.”


  “You’re not half bad at this commanding thing,” Susannah said. Miles agreed silently, but he kept his attention on their surroundings. It wouldn’t do to be surprised after their victory.


  Aria shrugged. “You get used to it, and we should give our compliments to Miles as well. It would have been a more difficult battle if its head had still been attached.”


  Miles chuckled. “You are most welcome. In my prime, I think I could have turned its head into powder with a couple of strikes. Sadly, I am not only rusty but also old.”


  “Well, I am most glad to have you around, my friend.” Jonathan patted Miles’s shoulder. The butler’s heart warmed. Once again, his master had addressed him as a friend and not a servant. “We really need to start keeping track of how many times you save my life, Miles.” He looked around. “So… where do we go from here? And who has been making these things? I know that necromantic energy can spontaneously generate bone creatures – there are plenty of historical records about that – but these ones seem to be very well made.”


  “You’re right,” Aria replied. “There is definitely something – or someone – here or nearby who has been making them. Natural bone creatures tend to be a mess. The bone drake was far too well crafted to be natural. Think of how well its core was protected. Overlapping and interlocking plates of bone? That speaks of planning and intent.”


  “Crabs,” Blue Scales murmured. “I think crabs are making them.”


  Miles stopped mid-stride. “Pardon? Did you just say crabs are responsible? What kind of crabs could make bone creatures?”


  “And would they be tasty?” Eric asked before wincing at the glare Aria shot him. “Hey, I’m just asking. If we’re going to slaughter a bunch of evil crabs, it would be nice to know if we can eat them. Sure, I’m a werewolf, but I enjoy good seafood just as much as anyone else.”


  “I cannot be certain, but it fits. Most of Mordrath is flooded. No normal necromancer would be able to survive.” Blue Scales rapped his trident on the ground. “But amongst the denizens of the Deep, the crabs of the Undersea are well known for both their ability to control water – and their dark talent in necromancy.” He bared his teeth. “My people have faced them before.”


  “The Undersea?” Jonathan asked. Miles smiled. His master’s curiosity filled his voice. “What is that?”


  “There are seas beneath the ocean floor, hidden even from the Deep in vast, lightless caverns within the earth.” Blue Scales scowled. “It fits the story of Mordrath’s fall far too well.” His gaze was unusually sombre. “More than once my people have been forced to take up arms after the denizens of the Undersea broke through. In all of those battles we have been forced to fight off bone creatures and swathes of our own dead.”


  “So… you’re telling me that we might be up against crabs?” Eric gaped. “Crabs that are apparently from some kind of underground ocean that even mermen consider mysterious?” Blue Scales nodded. “Really?” Another nod. “Really?” Yet another nod. “Really –”


  “I think he means it,” Aria cut in before Eric could ask again. “Blue Scales, what can you tell us about them? We still don’t know if it is these crabs, but I’d still like to be prepared.”


  Blue Scales shook his head at Eric. “Fighting crabs may sound comical, my friend, but these are no mere crabs. They are far larger, standing perhaps the height of a man or a dwarf. Their shells are thick and sturdy – the equal or better to any armour you can find on land – and their legs can be used to stab and pierce. But their claws are the true danger. They can crush even the scales of my kind with ease.” He gave Susannah and Miles a serious look. “Without armour, a normal person could easily be killed by even a single blow from their claws.”


  “But crabs?” Eric was seemingly unable to get over the strangeness of the idea, and Miles was hard-pressed to blame him. It did sound rather ridiculous, but the world was a strange place. For instance, one of the current members of their group was a raccoon war wizard. Moreover, his master was always fond of pointing out the fact that one of the greatest emperors in the history of the lizard people’s empire had been crushed to death by his own paperwork. Compared to that, murderous necromancer crabs didn’t sound that strange. “Crabs?”


  “I sorely hope I am mistaken, but I fear I am right. It fits too well. If they are responsible, then we will not have an easy time of it. Their soldiers are not especially clever or cunning, but their leaders are known for their guile and cruelty. Moreover, they are fierce and fight well in large numbers. If you must face them, then aim for their joints or whatever soft tissue is exposed. Their underbellies are also somewhat weaker than the rest of them, especially along the seams of their shells. Thankfully, they draw strength from water, which means they will be weaker outside of it.” The merman smiled grimly. “That is how we will know if they are about to attack. They will surely try to flood the area as they approach.” He lifted his trident. “I doubt I can hold off the water they bring and use my magic to attack at the same time, but merely repelling their water will give us an advantage.”


  The possibility of murderous crustaceans aside, shouldn’t we get moving? Eileen nodded at a nearby passageway. Beneath her fur, Miles could see a glimmer of metallic scales. She was clearly anticipating further trouble. The passageway had survived the battle, and it was mercifully free of water. If there are things in here with us, I doubt the sounds of battle escaped them. We should leave before they arrive. She looked at Aria and Jonathan. And you two should put your armour back on.


  Some shadow imps appeared and helped Jonathan and Aria don their armour again. A few more of the creatures slinked down the passageway.


  “You’re right,” Aria said. “At the very least, we should avoid lingering in any open spaces where we could get surrounded.”


  Miles was about to say something when he saw a glimmer out of the corner of his eye. He turned and frowned. There was nothing there. He could have sworn he’d seen something, perhaps a dwarf in the armour and regalia of old. He shook his head. Maybe he had seen something. It wouldn’t surprise him at all to discover the ghosts of long-dead dwarves wandering this accursed place.


  “What is it?” his master asked quietly.


  “I might have seen a ghost,” Miles replied.


  “Ah.” Jonathan grimaced. “That makes sense given the… unpleasantness that happened here.” He paused. “It was a dwarf ghost, right?”


  Miles nodded. “I think so.”


  “Then we should be fine. The dwarves have no reason to be mad at us.”


  According to the map, the passageway Eileen had suggested should lead them to another chamber from which they could get to a hall where they should have a choice of several other passageways to get further down. If they were lucky, then at least one of those would be free of water. Despite Eric’s continued disbelief at the thought of being murdered by crabs, Miles was wary. Blue Scales was powerful and skilled. Regardless of how comical it sounded, anything that could make him wary was not to be underestimated.


  “We’d better not die here,” Eric muttered as they continued down the passageway. The walls were covered in faded frescoes depicting scenes from the dwarves’ past. “Because if my pack finds out I got killed by crabs, I will never live it down. Tell them I got eaten by a dragon or something.”


  “My friend,” Blue Scales pointed out. “If you get killed down here, you won’t have to worry about living it down.”


  Eric’s lips twitched. “You know what I mean.”


  Blue Scales grinned. “Yes, I know exactly what you mean.”


  “Look at all of this.” Jonathan nudged Miles with his elbow as he stared at the battered frescoes. “Oh, it’s such a pity we can’t take more time to study it.”


  “Surviving comes first, sir,” Miles said. “And you are a vampire. Perhaps the time will come – far in the future – when it is truly safe to walk these halls. You could come back then and give this place the attention it deserves.”


  They reached the chamber with only a few minor encounters. There were some lesser skeletons and other – less identifiable creatures – wandering around. However, they handled them easily enough. No, what concerned Miles was that there was no avoiding these creatures, and any good necromancer would know if their minions were destroyed. It reminded him of an old saying his instructor had once shared with him: never, ever give a necromancer time to prepare.


  In direct combat, necromancers were generally easy to slay. They often lacked skill in hand-to-hand combat, and necromancy was not designed for combat the way fire magic or lightning magic was. However, a necromancer with time to prepare could bring forth all manner of nightmares, from wave after wave of skeletons, to nightmarish composite zombies, and spirits of all kinds. As a vampire, his master was also at a disadvantage.


  Technically speaking, vampires were members of the undead, which meant necromancy could be used to attack them directly, bypassing some of their otherwise formidable resistance to magic. On the upside, they had Aria. Her magic should be good against a necromancer, provided she got the time to use it. However, it was also likely that she and Roger would be the necromancer’s first targets.


  In the hall, Miles kept one eye on his master who was taking in all of the archaeological details and another on the bodies that littered the area. Most of them were obviously ancient, but some were more recent. Unless he missed his guess, the more recent ones were only a few years old.


  “Sir,” he said quietly. “I understand the priceless archaeological value of the reliefs and carvings, but perhaps another time.” Jonathan had almost wandered off in his pursuit of the reliefs that depicted the origins of the dwarves according to the dwarves of Mordrath.


  With visible effort, he restrained himself. “Of course. You’re right. But think of what we could learn, Miles! The thought of having to wait until this place is somehow made safe… who knows how long that will take?”


  “In the future, once your fortunes have recovered and you have regained your castle, you could always hire adventurers specifically to capture all of this using memory magic.”


  “That’s not a bad idea, Miles.” Jonathan smiled. “Maybe once I’ve gotten my castle back and built up a decent nest egg.”


  Still, his master’s wandering had drawn Miles’s attention back to the ancient bodies. Now that he took more time to examine the damage, he couldn’t help but recall what Blue Scales had said. He was no expert in armour, but he knew enough to make some educated guesses. After all, even a fool could tell the difference between a blow made by a sword and one made by a mace. Stooping down, he lifted up a mangled breastplate. Despite its age, the metal was thick and heavy and virtually free of rust. His brows furrowed. This was good steel – and it had been completely crushed from both sides in a manner befitting the use of huge, crushing claws.


  “Look at this,” he said, motioning for the others to come over.


  Aria’s lips firmed into a thin line. “Blue Scales is sounding more and more right. The damage is exactly what crushing claws would leave.” She pointed to some other pieces of armour. “And all of those have the same sort of marks.”


  “Then let us keep our wits about us,” Miles said. “We cannot afford to be caught off guard here.”


  They continued on until they reached the hall, and Miles took a long moment to savour the sight of it once they arrived. At his side, his master gasped. Undamaged frescoes covered every inch of the walls, and they depicted scenes from the history of the kingdom. The detail and artistry were impeccable, especially since the dwarves had never been known for the skills of their painters. It made him wonder if they’d commissioned an artist or if the dwarves here had managed to produce one of such skill. From the humbling beginnings of the kingdom to the great project of draining the sea, the frescoes showed everything. Miles had to put one hand out to stop his master from simply rushing over. Yet as his gaze fell upon the last of the frescoes, unease stirred within him. The last frescoes were left unfinished, and they depicted a much darker fate. Oh, they didn’t show what the dwarves had been fighting, but they did show the devastation they left in their wake. Still, the lack of detail had its own disturbing quality, and there was no doubting the eerie, lingering menace that radiated from the paintings of dark, turbulent waters awash with shadows and blood.


  “We are in luck,” Blue Scales rumbled. “The passageways ahead of us are not flooded. That, in itself, might be considered suspicious, but we must still choose which path to follow.”


  “We’ll take the one that goes the furthest.” Aria’s eyes narrowed. Even in the gloom, her determination was easy to see. “If we’re going to be ambushed – and it looks more and more like we are – I’d rather it be somewhere dry.”


  The Blood Blade was further down than any of the passageways could take them. They’d have to continue onward and hope they could find a path free of flooding. Their best bet was to get as deep as they could and hope for the best. If they were forced to swim, it would be best to minimise the distance.


  As they proceeded, Miles’s unease increased. The deeper they went, the more battered their surroundings became. Claw marks lined some of the walls, and there were cracks and dents everywhere. Battered suits of armour filled with petrified bones littered the chambers and halls they passed, and more than once he could have sworn he saw ghosts out of the corner of his eye again. Worse, they had yet to run into anything tougher than some lesser bone monsters and some mutated sea creatures. There was no way their luck could remain this good for much longer. Mordrath had acquired its fearsome reputation for a reason. It was only a matter of time before the enemy moved against them in earnest or they encountered something truly dangerous. If the crabs were as evil and cunning as Blue Scales said, they could simply be withdrawing and gathering their strength for a single decisive attack.


  “Stay sharp,” Aria warned. “We can’t afford to be caught off guard.”


  The idle chatter had lessened as they descended further into the gloom. Even Eric’s usual smile was gone. Instead, the werewolf regarded their surroundings with alert wariness. As for Roger, the raccoon had used a Word to create a handful of small ash creatures. Susannah had explained that at his command, the creatures would charge toward their enemies, grab them, and then explode.


  “That’s easier said than done.” Eric stopped for a moment, listening, and all of them stopped too. Finally, he nodded, and they continued forward. “This whole place gives me the creeps.”


  Miles nodded silently and ushered his master forward. Jonathan’s curiosity had been replaced by concern. What little artwork remained this far down seemed to be devoted entirely to cataloguing the misfortune that had befallen the dwarves. Hastily carved reliefs showed massed ranks of dwarves trying to hold various corridors while half-ruined frescoes showed the dwarves trying desperately to stem the tide of rising water.


  Down they went, down through the whispering dark, the tattered remnants of the dwarves’ glory scattered around them. Here there were signs of intense fighting. Broken weapons and mangled armour were everywhere. Again and again, Miles caught flashes of movement out of the corners of his eyes. The others must have too if the wary way they studied their surroundings was anything to go by.


  “I hate ghosts,” Eric growled. “Although I’m not surprised this damn place is haunted.”


  The crabs must be fearsome foes indeed if they could do such damage to dwarf weapons and armour, which were renowned for their quality. He had never seen solid dwarf plate damaged so badly. Still, he and the others were not dwarves. Dwarves had incredible strength and endurance, but they lacked speed and agility. As a result, they had to rely heavily on armour. In contrast, everyone in the group was quick on their feet. Provided they could avoid the crushing claws of the crabs, they could still win. In his youth, Miles had won more than one fight by avoiding the blows of a far stronger opponent while striking at their weak points and slowly but surely whittling them down. Perhaps he would have to do so again.


  Elsewhere, the masonry bore the marks of water erosion, and the decorations on the walls bore similar damage. The area might be free of water now, but that had not always been the case. Had the dwarves managed to rid the place of water themselves, or had the crabs removed it after dealing with the dwarves? As they continued their descent, they passed several passageways that were full of water. However, that water did not spill into the main passageway, something his master remarked upon before examining the doorframes and walls more closely.


  “Fascinating.”


  “Sir?”


  “We know that modern dwarves possess runes and other magic capable of repelling and removing water.” He pointed to the doorframe. “These runes and seals are still active, which means they must be drawing from the ambient magic in the area. However, I have no doubt they could be overwhelmed by a large enough volume of water. Yet modern dwarves also take advantage of advanced pumps, pipes, and drains to deal with flooding, and it seems the dwarves of Mordrath had access to at least some of that technology as well.” He pointed. “Do you see the holes in the walls and floor? I’d be willing to bet that those connect to a drainage system of some kind. Of course, if the crabs were able to overrun this area, they must have a limited capacity, but the dwarves of Mordrath were remarkably advanced for their time. I’d be surprised if we could do any better.” He sighed. “It is a marvel that any of their magic or technology still works, yet their confidence in both is probably what got them into trouble in the first place. They couldn’t imagine running into a problem they couldn’t solve – until they did.”


  Miles nodded grimly. He knew the effects that confidence could have on people. As a young man, his confidence and his anger had very nearly been his undoing. “We’d best move along, sir. This place unsettles me. The sooner we leave, the better.” He paused. “And I can hear voices in the water. I do not like what I think they’re saying.”


  “Yeah.” Eric chuckled mirthlessly. “Knowing the dwarves’ defences are still partially active isn’t reassuring considering the dwarves had all of their defences completely active plus an army and still lost.”


  The group’s mood continued to darken as they continued, but there was a brief moment of amusement when they stumbled across a tattered fresco that depicted the dwarves trading with raccoons. Roger waved excitedly at it and made a litany of noises.


  “You do realise,” Eric drawled. “That only three other people in this group can understand you.”


  Roger could only scowl and gesture more animatedly as Susannah gave him a comforting scratch behind the ears. Still, Miles had to admit it was odd seeing the dwarves towering over someone else.


  Alas, the uneasy peace could not last forever. Miles knew his master well, and he had a tendency to babble when he was worried. He was therefore not the least bit surprised when he began to murmur, as much to himself as the others. It got particularly bad as they walked across a slender stone bridge that spanned a yawning chasm. At least, Jonathan hadn’t looked down. Miles had, and he’d immediately regretted it. Beneath them were other bridges, but at the very bottom of the chasm were the dark, churning waters that filled the lowest levels of Mordrath. It was better not to think of what might be lurking down there.


  “Great was the glory of ancient Mordrath and long was its reign. Yet the dwarves grew greedy and never ceased their delving. The price of their greed and their hubris was everything. But they did not go quietly. Witness the splendour of the Last King of the Empty Sea, a son of earth and stone, unbroken and steadfast.” Jonathan took a deep breath. “It was truly a pity the dwarves here were destroyed. Few have ever understood the union of magic and mechanics the way they did.”


  Jonathan looked around as they went from the bridge to a large chamber. The lower section of the chamber was flooded and filled with debris, but the rest of it was clear of water. Magic had turned parts of the floor into a maze of makeshift walls and spikes. “Anywhere else would have flooded within days, but the dwarves held on for far longer.” He shook his head. “The dark water rises, and our foes come with it. The passageways are flooded. There is no getting out. The mountain has become an island again, and they command the waves. No ship will make it to safety. We are going to die here in the cold, wet dark. This is no death for a dwarf. The king means to fight and draw out their full strength, so some of the women and children can flee. I don’t know if it will work, but I plan to go with him. Better to die in battle than die a slow, lingering death in the water and the cold. I would rather die as a dwarf with my axe in hand and my armour broken than starve or drown in the dark.” His lips twitched. “Those words were written by a dwarf on a tablet discovered by adventurers several centuries ago. It gives you some idea of what sort of folk the dwarves were.”


  Eric raised one eyebrow. “You know, you’re not exactly helping the mood.” He would have said more, but his gaze snapped to the area ahead of them. “Wait! There’s something here.”


  Susannah followed his gaze. “Yeah.” She gestured. “I’ll go in from this side, how about you take the other side?”


  Eric nodded and loped off to the right as Susannah went to the left. Blue Scales stepped to the front, and Miles squinted into the gloom. Around them, he could just barely hear the buzz of some of the insect-like summons Eileen had used at the beach. He couldn’t see much, but it wasn’t long before Eric signalled for them to come forward. Whatever it was, he must have deemed it safe for them to advance.


  “Adventurers,” Eric said quietly. “Dead.”


  Jonathan shuddered. “From our mission?”


  “No – but they’ve only been dead for a few months, I think.” The werewolf tilted his head. “But you might want to take a look. One of them was holding a lantern. It looks valuable – and magical.”


  As soon as his master saw the lantern, he froze. It was hard to blame him. The lantern was an elaborate thing, and most of it was made out of a metal Miles didn’t recognise. It was inlaid with a combination of gold, silver, platinum, and a handful of gemstones. Instead of glass, it used transparent crystal of some kind. The lantern was equal parts intricate and sturdy, and the obvious dwarf aesthetic was tinged with what looked to Miles’s untrained eyes like some elf influence. Runes and seals covered the lantern, and the harsher style favoured by the dwarves was joined by more flowing script. But what truly caught his attention was the eerie light that shone within the lantern. Had it not been covered by one of the adventurer’s bodies, it could easily have lit the whole chamber. Yet it was definitely not a flame, at least, not a normal one.


  “Is that really a lantern?” Aria asked. Like Miles and Eileen, she was keeping one eye on their surroundings. This could easily be a trap. It was a simple tactic: leave something enticing out in the open and then ambush anyone who came to claim it. “It doesn’t look like a normal dwarf lantern.”


  “It is most definitely a lantern – of a sort.” Jonathan gently eased it out of the grasp of the fallen adventurer and whispered a prayer for the man. “Unless I badly miss my guess, this is a spirit lantern.” He paused in the peculiar way he always did when he was conversing with the Blood Emperor. “Yes, I’m certain of it. They can be used to provide light, but more importantly, they can be used to attract, bind, and even summon spirits.”


  Eric took a step back. As a werewolf, he was rightfully wary of binding magic. Given their immense strength, endurance, and regeneration, binding magic was one of the more popular ways of dealing with werewolves. Their encounter with the Dagger of the Crimson Dawn could not have helped either. “Why would the dwarves need something like that?”


  “There are spirits that can purify air or sense precious gemstones and metals. The dwarves likely used it for that. Moreover, spirit lanterns can produce light by drawing on the power of the spirit they contain, which is useful since there are many places in mines where an open flame would be an awful idea.” Jonathan lifted the lantern up. It emitted a cold, white light. “With the right spirits, this might even be able to emit holy light.”


  “Which would make it very useful against the crabs – who are apparently necromancers.” Eric smiled. “We should take it and see if we can find any more.” He pointed at the necklaces the downed adventurers wore. “What about those?”


  “I recognise these.” Blue Scales carefully took one of the necklaces. It had a small, shimmering blue stone that seemed to be made of scales. “These are magical stones created from the scales of mermen. The scales must be given willingly, or they lose much of their power. They allow someone to breathe underwater for a limited time. Based on the size of this one, I’d say it should work for an hour or so at a time. I would have made them for all of you, but I do not know how. Such things were left to the craftsmen of my people. We should take them. In a place like this…”


  “It would be very useful.” Aria nodded. They all had charms too but nothing as effective as the necklaces. “I will say a prayer for them. Taking from the dead does not sit well with me, but the dead have no use for such things, and we may be able to avenge them.” Her brows furrowed. “This is a fortunate find – perhaps too fortunate.”


  Miles frowned. “If the crabs have necromancers, then surely they must have recognised the value of the lantern.”


  Abruptly, Susannah and Eric both stopped what they were doing. Around them, the light buzz of Eileen’s summons became an angry hum.


  “We have company,” Eric growled. “And not the friendly kind.” He closed his eyes and listened intently. “It sounds like claws on stone.”


  I’ll spread my summons out. Eileen held up a sign. I can only hear sounds coming from one direction, but they might be trying to distract us before surrounding us.


  “Form up,” Aria said quietly but firmly. “I doubt we’ll be able to outrun them. They know this place better than we do, and they might be waiting for us to run before ambushing us.” She studied the chamber, as did Miles. In his eyes, it wasn’t a bad place to make their stand. They were on an upraised section with several pillars and other obstacles to keep them from being surrounded, and the waterlogged section of the chamber was on the other end. It was far from ideal, but he could see why Aria had chosen to stand and fight. They were unlikely to do better elsewhere. “We need to keep our frontline together. Roger, you’re a war wizard. Do what you do best.” The raccoon cackled evilly, and the sounds he made needed no translation. “Susannah, aim for any leaders or powerful magic users amongst them. Blue Scales, if they try to flood this place, do your best to keep the waters at bay. Eileen, be mindful of your stamina. We can’t risk you getting tired after only one battle. We need to work together.”


  “Master,” Miles murmured. “Can you discern the nature of our foe?”


  His master used [Scry], and his expression turned grim. “Crabs, more than a dozen of them, as big as Blue Scales said they would be. They’re coming from one of the flooded passageways we passed.”


  “Remember my advice,” Blue Scales said. “Their shells are hard and thick. Aim for their joints, soft tissue, or underbelly. Avoid being caught in their claws at all costs. They can sever a limb through armour. They aren’t especially fast outside of water, but they are vicious and determined. Expect no quarter and give none either.”


  “Right.” Aria tightened her hold on her sword, and the blade began to emit a warm, white light. The gathering chill of necromantic magic abated slightly. “Stay sharp and take care of each other.”


  An unearthly chittering sound filled the air along with the clacking of pointed, crustacean legs on stone, and Miles finally got his first look at the crabs. In most circumstances, he would find the sight of a crab that stood as tall as a man to be an odd but interesting sight. Now, however, it was truly menacing. They each had ten limbs in total, and their shells had an eerie matte effect that seemed to drink in the light cast by the spirit lantern and Aria’s sword rather than reflect it. Instead of the orange he had expected, the crabs were a collection of mottled browns, greys, blues, and greens that he supposed might fit in well in the depths of the ocean.


  With a warrior’s keen eye, he moved from studying their appearance to assessing their combat potential. The ends of their legs looked as though they could easily pierce flesh and perhaps even armour as well if the crabs put their weight behind them. However, it was their claws that truly concerned him. They were gigantic. Each could easily seize the torso of a grown man in armour and tear him in half. And now that he looked more closely, the crabs varied not only in the colours of their shells but also in the patterns on them. Was it natural, or was it a way to indicate rank or position? Also concerning was their movement. Some of the crabs were moving in perfect synchrony, an even more impressive feat given how many limbs they had. His brows furrowed, and he sniffed the air. Even he, a human, could not miss the stench of death and decay that hung about them. They must be zombies. His lips curled. How foul. These creatures were even willing to animate their own dead. The analytical part of his mind considered how best to fight the crabs. Close combat would be tricky. With the equipment he wore and his own skills, he was confident he could do some damage despite the thickness of their shells. However, all ten of their limbs could do damage, and he would likely be killed or seriously wounded if they managed to hit him with their claws.


  “Normally,” Eric muttered. “I’d laugh at the thought of fighting giant crabs, but it suddenly doesn’t seem so funny anymore.”


  “Indeed.” Blue Scales readied his trident. The metal glowed, and Miles realised that small bolts of electricity had begun to course along its length. “They will not be easy foes.” He pointed. “If they are like the ones my people have faced, then the ones with stripes are higher ranking. If you see any with geometric patterns on their shells, kill them at once. They are higher-ranking still.”


  Two of the crabs at the back – both with stripes – raised their claws into the air. Miles stiffened as the sound of surging water filled the air. They were going to flood the chamber. A wave of dark, choppy water thundered into the room, and he could feel the malicious glee radiating off the crabs as the wave swept aside debris and smashed through ancient, makeshift barriers.


  “Blue Scales!” Aria cried.


  The merman was already in motion. His power swelled, and he thrust his trident forward, every muscle taut as he threw his power into [Control Water]. The wave parted to either side of them, and the raging waters swirled around the upraised section of the chamber where they had chosen to make their stand. Blue Scales grit his teeth, and the water was shoved further back.


  “[Light of Day]!” Aria shouted, holding her sword aloft. The white light it emitted became a blaze of radiance. For a moment, Jonathan reeled, but as with her other light-based techniques, it seemed as though it could distinguish friend from foe. His master was hardly comfortable, but he wasn’t on fire. Yet wherever the light touched the zombie crabs, their shells began to burn and crack, and their flesh boiled and began to slough away. Even their movements grew sluggish and weak. “Roger, attack! I won’t be able to keep this up forever.”


  The war wizard had positioned himself atop the remnants of a fallen pillar to get a better view of the battlefield. The power that emanated from him as his magic stirred in earnest was enough to make Miles’s hair stand on end. For all his small size, the raccoon wielded power that perhaps only Blue Scales could match.


  [Ash Bolt].


  The raccoon’s first attack sailed through the air and struck one of the zombie crabs. The creature’s thick shell weathered the heat reasonably well, but the molten ash had a more insidious way of dealing damage. The glowing-hot material forced its way into the crab’s insides through its mouth and by burning through the soft tissue around its joints. Once inside, it rapidly charred everything within, leaving the zombie crab a literal husk of itself. The zombie thudded to the ground – as dead as it could be.


  A savage smile crossed Roger’s lips. That had been a blow to test the effectiveness of one of his favourite Words. Now that he knew it worked, he could use it freely.


  [Ash Bolt].


  [Ash Bolt].


  [Ash Bolt].


  Roger hurled the Word out with speed and accuracy, and his aim shifted from the zombie crabs to the biggest and most fearsome of their kin. The three he’d targeted were certainly larger than the others, and they sported different patterns and colouration too. They were smart enough to try to cover their mouths, but the molten ash still clawed at their eyes and joints. Shrieking, the trio fell back and hurled themselves into the water raging around the edges of the chamber. Clacking its claws and stomping its legs into the floor, a crab at the back raised its claws. The rest of the crabs hastened their advance, and the zombie crabs, in particular, moved with renewed vigour as a wave of necromantic power filled the air.


  “If you get a decent shot,” Aria said to Susannah. “Kill that one at the back. It must be a necromancer.”


  “Got it.”


  “The rest of you, brace yourselves. Here they come.”


  As the crabs charged forward, Roger continued to hurl magic into them in a bid to thin their numbers. Half a dozen of them fell, but the rest barely seemed to care, and more were entering the chamber with each moment. It was Eileen who was the first to meet them. The buzzing in the air reached a fever pitch, and her insect-like summons swarmed over the crabs, biting and stinging at any soft tissue they could reach. Eileen followed an instant later, doing her best to blunt their charge with the bulk of her bear form. A thunderous swipe of her claws sent two crabs stumbling back, but their thick shells held firm despite the force behind her blow. Eyes narrowing, Eileen’s claws rippled and became dagger-like limbs that Miles had only ever seen on an insect before. It looked nightmarish, but her new claws should do better against the crabs’ shells.


  As the crabs tried to surround Eileen, the rest of them moved forward to hold the line. Blue Scales ducked under one claw of a crab and swiped at its legs. It stumbled onto its side, and the merman leapt and drove his trident into its underbelly with all his weight behind it. Lightning flashed along the weapon, and the crab gave a hideous shriek as the trident’s prongs sank deep into its flesh. Its legs scrabbled wildly, and Blue Scales turned his head to avoid a blow that would have caught him across the face. At last, the crab fell still, and the merman yanked his weapon free. Elsewhere, Roger’s ash constructs had already chosen their targets. They dived into the crabs and exploded into clouds of cloying molten ash.


  Eric mimicked Blue Scales’s attack only for the downed crab to rise a few moments later. The werewolf cursed and struck again, driving his spear through the crab’s mouth and jerking it savagely from side to side. “Damn necromancers. We’re going to have to kill everything twice unless we’re careful. Make sure you damage their insides as much as you can. Otherwise, they’ll just get brought back.”


  “This is how the dwarves must have fallen,” Jonathan said. “Having to kill everything twice – maybe even three or four times – would have worn anyone down.”


  “Most likely, sir.” Miles grimaced as he dodged the crushing claws of one crab and drove his foot up into its underbelly. The thinner shell there cracked beneath his magically reinforced blow, and he twisted to land a pair of punches to the battered area. The crab slumped and went still only to rise again. “They are persistent.” He parried a blow from the crab’s claws – the sheer force behind the attack made his hands ache – and cast [Pulverise] to ensure that his next strike completely pulped the zombie crab’s insides.


  Aria was having better luck. The light pouring off her sword seemed to have corrosive properties against the zombie crabs, and it did a fine job of holding off necromancy. Whatever she killed with it stayed dead. However, she had to be very careful. It was extremely risky to use her buckler against the crabs’ crushing claws, and her sword lacked the reach offered by Eric’s spear, Blue Scales’s trident, or Eileen’s claws. Instead, much like Miles, she had to pick her spots, striking when she could and retreating when necessary.


  Still, this was going better than Miles had expected. Then again, they were fortunate. Magic related to water was exceptionally rare amongst the dwarves, and they were not known for producing users of holy magic either. The group had both, which had swung the odds in their favour, to say nothing of Roger’s contribution. The raccoon had been incredibly effective so far, and hardly a moment passed without him blasting away with another Word. And still the crabs pressed on, every bit as determined as Blue Scales had said they would be. A crushing claw came within a hair’s breadth of closing around his arm, and Miles jerked back to avoid the pair of legs that threatened to pierce his torso an instant later.


  At the back of the throng of crabs, the leaders of the crustaceans were growing more and more enraged. Their frantic movements were accompanied by a renewed push by the zombie crabs. Eileen found herself pushed back, four crabs attacking her, and the rest of the group was pushed back as well, slowly but surely being buried under a tide of shells and claws. Miles saw a trio of crabs surround his master, and he bit back a curse.


  With an angry cry, he threw himself into a leaping kick. He caught one of the crabs in the side, and the blow launched the crab away. It was far from dead, but he could not afford to pursue it. Instead, he hastened to his master’s side.


  “Sir!” Miles cried. “Hold on a little longer!”


  Jonathan ducked a swipe of the crab’s claws and blocked a strike from its legs with his shield. Sparks flew, but Jonathan had managed to angle his shield enough to take the edge off the attack. He struck out with his sword, but the blow skittered off the crab’s curved shell. Thankfully, there was enough strength behind it to unbalance the creature for a moment, which allowed Miles to close the gap and drive one Word-enhanced fist into its side.


  “Thank you!” Jonathan shouted.


  “Be more careful, sir,” Miles warned. “We need to stay close to the others.”


  Another trio of crabs joined the one still attacking them, but a blast of lightning drove them back. It was Roger. The raccoon nodded sharply at them and then turned his attention back to the crabs at the back of the horde. Magic flared to life, and his next several Words impacted against a barrier of rustling shadows. The raccoon snarled and launched another Word before a blast of corrupting energy had him scrambling for cover.


  “[Enduring Protection]!” Aria backed away from a crab and turned to use the Word on Roger. They could not afford to lose him in this battle.


  Miles frowned as he realised something. Where had Susannah gone? The ranger had seemingly disappeared. She couldn’t have deserted them. She didn’t seem the type, and he was certain she’d have taken Roger if she planned on retreating. The answer came in the form of an arrow. It struck the necromancer crab right where one leg met its body, and the tip buried itself deep into the vulnerable tissue around the base of the limb before it exploded. The crab’s entire right side vanished, and the throngs of zombie crabs immediately began to slow down. Miles’s eyes narrowed. Impressive. He still couldn’t see where Susannah had gone, but she continued to make her presence felt. As Roger unleashed another barrage at the crabs wielding dark magic, Susannah struck again. Three more arrows dispatched three more crabs, and the crabs were suddenly bereft of magical support. By the gods, Susannah should have called herself an assassin not a ranger. Yet even with their leaders dead, the remaining crabs continued to press on. They were nothing if not determined.


  “Work together with me, sir,” Miles said.


  “Gladly!”


  The crabs pushed forward, and Miles was ready to meet them, as light and easy on his feet as a dancer. It was mildly troubling how easily his deadly skills had returned. It was as though a part of him had never forgotten the thrill of combat. As a crab reached out with its claws, he stepped neatly to one side and landed two short, sharp punches. It was tough, but he’d caught its attention. It rounded on him and swiped out with its legs. He ducked and drove one foot into the joint where its leg met its body. The joint gave way, and it stumbled. His master seized his chance and cut off two more of its limbs.


  “Well done, sir.”


  The crab lost its footing, and he lunged for its underbelly. Cracking that open left it vulnerable, and his master struck the killing blow. Without a necromancer to raise it, the crab stayed dead.


  “Onto the next one, sir,” Miles said crisply. “Same idea as before.”


  As they moved onto the next crab, he caught a flash of grey. Susannah was flitting back and forth through the shadows that filled the chamber. With her Words, the crabs’ shells posed no obstacle, and each arrow she loosed felled a crab. The crabs at the edges of the horde looked about furtively, and they retreated inward, pressing together in a bid to avoid the shadows where she lurked. Miles smiled thinly. She was herding them, preventing them from encircling the group. With the crabs bunched together, Roger’s magic had the potential to be even more effective. The raccoon must have noticed it too because his magic surged and swelled to fill the chamber.


  “We should fall back, sir,” Miles advised. His master struck an awkward blow and then retreated before his opponent could catch him. Miles took the chance to kick it back. “Whatever Roger is about to do, it looks to be quite powerful.”


  His master took one look at the raccoon and broke into a run. Great tendrils of ash had filled the air around Roger, and the darkness of Mordrath had given way to a grim, angry volcanic glow. Embers rustled through the air, and a deep, foreboding orange light spilled outward. It was like staring into the maw of a dragon.


  “Move!” Aria shouted. “Get clear!”


  As soon as everyone was out of the way, Roger gave a sharp cry and gestured. The markings on his robes lit up in a dazzling display of gold, silver, blue, and red.


  [Ash Cloud].


  A vast, glowing cloud of molten ash rumbled forward, so large it filled the entire room except for where the group had sought refuge behind Roger. The crabs turned to flee, but it was too late. The ash was even hotter than before, and there was so much of it that anything that survived the initial attack was swamped, enveloped, and buried beneath the sheer weight of it. As the Word raged around them, the ash began to move faster and faster. It was like being in a sandstorm – if the sand was molten ash. Miles saw one crab reel back as the whirling mass of white-hot ash ripped its shell apart before another fell back, ash pouring out of its mouth and several holes in its shell. The Word went on and on until Roger finally brought it to an end. The raccoon sagged, and Susannah caught him and gave him a scratch behind the ears. Absurdly, the smell of freshly cooked crab filled the air.


  “Not bad.” Eric patted Roger on the head. “Not bad at all, little guy.” He poked one of the fallen crabs, and chunks of molten ash and charred shell fell away to reveal the cooked flesh beneath. “Anyone up for some crab? I could definitely go for a bite.”


  Aria sighed and gave him a gentle bonk over the head. “We are not eating any of them, Eric.”


  “But they smell fantastic, and all this fighting has got me hungry.” In Eric’s defence, Miles agreed. The crabs smelled delectable.


  Eileen snickered and held up a sign. You don’t know where they’ve been – and it might be better if you didn’t.


  “Indeed.” Blue Scales prodded one of the downed crabs and bared his teeth. “They may smell nice, but even my people do not eat them. Their flesh is usually poisonous, most likely due to heavy exposure to the foul magic wielded by their kind. Eating them would be unwise.”


  “That’s a pity. But when we get out of here, we are definitely going to get some crab.”


  “This wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be,” Jonathan murmured.


  Eric stared. “Did you not just see what Roger did?”


  “Uh…”


  The werewolf laughed and slapped Jonathan over the back. “I’m kidding. I get where you’re coming from. I mean we’re a group of adventurers. How could the dwarves get overrun if we were able to hold off this many? It makes sense if you think about it. First and foremost, none of us except Eileen rely that heavily on armour. The dwarves did. You’ve seen what their claws can do. Armour won’t help. That’s tough on dwarves since they lack the speed and agility of humans or elves. Moreover, there weren’t that many crabs. Sure, we had to kill a bunch of them – and Roger killed even more – but if Blue Scales is right, this barely even counts as a scouting force for the crabs. We also got lucky. The crabs were so worried about us that they didn’t notice Susannah until she’d killed all of their powerful magic users, which is the only reason Roger was able to use [Ash Cloud]. If they’d still been alive, he would never have gotten the chance to use it. It’s also unlikely the dwarves had someone like Blue Scales to hold the water back, and he did say they were much weaker outside of water.” He grinned impishly. “Oh, and I guess Aria helped a little too.”


  The former paladin rolled her eyes. “Even the living crabs didn’t like holy light much. Unfortunately, holy magic is exceptionally rare amongst dwarves, far more so than in humans. It’s why there are so few healers amongst them.”


  “I see.” Jonathan sagged. “It seems the dwarves were most unfortunate.”


  “And don’t forget,” Eric added. “We were expecting trouble, and the dwarves had to worry about protecting their women and children too – women and children who could be turned into zombies.” He shook his head. “I’ve faced necromancers before. Believe me… having to bash in the skull of a zombie child is not something you ever forget. Most people don’t have the stomach for it, and it’s hard to blame them.”


  Miles could imagine how difficult that would be. If his master somehow became a zombie, would he have the heart to strike him down? He honestly wasn’t sure, and he prayed he never found out. “Shall we proceed?” He adjusted his gloves. They were a gift from his master, and they boosted his strength. “The loss of this many crabs will be marked by their superiors, and we may soon find ourselves faced by a greater host.”


  They continued deeper into Mordrath until they reached yet another hall. It was truly mindboggling. The dwarves had spared no effort or expense. A single one of the halls they’d already passed would have done the castle of a vampire noble proud. To see so many in one place spoke of the incredible power and prestige the dwarves had wielded before their downfall. However, this one was different to the others. It appeared to be a stadium of sorts with many upraised seats arranged around a central area.


  “This is a meeting hall,” his master explained, eager as always to share his knowledge. Miles fell into step behind him as he scurried from one place to another, keen to examine it. “The dwarves of Mordrath were a monarchy, but few kings were foolish enough to rule without the aid of advisors and without listening to their people. It was not uncommon for kings to ask their subjects to air their opinions on contentious issues. A king wasn’t bound to heed their words, but it was considered poor form not to hear them.” He chuckled. “It isn’t a coincidence that the dwarf words for meeting and battle are almost identical. It was not unusual for such gatherings to end in a brawl.”


  “It seems we aren’t the only ones to get this far.” Eric pointed. “Look over there. They can’t have been dead for longer than an hour or two.”


  They hurried to where a handful of adventurers had slumped against a toppled pillar. The colossal mass of stone had broken into three pieces, and the dead adventurers had huddled together amidst the wreckage. Miles’s jaw clenched. All of the adventurers bore terrible wounds, and it didn’t take a scholar to guess what had ruined their armour and torn up their bodies.


  “They must be from one of the other ships.” Aria stepped around the pool of blood that stained the floor. “Because I don’t recognise them. Had we been faster, we might have reached them in time to heal them.” Her brows furrowed. “But if they managed to get here, why didn’t the crabs pursue them into this hall? In their condition, they could hardly have put up a fight.”


  “The crabs dislike being far from water. Maybe they abandoned the chase, knowing the wounds they’d inflicted would be fatal.” Blue Scales growled. “They can be cunning like that – or there is something here they dislike.”


  “Oh?”


  “As you already know, these crabs worship dark powers. Even in the Deep, there are beings a wise person leaves well enough alone. Likewise, there are other powers that despise those corrupt entities. Look for Signs or other such things. I do not know much of the lore myself – such was not my craft – but they have been known to avoid certain Signs unless they have no choice.” He nodded at Jonathan. “Our scholar friend may have more luck with this than any of us.”


  Jonathan studied the area carefully. [Locate Sign] rustled outward. There were ways to inscribe Signs, not unlike making runes, but from what Miles knew, they were difficult and costly to use. Blood sacrifice was the easiest method, but the dwarves were not fond of such wickedness. “The doorways,” he said at last. “There are Signs woven into the doorways.”


  “But they can’t be that strong,” Eric argued. “Otherwise, the dwarves would have put them everywhere, and Mordrath wouldn’t have fallen.”


  Blue Scales nodded. “Such Signs are feared and detested by the crabs, but they can still enter if they try hard enough.” He gestured with his trident. “Worse, such things can be destroyed or temporarily disabled by the surging waters the crabs can call upon. And even if they could keep the crabs out, the dwarves would still have been forced to flee once the chamber was flooded.”


  Jonathan knelt by the body of one of the adventurers. “I recognise this book.” He eased it free of the dead man’s grasp and whispered a prayer. “It’s about eldritch lore. He must have been a specialist of some sort. He could very well have recognised the Signs and then repaired them before succumbing to his injuries.”


  “Could you do the same?” Aria asked.


  Jonathan glanced between the Signs on the doorways and several pages of the book before nodding. “I think so, but it’s not something I can test right now. The process is draining, and I don’t have the power to complete the ritual now and then repeat it again if we run into more crabs.”


  “Then don’t worry about it.” Aria peered around the hall. “Which way should we go from here?”


  Miles knelt to close the eyes of the other adventurers. There was little else he could do for them. It was easy to get confused in here. The massive halls were linked by twisting, labyrinthine passageways. However, Miles had always possessed an excellent sense of direction, no doubt honed over years of serving in his master’s castle, which was hardly a testament to good design. Even so, they took a moment to check their map. There was no sense in taking such a big risk.


  “The passageway to the left will take us the deepest,” Miles pointed out, running his finger along the map. “But it may well be flooded. Indeed, it connects to several other passageways that we know to be flooded from when we first entered Mordrath. The middle passageway won’t take us as far although it should be clear of water, but we’ll have to choose another path later on. As for the passageway on the right, it goes the shortest distance, but it doesn’t connect to any passageways that are flooded.”


  Aria paused for a moment, deep in thought. “We’ll take the safest route. Now that we’ve run into the crabs, I don’t want to give them any extra advantages over us.”


  Jonathan swallowed thickly. “I agree.”


  Miles glanced back at the dead adventurers, and his heart clenched. He hadn’t noticed until now, but two of them were young, barely out of their teens. They must have been extremely skilled to be hired by the duke, yet to fall at such a young age… “Yes, avoiding unnecessary trouble sounds like a prudent idea.”


  As they left, Susannah stopped to take the arrows out of the quiver of the fallen group’s archer. It did not escape his notice that she stopped to whisper a few words as she did and that there was a savage smile on her face as she spoke. She must have promised to avenge them. Fists clenched, Miles promised to do the same. One way or another, they’d have to kill plenty of crabs to get the sword and escape alive.


  * * *


  Jonathan kept a watchful eye on their surroundings as they proceeded ever deeper into Mordrath. The walls here were less decorative and more functional in form. They must have passed the area set aside for residential, commercial, and ceremonial use and were now finally in the areas used for industry and mining. It would have made little sense to have ornate decorations in an area that would face constant damage from dust, debris, and the rough and tumble business of mining and other such crafts.


  They had come across the remains of more groups, and he wondered why they hadn’t been turned into zombies or skeletons by the crabs. Then again, why hadn’t all of the dwarves been turned into zombies or skeletons? There must be some explanation although he did vaguely recall something about certain groups being more resistant to necromancy than others, even in death. Then again, given the estimates of Mordrath’s population prior to its fall, the dwarf corpses they’d passed represented only a minute fraction of the kingdom’s people.


  They had also come across more and more signs of battle. Clearly, the dwarves had tried to draw a proverbial line in the sand here only to be thrown back by the unrelenting forces of the crabs. He saw a large pile of bones and armour and went to take a closer look. Oh. The bones and armour all bore the marks of fire, and the floor beneath them was scorched and blackened. The dwarves must have burnt the bodies to try and prevent them being turned into zombies. The dwarves must have held this area for a while, then, if they’d been able to take such precautions. Further up, the bodies had simply been abandoned where they fell.


  Along the way, they picked up any weapons that were in good condition, using special pouches or some of Eileen’s summons to store them. The crabs’ claws should be able to break a weapon fairly easily, so it made sense to carry spares although Jonathan still held onto the hope – likely futile – that they could avoid facing any more of the wicked crustaceans.


  When they finally reached one of the main halls set aside for the fruits of the dwarves’ mining labours, Jonathan gasped. He had read tales of the heroic last stand of the dwarves. It had been the last truly meaningful resistance they’d been able to mount, so their civilians could escape. However, he’d never thought he would see it. It was said that the king and his elite guard, along with as many others as they could muster, had marched forth to draw the attention of the crabs. They had succeeded too. There were still several dwarf kingdoms that claimed descent from the king’s children who had managed to escape to safety. This is where it must have happened, and he quietly murmured a Word to capture the sight of it in his mind forever.


  The hall was large, but the stone floor was not made of polished marble or some other precious stone, nor were there any decorations. Instead, the floor was rugged, made to survive the wear and tear of equipment and the tromping of heavy, iron-shod boots. Around the hall were the remains of fallen dwarf warriors, all of them surrounded by the shells of crabs that had been slain in a manner that made it impossible to turn them into zombies or skeletons. In many places, the crabs were piled so high that it was difficult to see the dwarves buried underneath them. The dwarves had not gone meekly to their deaths. No. They had fought and killed countless times their number before being cut down. In his hand, the spirit lantern flickered and pulsed, a cold heat emanating from it, not unlike the shiver that ran through him whenever he dared to look at a patch of sunlight from the safety of a dark room.


  The dead are restless here. I can hear them whispering. The Blood Emperor’s tone was respectful and curious. Were the necromancers unable to enslave them even in death? If so, it would speak mightily of their fighting spirit.


  Looking more closely at the corpses, Jonathan took note of how similar to metal and stone their bones looked. It was said that as dwarves grew stronger, their bones grew more and more like metal and stone, a testament to their heritage as children of the earth, beings born of rock and stone. These dwarves must have been powerful indeed.


  At the centre of the hall, atop the highest pile of broken crabs, was the one who must have been the last king of the dwarves of Mordrath. His armour was rent and broken in dozens of places, and even his weapons were in tatters. Yet despite all the years that had passed, there was still something regal about him, some air of long-dead splendour and majesty that hinted at the glory of the dwarf kings of old that had ruled when the dwarves had been united and strong. The crown of iron upon his brow was somehow free of rust despite the passage of countless years and the water that must have flooded this place from time to time.


  It was often said that the greatest of dwarf kings now was but a pale shadow of his ancestors, the lesser son of greater sires. Jonathan had not believed it before. Staring at this dwarf who must have slain all of his enemies before succumbing to his wounds – how else could he be at the top of the pile instead of buried under crabs – he believed it now. The sheer number of dead crabs was ridiculous, and the way he sat atop them was telling. He had not been one of the weak, flimsy kings of the modern age, not some cowardly ruler content to hide behind thick walls and endless ranks of soldiers. This man had been a king in deed as well as name – the greater sire that the dwarves of the present day aspired to be.


  He was a worthy king. The Blood Emperor radiated approval. They say the dwarves are gifted with the temperament of the god of smithing and crafting – stubborn and unyielding, greedy at times, yet also brave beyond all doubt and reason. Such was this king. No wonder the crabs left him and his elite unsullied. No necromancer could ever hope to command the spirits or bodies of such warriors.


  “What a dwarf,” Blue Scales said reverently. “To have slain so many of them before falling. There are none amongst my people who can claim to have done so, and we have warred with the crabs many times.” He looked at Jonathan. “Tell me, Jonathan, what do you know of this dwarf?”


  “He was the last king of the dwarves,” Jonathan said. “But the records are far from clear. Most scholars believe his name was King Dalendin IX, the one often referred to as the Troll Slayer in ancient texts, for he was said to have led a mighty campaign to wipe out the great troll tribes that plagued his kin on the mainland. From what little we know, his sons, who were but children at the time, supposedly survived the fall of Mordrath but were separated. The kings of the various dwarf kingdoms that exist today claim their descent from them although the truth of those claims has never been proven.” He would have used [Trace Memory] to view the battle for himself, but he couldn’t risk getting lost in thousands of years of memories.


  Blue Scales nodded solemnly and then raised his trident high. “Hail to you then, Dalendin, Last King of Mordrath. You were a fine warrior, and this son of the Deep acknowledges your valour and your resolve.”


  “He must have been a tough bastard.” Eric chuckled. “When I go back, I might ask Alaric if he knew him. He’s old enough that he might actually have met the guy.”


  They left the hall, but Jonathan couldn’t shake the sense of being watched. It was likely the crabs or their minions, but now and then he caught another glimpse of what he could have sworn was a ghost of a dwarf. It had been far too quiet, and it was only a matter of time before they ran into trouble. He could only hope they could fight their way out of it. Finally, they came to a halt when they reached a stout bridge that spanned a vast, yawning chasm, below which churned the dark, murky waters that had drowned the greatest of the dwarf kingdoms.


  “Okay.” Eric shook his head. “This is obviously a trap. Is there any way past this that doesn’t involve us walking straight into it?”


  Aria shook her head. “Not according to the map. There was supposed to be another bridge, but….” She trailed off and pointed to where the remains of a second bridge were. “I think it’s safe to say that’s no longer an option.”


  The Blood Emperor spoke in his mind, and Jonathan relayed his thoughts to the others. “The dwarves must have tried to hold them here before being forced back to the hall we passed. It is likely they destroyed the other bridge themselves, and this bridge shows marks of attempted demolition as well.”


  Aria grimaced. “Well, let’s get this over with. The longer we just stand around, the worse it’ll be. If we can get across quickly enough, we might be okay… if we’re lucky.” Jonathan refrained from pointing out that neither he nor she was known for their fantastic luck.


  With Eric in the lead, they moved across the bridge as quickly as they dared. It had clearly seen better days, and there were cracks all over it. Alas, they were only halfway across before Eric’s fears were realised.


  “And here comes the ambush,” Eric muttered as crabs scuttled onto the bridge from below, cutting off their advance and their retreat. “I hate being right all the time.” His eyes narrowed, and his muscles tensed. “I say we go right at the ones in front of us. It’s not that far to the other side. We can force our way through.”


  “I agree.” Susannah had her bow at the ready. “This bridge is in bad shape. I doubt it’ll last long with so much extra weight on it.”


  “All right.” Aria steeled herself. “We push forward.” She nodded at Roger. “Get us started.”


  An [Ash Bolt] slammed into the crabs in front of them, and they charged forward. The crabs at the front immediately bunched up, forming a thick wall of virtually impenetrable shell. Roger hurled an [Ash Blast] to break up the formation and then turned to hold off the crabs behind them. Eileen looked like she wanted to transform into something bigger than a bear, but anything larger might break the bridge. Turning into a flier would also be hazardous. There were far more magic-wielding crabs here, and already, Aria had been forced to focus entirely on defence after a barrage of foul, corrupting energy hurtled their way.


  “Be careful, sir,” Miles urged as he leapt forward and kicked one crab off the bridge. The blow wasn’t fatal, but it didn’t have to be. They just needed to get across the bridge.


  “This is bad,” Jonathan muttered. He awkwardly clubbed a crab off the bridge before almost losing his arm to the crushing claws of another. The pointed end of a crab leg skittered off his shoulder armour while another clattered into his shield. He snarled. If only he was better with a blade, he could help more. Wait! There were Signs he could use. His mind drifted back to the Signs he’d glimpsed carved onto the doorways near the downed adventurers, and he reached for his magic and his willpower to make one. The Sign flared to life, alight with indescribable, eldritch radiance. The crabs reeled back, some even shielding themselves with their claws.


  “Was that a Sign?” Aria asked. “How many more times can you use it?” Her sword was blazing like a second sun, but the glowing barriers she’d summoned had begun to crack as they pushed forward. Tendrils of inky darkness spread through the air, and Jonathan fought the urge to recoil. Wherever the darkness touched Aria’s barriers, there was a sound like two blades being dragged against one another and a smell like old, rotting meat.


  “A few more times,” Jonathan said as the Sign faded away. “It’s easier since they’re not being etched onto anything even if they don’t last as long.” He would have said more, but the bridge chose that exact moment to give a low, ominous groan. “What was that?” he yelped.


  The cracks all over the bridge began to widen alarmingly. Roger’s eyes widened, and the raccoon abandoned attacking in favour of using his magic to try to put the bridge back together, but it was far too little, far too late. There was a thunderous crack, and the bridge split apart.


  “Damn it!” Eric cursed as the stone beneath him gave way. “I should have known this would happen!” He glanced down at the water. “This is not going to be fun.”


  Desperately, Eileen tried to turn into a giant eagle, but the sheer volume of debris, to say nothing of the falling crabs, knocked her out of the air to plummet alongside them. Jonathan hissed as the Blood Emperor shoved his power at him. It hurt, but he could understand the ancient vampire’s concern. There was running water down there, a lot of it. This… this was going to be very, very unpleasant. Hopefully, he didn’t end up like his father.


  He hit the water – hard – and immediately struggled to move. It wasn’t as damaging as a proper river would have been, but the water felt as thick and tough as tar. It was draining him of what strength he had, and he fought for the surface only to fail and be dragged deeper. Dimly, he was aware of the current carrying him along. The spirit lantern was still there – he’d tied it onto his armour – and the light it cast pulsed with cold, bitter brightness. He was tossed and battered, his armour dented and torn, before the raging waters finally threw him against a ledge of sorts. With the last of his strength, he hauled himself up onto the ledge and rolled onto his back. He was alive.


  He wasn’t sure how long he simply stared up into the darkness, his body aching, and his armour feeling as though it weighed as much as a castle. Little by little, strength returned to his limbs, and he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. It was Miles – and there weren’t any crabs nearby either.


  “Miles!” he croaked. The water was no longer draining his strength, but he was still far from his best. He needed blood. He reached for the gourd he always carried, but it was gone. The current must have jarred it loose. However, Miles always carried a spare for him. “Miles!”


  Miles dragged himself out of the water and staggered over. “Thank the gods, sir!” Around his neck was one of the necklaces they’d taken from the fallen adventurers. It was doubtful he’d have survived without it. “Here, sir.” Miles handed him a gourd full of rich, nourishing blood. “Have you seen any of the others?”


  Jonathan sat up and took a long sip of the blood. Fresh strength filled his veins, and his weariness lifted. His mind was clear once more, and he no longer felt as though he was stuck in tar. “No.” He coughed and shook his head. “You’re the only one I’ve seen.” He stumbled to his feet. “I don’t think we should stay near the water, Miles.”


  “Indeed, sir.”


  “We can stay nearby for a few minutes. It shouldn’t be long before the others show up unless the current swept them in another direction.” He took another sip and then handed the gourd back to Miles. By some miracle, the spirit lantern was still there and undamaged. In its cold light, Miles looked every bit his age. “We need to be ready to run, Miles. If more crabs come, I don’t think the two of us will be able to fight them off.”


  “I agree. Discretion may well be the better part of valour – at least until we find the others.”


  
Interlude Two – Best Friends


  “In retrospect,” Susannah drawled as she calmly plucked an arrow out of her quiver and stabbed the giant badger square in the eye. “I probably should have grabbed one of my family’s special heirloom swords or at least one of the magical ones before we decided to run away from home.”


  Roger rolled his eyes and blasted the wounded beast with a bolt of lightning as Susannah leapt clear, spinning end over end through the air before landing with a flourish and catching her hat. It was, he conceded, a pretty nice hat, not that someone who indulged in so much extravagant acrobatics should be wearing a hat. Honestly, he’d made a mistake teaching her the runes he used to make sure that his war wizard hat stayed on and always returned to him no matter what. She hadn’t gotten them to work properly yet, but she was getting better. Her hat still fell off, but it always found its way back to her.


  It wasn’t unusual for his best friend to act a little hastily although, to be fair, she’d only run off because he had. As she’d put it, she wasn’t going to let him wander the world alone because he’d probably get stabbed or eaten by a dragon in about ten minutes. It would have been funny if her words hadn’t also been so accurate. As a war wizard, he was incredibly powerful. Apart from his Words – which were perfect for annihilating large groups or portions of the landscape – he knew plenty of generic magic as well. However, he was also a raccoon. Sure, raccoons from the empire were far smarter and hardier than their lesser kin, but he still couldn’t take anywhere near as much damage as a human or an elf, to say nothing of the absurd level of durability Susannah had. If someone stabbed her in the gut, she’d just laugh, yank out the knife, and stab them back. She could laugh off an injury like that. The odds were that her opponent couldn’t. And him? Roger would be dead.


  He used a combination of sign language and raccoon speech to give his reply. Inwardly, he berated himself for forgetting to snatch a translation charm on his way out. He could have sworn he had one in the pockets of his robes, but he must have taken it out earlier. Susannah grinned and skipped over to the downed badger with a long stick she’d picked up earlier. A few pokes later, she was certain it was dead.


  “Yeah, more planning would have been ideal, but I think we both know how it would have gone. If we’d stuck around any longer, the others would have noticed something was up and dragged us back. At least I managed to snag a proper quiver and my bow, along with some decent daggers and a glamour broach.”


  Roger twitched. Mention of the broach only made him feel guiltier. Raccoons from the Raccoon Empire lived roughly as long as humans, and he was a solid eighteen years old. Susannah, though, was only sixteen, but the broach gave her the appearance of someone in her early twenties. He’d been sorely tempted to send her back. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if something happened to her, but the pragmatic part of him – the part that had helped him to become a fully qualified war wizard years before most of his kin – had calmly pointed out that despite being only sixteen, his best friend was more than capable of handling herself. If anything happened to her, the odds were also good that he’d be dead too, so he wouldn’t have to live with himself. Problem solved.


  Huntresses from Susannah’s clan got the cloaks they were so famous for when they graduated from training and had completed a sufficient number of suitably difficult missions. Keeping in mind that even an apprentice from Susannah’s clan was one of the most dangerous things in the world on two legs, it was still rare for someone from the clan to earn their cloak before they were twenty-one. The very best managed it at eighteen. Susannah? She’d been fourteen when she’d gotten hers. It hadn’t been favouritism either. She was just that good. Indeed, were it not for her carefree and mischievous demeanour – so different from most of her kin – her clan would have considered her the ideal huntress. Instead, she was a headache: someone who was too talented to ignore but also too troublesome to work with. Well, Roger liked her just fine the way she was.


  “So… did you have a plan?” Susannah asked. The dead badger had been menacing a local village for weeks, and the money they’d earn for killing it should keep them going for a while. It wasn’t what they’d get for killing a dragon, but it was a lot easier and way less likely to end in horrible, fiery death. Admittedly, he was fairly confident that Susannah could, with the right preparations and circumstances, kill a dragon, but he’d rather not risk it. Raccoons weren’t fireproof, and neither was she, even if she was far harder to burn than most people. “Because as fun as killing the occasional giant badger is, I really hope this isn’t all we’ll be doing for the next few years.”


  Roger made a face. He hadn’t thought particularly far ahead. He’d wanted to see the world while continuing to increase his magical power and skill outside of the stuffy guidelines of his kin. Susannah’s clan had rules, sure, but his clan were even worse. They’d lost one particularly important political battle centuries ago, and they’d been forced to flee the empire. They’d never forgotten about it either, and they were obsessed with returning to the empire one day and reclaiming what they viewed as their rightful place. He scoffed. Who needed the empire? His clan was strong. With the help of Susannah’s clan who’d been their allies for almost as long as they’d been exiled, they’d seized their own territory. It was time to forget about the past and focus on the present. Never mind the empire. They had a new home now – a better home.


  I was thinking we could become adventurers or mercenaries for a few years. That way we could see the world and grow stronger at the same time. It shouldn’t be too hard with the two of us.


  A normal person would never have been able to understand him, but Susannah was fluent in raccoon. She could even do a decent impression of speaking it too. It was what happened when someone spent most of her formative years around a raccoon. Indeed, some of his earliest memories were of curling up to her when she’d been little more than a toddler. She’d loved to bury her face in his soft fur, something she still did when she slept. In fairness, most of her clan was fluent in raccoon since their two clans were close allies. Indeed, they shared most of their settlements with each other.


  “Not bad. It’s a little light on details, but I think we can make it work.” Susannah struck a pose and gazed off into the distance. She looked quite heroic – or she would have if she hadn’t been standing on top of the smoking corpse of a giant badger. “It’s like a story out of the legends: a young heroine wandering the world in search of evil to slay with the help of her loyal pet raccoon.”


  I am not your pet raccoon. Roger puffed out his chest. If anything, you’re my pet human.


  “Eh, close enough. You’re my faithful sidekick, and you’re a raccoon.” She smirked and raised her stick. A use of [Slice] allowed the stick to cut through the badger’s front-right paw like paper. “Let’s go collect our reward money.” He nodded and hopped onto her back. “Really? You want me to carry you around?”


  You’ve got longer legs than me, and it’s a long way back. Besides, you said I’m your pet raccoon, didn’t you? That means you have to carry me back.


  “Aren’t you a lazy raccoon?” She grinned. “Fine.” With a smile on her lips, she burst into motion, leaping from tree branch to tree branch as she decided to take the high way through the forest. Roger clung on tightly. He didn’t mind walking, but there was no way he could keep up if Susannah decided to move at anything close to her full speed. It made him wonder what her grandfather would think. He’d probably say she was being weird and point out that werewolves were not meant to run around in trees. Of course, despite being her grandfather’s favourite grandchild, Susannah wasn’t actually a werewolf, not that Roger was game to point that out. Given who her grandfather was, disagreeing with him was probably not a good idea, even for a war wizard.


  To Roger’s relief, finding mercenary work wasn’t difficult. Sure, he was a raccoon, but most mercenaries weren’t spoiled for choice. He was a war wizard, and normally, only the most elite mercenaries could expect a war wizard’s assistance. Once people saw what he could do, they were usually practical enough to hire him since a war wizard was a great way to even the odds – or tip them in their favour. For people who were usually considered disposable by their employers, having someone around who could cow most of their enemies into submission was a welcome change. Besides, him being a raccoon ceased to matter once magic started getting thrown around.


  Likewise, no one was going to complain about Susannah. In a clan of people whose archery was respected by even the elves, Susannah was one of the best. Throw in how good she was at sneaking around, along with all of the other abilities she’d honed during her training, and it was no wonder people thought she’d devoted herself entirely to the bow and stealth. If only they knew the truth. The bow wasn’t her favourite weapon, or even her best one. She was better with a sword, and she’d only become so stealthy because she had hated losing at hide and seek as a child. Her preferred method of fighting was actually to kick down doors and wade through the broken, mangled bodies of her enemies.


  Of course, not every mission with mercenaries went well. There was a reason so few people trusted them and why so many of them had such short lifespans.


  * * *


  “So… let me get this straight. You’re double crossing us?” Susannah rolled her eyes and glanced back at Roger, very deliberately turning her back on the mercenaries they’d only joined a few days ago. “That’s what, the third time this has happened this month?”


  Roger gave a low growl. It was actually the fourth time this month – a new and somewhat unwelcome record. After initially running into mercenaries with a reasonable sense of honour, they’d run into four bad groups in a row. Of course, turning her back on their opponents wasn’t an empty gesture. Susannah wasn’t stupid. It blocked their view of him and let her palm a pair of throwing knives without anyone noticing.


  “You’re not in on this, are you, Ethan?” Susannah asked. Ethan was standing several steps behind Roger and looking very much like he was about to throw up. He was a young lad, only fifteen, and he’d joined up around the same time they had. As far as Roger could tell, he was a decent sort who’d only joined up because he was an orphan in dire need of coin and a place to stay.


  The teenager shook his head. Unlike the others, he had a very good pair of eyes. He’d noticed how much Roger and Susannah held back when they fought, and he wanted no part in this folly. “No, ma’am.”


  “Good because you seem like a decent kid. It’d be a shame to kill you.”


  “That’s okay. It’d be a shame to die.”


  “Then stay right there. This’ll be over soon.”


  The leader of the group laughed. “What? Do you really think you can fight us all off at the same –”


  Susannah turned and flicked her wrists. The leader and his second-in-command both dropped with knives lodged in their eyes. A split-second later, Roger unleashed the magic he’d been gathering. Words were great, and he preferred to use them when things got serious due to their power and efficiency. However, they could be ‘heard’ whenever they were used unless special measures were taken. Generic magic was harder to learn and less efficient, but it couldn’t be ‘heard’ like Words could. As Susannah stepped to one side, he thrust his paws forward. A shockwave of raw force hurled the mercenaries back. The luckier ones were killed outright, smashed against the trees behind them. The less lucky ones were left wounded but alive, at least until Susannah picked up a handful of pebbles.


  “You know,” she drawled as she juggled the pebbles and smiled a very not-nice smile. “You should have honoured the deal. We could have all walked away from this richer. Oh well.” She tossed the pebbles. “[Pierce].” With how powerful her use of the Word was she might as well have been firing ballista bolts.


  Once the mercenaries had stopped moving, Roger hopped over to go through their pockets. He wasn’t going to feel the least bit bad about killing and robbing people who had planned to betray and murder them. He frowned. One of them was trying to crawl away – he must have used a Word of his own to help him heal – but another pebble through his skull put an end to his escape attempt. Ethan, meanwhile, was trembling like a leaf and eyeing the carnage in complete disbelief.


  “Maybe we should give monster hunting a try?” Susannah suggested. “I mean… it’s basically what my clan does for a living, and it’s not like we can get betrayed if it’s just the two of us, right?” She paused dramatically. “Unless… I’m the one betraying you.”


  Roger rolled his eyes. And then who’d put up with you?


  “I’ll have you know that I am very charming.” Susannah rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “At least, that’s what grandpa always says although I guess he might be biased.” She glanced over at Ethan. The boy had yet to move from his spot. She tossed him a pouch of coins she’d pilfered from one of the dead mercenaries. “This is for being a decent person and not trying to betray us. You should probably head off and find another group, maybe even join the town guard or something.” She paused and her voice softened. Roger sighed. She wasn’t as ruthless as she liked to believe sometimes. “Look, Ethan, go back to the town we just left. Ask Old Micah to help you find a group. Tell him we sent you. We’ve worked with him before. He’s a bit long in the tooth, but he’s a good guy. He’ll get you sorted.”


  “Thank you.” Ethan nodded stiffly and then ran off.


  I think you’re right. Your grandpa is pretty biased. He’s also crazy.


  “Have you ever said that to his face?”


  Are you kidding? I enjoy living. Roger hopped over one corpse and then rolled one of the others over with a grunt of effort. He grinned. This one had some nice protective charms he could ‘borrow’. They’d been completely overwhelmed by Susannah’s attack, but he could fix them up with a bit of hard work. But we can give monster hunting a try. It can’t be any worse than this. At the very least, the pay should be better, and giant monsters are perfect for practicing Words and generic magic on.


  * * *


  Roger sighed as he dangled over the water. When Susannah had explained her ‘brilliant’ plan to lure the lake monster out into the open, she had somehow omitted one small but incredibly important detail.


  “Here, fishy, fishy,” Susannah chanted. “Here, fishy, fishy.”


  Roger glared. Sadly, he had yet to master the noble art of shooting lightning from his eyes although he had learned how to shoot it from his tail and there were records suggesting it was possible. He’d just have to keep practicing until he could pull it off, and if Susannah happened to get zapped, well, sometimes the gods were just. Besides, it’s not like a little bit of lightning would actually kill her.


  “Oh, don’t give me that look,” Susannah teased as she lowered him just enough for his paws to touch the water. “I told you we needed to lure it out into the open, and how else were we supposed to do it without using bait?”


  Why do I have to be the bait? Why can’t you be the bait?


  “While I would be happy to take your place, it wouldn’t work. You’re not strong enough to hang me off a fishing rod, and I’m too big to fit on one anyway. You, however, can be dangled off a fishing rod, and I am more than strong enough to pull you out of the way when our target shows up.” Susannah cackled. “Now, come on. You have to splash around more. You’re supposed to be a wounded animal just waiting to be devoured.”


  Roger huffed and started to splash around as Susannah tossed more blood and guts from the fish they’d caught earlier into the lake. At least his robes were designed to stay dry and clean. It would have been a huge hassle getting blood out of them, which was probably why Susannah’s clan favoured the colour red. They had an alarming tendency to get doused in buckets of blood although most of it wasn’t their own. His robes also had plenty of protective magic woven into them. He’d never be as durable as his friend – he sometimes wondered if anything could kill her – but his robes made him passably tough.


  Fine, but if it doesn’t show up in an hour, we’re switching places. I’ll make a mud golem or something.


  “Hah!” Susannah laughed. “If it’s not here in the next thirty minutes, we’ll switch.” She tossed another bucketful of guts into the water with obvious glee. “My grandma taught me this technique. It’s an ancient secret that has been passed down from generation to generation. If it can lure a giant shark out of the ocean depths, it can lure out some random lake monster. And with you splashing around, there’s no way it can fail.”


  Roger knew about that shark. He’d seen its jaws. Susannah’s grandmother had always grumbled about how she’d thought it would be bigger despite it being large enough to swallow a whale whole. Honestly, some huntresses had no common sense at all. Oh well. He needed to stay focused. Raccoons were not exactly known for their aquatic prowess. If he fell into the lake, he was as good as dead, but he wasn’t too worried. As keen as his senses were, Susannah’s were even keener. She would notice the lake monster long before he did, a testament to her clan’s unique gifts and her grandfather’s power. He was confident she’d get him safely out of harm’s way. With little else to do except dangle there and splash around, he decided to mentally review everything they knew about the lake monster.


  Supposedly, the lake monster resembled a sea serpent in size and general shape, but sea serpents were only found in saltwater. A few could live in fresh water or brackish water for a time, but none could do so for long. The creature also boasted exceptional power and durability since it had apparently bested several monster hunters, some of whom Roger personally knew to be competent. In those battles, it had also shown the ability to unleash blasts of water at pressures and speeds high enough to carve through trees and stone. Based on that little bit of information, Susannah suspected they were dealing with a freshwater leviathan. Such monsters lacked the sheer size and overwhelming might of their saltwater kin, but they were still far more dangerous than any mere sea serpent. Well, it shouldn’t be much longer before they found out –


  Roger gave a strangled squawk as Susannah hoisted him up and back, effortlessly flicking him off the end of the elf-made fishing rod at the perfect time to let him land on his feet. Roger patted his robes down before checking to make sure his hat was in place. Good. It would be annoying if he’d lost it. It wasn’t like he could go home and get another one. Sadly, the same could not be said about Susannah’s hat. A hydra had eaten it during their last mission although she had gotten the last laugh. That hydra’s heads were now adorning the walls of a very wealthy nobleman.


  “Look alive, buddy.” Susannah grinned impishly. “We’ve got company.”


  The lake monster burst out of the water in all of its terrible glory. Roger’s eyes widened as he looked up – way, way up. Foot after foot of gleaming aquamarine scales emerged from the water. Okay. They might be in some trouble here. The reports had placed the beast at a ‘mere’ hundred feet or so in length. This thing had to be at least twice that long. Either the reports were horribly mistaken, or this thing was still growing. High above them, a pair of ruby eyes narrowed as the creature drew its head back. Around it, the water began to churn as a combination of magic and special organs began to collect water in preparation for its attack.


  “Move, Roger!”


  Roger burst into motion as a beam of pressurised water ripped through the air. It carved a gash in the ground and sliced cleanly through a pair of trees as the monster turned its head to track them. A flick of its head had the beam skittering crazily toward them, but Susannah was ready. She leapt, tucking her knees to her chest as she went up and over the attack. Roger, being much smaller, opted to throw himself flat against the ground.


  Susannah loosed an arrow as she landed. The projectile exploded against the beast’s scales, but it barely seemed to notice. “How can you be so bad at dodging when you’re so small?” She grabbed him and threw him in one direction before running in the opposite direction. The lake monster’s gaze locked onto her, and another beam of water came within inches of cutting her in two. At the last moment, she ghosted out of the way and flipped onto the branches of a nearby tree. “Hit it with something,” she shouted as she leapt from tree to tree, a lithe, swift shadow. “I’ll keep it busy.”


  Roger scrambled to his feet and raised his paws in the air. There was no point in starting small. This thing was too big.


  [Ash Blast].


  The Word was a far stronger version of [Ash Bolt]. Instead of firing a bolt of molten ash, it delivered a prolonged stream of molten ash in a manner reminiscent of dragon fire. It was at least as strong as seven or eight of the weaker Words put together, and when Roger put his back into it, he could make it perhaps sixteen times as powerful. Since Roger was not an idiot and enjoyed living, he aimed it at the lake monster’s face and threw as much power into it as he could.


  In a matter of seconds, several tonnes of molten ash slammed into the beast’s face. It reeled back as the sheer weight and heat of the assault caught it completely off guard. Water immediately surged up from the lake to stem the assault – another ability common to leviathans – and Roger switched tactics. His opponent was, for the time being, blind, wounded, and barely able to breathe. In other words, if he was quick, he should be able to get one attack in for free. He intended to make the most of it, and his opponent was right in the middle of a lake. His choice was clear.


  [Lightning Blast].


  Much like the Word he’d previously used, this was a scaled-up version of a more famous Word, in this case the infamous [Lightning Bolt]. A colossal blast of lightning crackled down from the sky and struck the monster head on. It didn’t scream. Instead, it shrieked, a high-pitched, keening wail that threatened to burst his sensitive eardrums. Roger hastily used generic magic to cast a partial silencing spell to muffle the noise. He might not have belonged to the main bloodline, but he was still a distant, distant descendant of Roger the Relentless, a raccoon so awesome he’d earned the respect of dragons, krakens, and leviathans alike. He wasn’t as strong as that Roger – he doubted any raccoon ever would be – but his magic was no joke. Jaw clenched, he continued to shove power into [Lightning Blast].


  Unfortunately, however, when his Word finally ended, the freshwater leviathan was not dead. On the contrary it was hurt, blind, and smoking… and incredibly pissed off.


  Without even bothering to aim, the wounded beast thrashed is head back and forth. A beam of high-pressure water sliced through the air, and more water rose up from the lake to pelt the shoreline. As Roger gawped at the display and then hastily scrambled for cover, Susannah burst into a sprint and grabbed him. With speed no human should have possessed – and the humanity of her clan had been a matter of debate for centuries – she dodged through the watery onslaught as Roger focused on hurling as much magic as he could at the monster.


  “See if you can slow it down,” Susannah said as she lobbed him at one of the few remaining trees. “I think I can kill it now.”


  Roger nodded and threw more lightning. Susannah’s Words were exceptionally potent, but the element of surprise was crucial. Once Susannah revealed what she could do, the creature would either change its tactics or retreat. If it was smart enough, it might even recognise the threat she posed and attack before she could strike. Even Susannah would struggle to hit it if the leviathan simply buried her under a tidal wave of water. She needed to wait for the perfect moment and then kill it with her first attack, or the battle would become even more difficult.


  Susannah took a second to get her feet solidly beneath her and then loosed an arrow.


  [Pierce].


  It was such a simple, direct Word. All it did was enhance the ability of an object to pierce through things. Its usefulness for an archer was obvious. An arrow with [Pierce] on it was much more likely to penetrate armour instead of simply glancing off. Well, that was what most people would have done with it. Roger had seen Susannah throw a sheet of paper through a brick wall. True, the sheet of paper had crumbled afterward, but it had still gone through the bricks like they weren’t even there.


  Her arrow streaked through the air and went right through the scales around the leviathan’s throat. Now, a well-known fact that monster hunters usually tried to take advantage of was the fact that monsters were generally squishier on the inside than the outside. The arrow Susannah had loosed was covered in explosive runes, and like most such arrows it was triggered by impact. With [Pierce] on the arrow, though, it hadn’t registered any resistance until it was already inside the leviathan’s throat – where it exploded. And that was one of the reasons she had waited so long to attack in earnest. The timing required and the exact amount of magic needed to ensure the arrow detonated inside the leviathan’s throat instead of against its scales or simply passing through were incredibly precise. And so Susannah had watched and waited, studying the leviathan’s durability carefully until she could be sure.


  And the results, as always, were impressive.


  The monster wasn’t quite decapitated, but it was very, very dead. It wavered briefly and then toppled onto the shore with earth-shaking force. Susannah skipped over to the body and took out her fishing rod, so she could prod the corpse.


  “It’s okay, Roger. You can come over. The scary monster is dead.”


  He huffed. It took you long enough.


  “Yeah, well, I’d rather get it right the first time. Do you really think it would let me take a second shot? Not a chance.” Susannah grinned and extended one hand. “But congratulations are in order, partner. Once again, we stand triumphant over the forces of darkness.”


  I’m not sure the leviathan was working for the forces of darkness. He shook her hand and then darted forward to bite her finger. That’s for using me as bait! She laughed and hoisted him up onto her shoulder. It was a long way back to the town, and raccoons weren’t built for long-distance, high-speed travel. We should tell the townsfolk that it’s dead, or we could try to haul its body back to town.


  “Yeah… no. We’ll cut off one of its fangs or something.” The monster twitched, and she fired a second arrow into its body. Another explosion followed, and it fell still, a massive hole blown in its body. “Oh, right. These things can get so big they sometimes have a secondary brain you need to kill too.”


  Or it was just twitching because it’s so big the rest of its body hasn’t realised it’s supposed to be dead yet.


  They cut off one of the monster’s fangs – it would make for a wonderful sword or lance – and were about to leave when Susannah’s eyes narrowed. She flung a dagger at a nearby tree as Roger hissed and gathered his magic. He layered a generic defensive spell over the two of them and prepared to hurl something nasty at whoever had come to try to steal their kill. It wouldn’t be the first time. In their line of work, the victors were often too exhausted to put up much of a fight. Well, not this time. They’d teach whoever this was a lesson they’d never forget.


  A lone figure emerged from behind the tree, his cloak still pinned to the trunk by Susannah’s dagger. He had his hands up in the air in the near-universal sign of surrender, and he didn’t seem to be carrying any other weapons on his person except the dagger any sensible person carried when they were out and about. Even Roger carried one, not that it was very big or likely to be much good against someone who really knew what they were doing. It was good for catching people by surprise, though. Nobody ever expected to get stabbed by a raccoon.


  “So,” Susannah drawled. “Mind telling us why you were trying to sneak up on us?”


  Roger used a special application of generic magic to grasp the winds around them. It had taken him years to develop a generic version of [Whisper of the Wind], a Word that could reveal whatever the wind touched. This version came with the very obvious advantage of not telling everyone what he was doing. As far as he could tell, this man was alone. He frowned. He recognised the livery on the man’s clothing. It belonged to one of the prominent Houses of the Blood Alliance although he couldn’t remember exactly which one. Maybe he should have paid more attention during his lessons.


  “What does the House of Bloodfang want with us?” Susannah asked. Roger grinned. His friend might not have liked all of her lessons, but she had mastered the ancient art of slacking off while somehow still retaining important information. “Well?”


  The man slowly – and carefully – retrieved a scroll from within his cloak and held it out toward them. “I was asked to give this to the lady ranger and the raccoon wizard. My master – the Duke of Bloodfang – has need of skilled adventurers, mercenaries, and monster hunters. He will pay most generously or offer whatever assistance he can if money is not enough. The scroll contains some of the details, but you must first accept the mission and meet with His Grace in person before you can learn more.”


  Susannah used her fishing rod to pull the scroll over, so they could both read it. The contents were intriguing. Roger had heard of Mordrath. Long ago, some raccoons of the empire had journeyed to the accursed place, and they’d barely escaped with their lives. Since then, every raccoon with a working brain had steered clear of the place. However, the duke was determined to send a relatively small but elite force into the ancient kingdom. The exact purpose of the mission was not disclosed, but their purpose was easy enough to understand. Mordrath could easily be infested with monsters, and they were monster hunters. He and Susannah had not completed as many missions as some monster hunters – they’d only been doing this for a few months – but the missions they had completed had been impressively difficult.


  He looked at Susannah. This sounded like a risky mission, but it was exactly the kind of mission they needed to establish a suitable reputation. They’d be able to get much better jobs instead of taking whatever came their way.


  “Well, we have to go home someday, right? When we do, we’d better have at least a couple of truly incredible feats of heroism up our sleeves, or we’re going to be in a lot of trouble.” She chuckled. “Or we could move in with gramps. He’s always asking me to come over.”


  Roger nodded. Leaving the way they had would mean trouble down the road – especially for her – but both of their families were suitably pragmatic. It came with the business. If they could return having accomplished some truly impressive feats, the exact circumstances of their departure could be overlooked. They would have ‘gone on a heroic quest’ rather than absconded or deserted. And he really didn’t want to live with her grandfather. Raccoons and werewolves did not have a great history of getting along, not least because he was just about the right size for a quick snack.


  Once they’d accepted the mission and met with Duke Bloodfang to learn what the mission was really about, their next step had been to sound out other groups. The two of them were formidable, but two people wouldn’t get far in a place like Mordrath. However, the groups they encountered were either unwilling to add to their number or unwilling to add a raccoon. The former made sense. Experienced adventurer groups were tight-knit units, and they had honed their tactics and strategies together over years of hard work. Adding two new people could completely throw off the group dynamic, which could prove deadly in a place like Mordrath.


  As for the latter, Roger couldn’t say he was surprised. Unlike the mercenary groups they’d joined in the past, these people were skilled and in demand. They weren’t desperate enough to take a risk on a raccoon, and many already had powerful magic users. Given how vulnerable he was in close combat, they didn’t think he’d be worth the extra effort to protect. His inability to communicate was also a problem. Translation charms were exceptionally difficult to make for raccoons since they weren’t simply humans speaking another language. His family had several people who could make them, as did Susannah’s, but their attempts to find one that worked for him without going back had all failed. Oh, he could still write, but writing in the middle of combat was not an ideal way to communicate. What was he going to do, hold up a wooden sign or something?


  However, Susannah got plenty of offers. Someone with her skills was easy to integrate into almost any group, but she wasn’t going to join a group unless he got to join too. She knew better than anyone that without people to keep his enemies at bay, his lack of durability was going to get him killed.


  As they waited for the day to depart, they decided that they might have no choice but to go on their own and then retreat if things got too bad. During a trip outside Ash Harbour to deal with a giant badger – the weather this time of year was perfect for them – Susannah had again opted to use him as bait. That was when they’d run into another group. It wasn’t one they’d met before, but they had heard about them. One of the other groups had even suggested giving them a try since they were, apparently, full of weirdoes.


  Roger understood the comment soon enough. It was a truly motley group: a former paladin, an academically inclined vampire noble, a werewolf, a shape-shifter, a merman, and a butler. It was far from normal, and Roger had been quietly hopeful they’d be allowed to join. After all, a runaway huntress and a raccoon war wizard would fit right in, wouldn’t they?


  To his relief, the group had allowed them to join. He’d gotten even luckier when it turned out the vampire could understand his sign language. More importantly, they’d fit in, and Aria, the team’s leader in battle, had immediately recognised how effective he could be if he had room to work. Of course, things had started going downhill once they got to Mordrath, but they’d handled things well enough right up until the bridge had collapsed.


  As he plummeted toward the churning waters, Roger looked around. He couldn’t see Susannah anywhere. He gulped. She’d be fine. She always was. But until they ran into each other again, he’d have to do his best to stay alive. Hopefully, he’d meet at least one of the others. One raccoon wouldn’t last long in Mordrath alone, and Susannah would be quite upset if she had to find another pet raccoon.


  
Part Three – The Unconquered


  Blue Scales growled a curse as a deluge of falling debris drove him beneath the surface of the water. He was in no danger of drowning, but he was fortunate not to suffer further injury as bits and pieces of the ruined bridge rained down on him. He raised his arms and trident in a bid to ward off the worst of it and wondered how the others were faring. He would have dearly liked to use a Word, but he has hard-pressed just to keep his skull in one piece. What power he could muster was not enough to seize control of the water. It was like trying to move tar. The crabs must be fighting him for control.


  He was vaguely aware of the others hitting the water too, but then a powerful current swept them apart. Even with the necklaces they had, it would be far too easy for them to drown. All it would take was the current or a piece of debris dislodging the necklaces. Ignoring the pain as several chunks of stone thudded into him, he somehow found the focus and power to steady the rushing current ever so slightly. It wasn’t much, but it was all he could do right –


  THUD.


  A large piece of stone thumped into his head, and he was driven beneath the water. His head spun, and he almost lost consciousness. Blood filled his mouth, and more of it rolled down his forehead and across his eyes. His trident nearly slipped from his grasp as he fought the weakness clawing at his limbs. The current surged again, and he felt himself get carried off. Once more, he tried to use a Word, but the raging waters slammed him into one piece of debris after another before he tumbled along the walls of what felt like a thoroughfare of some sort. Battered and bruised, he was forced to focus simply on surviving.


  A sudden fortuitous shift in the current brought him closer to the others. [Merman’s Breath] was not a Word he used often. As a merman, he could already breathe underwater. However, it would allow someone else – even a raccoon – to breathe underwater for a short period of time. Even if the necklaces were torn off, it should get the others through this until the current slowed. Through the haze of pain, he managed to fling the Word at the others before the current ripped him out of range. The onslaught of water and debris hurled him against wall after wall and obstacle after obstacle before it dragged him along a long, winding tunnel. He hit several doorways, and it was only later, much later that the passageway widened and the current slowed enough for him to regain his bearings.


  The current had carried him to a half-flooded chamber of some kind. Based on its appearance, it must have been used as a gathering place for miners and other workmen. Dragging himself up onto a ledge and then onto a dry section of the chamber, he took several moments to tend to his wounds. He had a litany of cuts, scrapes, and bruises, but the worst wound was from the blow he’d taken to the head. It made him dizzy, and although the water here was far from ideal, it was still possible to heal his injuries with it. It took longer than he would have liked, and it consumed more power than he’d hoped, but he was eventually able to heal his wounds. As he was preparing to leave in search of the others, he caught sight of a small form struggling amidst the slowing waters and wreckage. It was Roger. Quickly, Blue Scales leapt in and wrapped one arm around the raccoon. The war wizard struggled briefly before he realised he was in safe hands.


  “Easy, my friend.” Blue Scales climbed out of the water and lowered the raccoon onto dry stone. He winced as the war wizard hacked and wheezed, coughing up water. Through some act of magic, his robes and hat were still intact and dry. “You’ve swallowed a lot of water. This will feel strange, but it will be over soon. [Control Water].” He used the Word to tug any further errant water out of the raccoon’s lungs. It was not a pleasant experience, but Roger looked much better once it was over. “Do you know where the others are?”


  Roger shook his head and then pointed to something behind Blue Scales. It was Eric. The werewolf caught sight of them and waved weakly before swimming close enough for Blue Scales to haul him out of the water. He flopped onto his back, and the merman repeated the process he’d just used on Roger.


  “Thanks,” Eric mumbled. From the rips and tears in his clothing, he must have suffered considerable injuries that his werewolf regeneration had managed to heal. “Let me tell you, my friend, us werewolves are not made for aquatic adventuring.”


  Blue Scales closed his eyes and reached out with his magic. “I do not think any of the others will be arriving here. It would seem the currents took them in another direction.” His gaze darkened. “I’m not sure where we are either. The current was… disorienting.”


  “We’re lucky to be alive.” Eric groaned and sat up. “I don’t think anyone will blame you for getting lost.” He looked around. His spear was nowhere in sight. A small smile crossed his lips, and he stood up and gestured sharply. His magic flared, and a whistling sound filled the air. A moment later, his spear sliced through the water and then leapt into his waiting hands. He smirked. “Totally worth the extra cost.”


  Roger, who had begun to study their surroundings more intently, made a sound to get their attention. Over a half-fallen wall, which had blocked much of the view, were signs of battle. The shells of long-dead crabs and the armoured forms of adventurers were easy enough to identify. However, their gazes were drawn to the tattered remnants of a map clutched in the hands of one of the adventurers.


  “I’d say this is our lucky day, but considering how it’s gone so far, I think this makes it just about even.” Eric patted Roger on the head, drawing a scowl from the raccoon. “Good work, little guy. I don’t suppose you know any magic to keep it from falling to bits while we’re trying to pry it out of that guy’s hands, do you?”


  It turned out that Roger did know some generic magic to keep the map in one piece, and their luck wasn’t half bad either. They weren’t too far from their eventual destination since the current had carried them deeper into the mines. They also made sure to grab some extra weaponry from the downed adventurers. It couldn’t hurt to have some spares although Roger couldn’t wield a normal weapon.


  “We should head toward the main hall that leads to the corridors where the sword was sighted.” Blue Scales paused as Roger scrambled up onto his shoulder. It was something the raccoon had often done with Susannah, and the raccoon gave him a long, steady look. The merman nodded. Roger would never be able to keep up with them on foot without using his magic. It would be better for him to conserve his strength and have Blue Scales carry him. He weighed very little, and his position afforded him a good view of their surroundings. “I am certain the others will do the same if the current has taken them deeper into the mines as well.”


  Eric’s usual smile was gone. Like Blue Scales, he was worried about their comrades. Together, the group was strong. Apart, they would be far easier to pick off one by one. “We got lucky. The three of us are together. I hope the others find each other too. In a place like this…”


  Roger made sounds of agreement followed by other sounds and some gestures.


  Eric made a face. “You do realise that neither of us can understand you, right?” He glanced hopefully at Blue Scales. “Unless…?”


  The merman shook his head. “I can understand and communicate with animals to some extent – but only aquatic ones. If Roger here were a sea serpent…”


  Roger sighed and made several hand signs with his paws.


  Eric winced. “That still doesn’t help. Only Susannah and Jonathan can understand your sign language.”


  Roger covered his face with his paws and made an aggravated sound that needed no translation before pointing at the door. That much, they could all understand.


  “Yes, we should get moving.” Blue Scales eyed the water flowing past warily. “The crabs don’t seem to have followed us down here, but I doubt they will leave us alone for long.”


  “You know,” Eric said as they began to walk. “This is like the beginning of a bad joke.” Blue Scales and Roger both turned to stare at him. “Just hear me out, okay? So… a raccoon, a merman, and a werewolf walk into a bunch of ancient ruins…”


  Roger chortled, and Blue Scales reached out to clap Eric over the back. “Your sense of humour never ceases to amuse me.”


  * * *


  Eileen grabbed hold of Aria and changed into a giant frog-octopus. Once she’d hauled them clear of the water, she reverted to her bear form. The former paladin coughed up water and tried to stand only to fall back onto her haunches. Wheezing, Aria tore off her helmet and used several Words to heal her injuries and banish the effects of her near drowning. She’d been pummelled by debris before Eileen had been able to reach her, and the necklace she’d worn to breathe underwater had been torn loose at some point. Instead of being around her neck, it was tangled around one of her boots.


  “That was not pleasant.” Aria slumped against Eileen. There were numerous dents in her armour, and she used another Word to fix the worst of them. “If Blue Scales hadn’t used [Merman’s Breath]…”


  Eileen gave a low rumble of agreement and wrapped one immense paw around her friend. Aria would likely have drowned. The blonde was a good swimmer, but the surging currents combined with the wreckage of the bridge – to say nothing of her armour – would have bested even an exceptional swimmer. She’d have to thank Blue Scales later. She wouldn’t have been able to stand it if something had happened to Aria.


  The shape-shifter eyed their surroundings intently. A thought summoned several shadow imps, and the stealthy creatures began to check the area for threats. They wouldn’t be much help against crabs in a fight, but avoiding a fight seemed like a better idea, at least for now. A cheerful shout caught her attention, and she turned in time to see a fishing line loop around a pillar before Susannah used her fishing rod to pull herself out of the water. The ranger tucked the fishing rod back into her quiver – it was obviously magical in nature – and walked toward them.


  “So… we’re not dead.”


  “You’re looking very sprightly,” Aria observed. Like Eileen, she was wondering how Susannah had pulled that off.


  The ranger shrugged. “I like water but not being pelted by rocks.” She looked around. “Actually… the current might have done us a favour.”


  Eileen followed her gaze. I think you’re right. The sign appeared courtesy of a shadow imp. We’re not that far from where the sword was last seen.


  “Exactly.” Susannah tapped her temple. “I’ve always been good at memorising maps. It might have something to do with why I’m good with a bow. Roger calls it ‘stupidly heightened spatial awareness’.” She pointed. “But do you see those?”


  Eileen growled. Claw marks – from crabs.


  Aria straightened, and Eileen was relieved to see she looked steady on her feet. “Then we need to be careful. I suspect the others were carried elsewhere by the current. But if I know Blue Scales and Eric, they’ll head toward the sword while assuming we’ll do the same. Miles and Jonathan probably will too.”


  “I hope Roger is with them,” Susannah admitted as worry showed on her face for the first time that Eileen could remember. “He’s great at blasting things, but he’s very squishy.”


  “If he’s with the others, I’m sure they’ll take care of him,” Aria promised. “But we have to move. I don’t know when the crabs will show up, but I’d rather not be here when they do. There’s too much water, and Blue Scales isn’t around to deal with it.”


  Eileen grimaced. Her modifications had allowed her to survive the crushing claws of the crabs, but it hadn’t been a pleasant experience. I’ll have some of my shadow imps cover our tracks. It won’t keep us hidden forever, but it should buy us time. She reached into her magic again as another sign appeared. I’ll summon some creepy-crawlies too. The large insects weren’t good at direct fighting, but they were good scouts and they could spew a variety of corrosive substances.


  “Sounds good.” Aria put her helmet back on. “Let’s move.”


  * * *


  Jonathan sent another prayer to the gods in thanks that he’d somehow managed to luck into a servant as capable and loyal as Miles. The thought of wandering Mordrath alone was enough to send a shiver down his spine. Even with Miles around, it was a foreboding and menacing place. It was, after all, basically a giant tomb full of murderous crabs. Without him, well, Jonathan wouldn’t even have thought of coming here alone.


  Be glad you have such a loyal servant. The Blood Emperor’s approval was clear. Few are so fortunate. He paused. And be mindful of the terrain. Even with the strength I gave you, you can ill afford to fall into water again so soon.


  Jonathan ran one hand over his face. Ever since he’d drunk some blood out of the gourd Miles had brought, fresh strength had filled his veins. The water here might not be as potent as river water, but it still hadn’t been a pleasant experience. A quick glance at Miles showed he was ready to proceed and face whatever trouble they might encounter.


  “Sir, do you know where we are?” Miles asked. “I must confess the manner of our arrival left me somewhat disoriented.”


  “I can’t blame you. We were lucky to survive.” Jonathan studied their surroundings. A virtually perfect memory wasn’t always useful in the heat of battle, but it was coming in handy now. “We’re deep in the mines,” he said, excitement growing as he became more certain of their location. “In fact, we’re not far from the sword at all.”


  “Perhaps, sir, but we may well encounter more crabs. I regret to say that with only the two of us here, we may easily be overwhelmed.”


  These lower levels are likely where the bulk of their numbers reside. It would explain why we saw so few of them higher up and why no one seems to realise the crabs are responsible for all of this. Those who manage to get this far do not make it back out.


  “We’re within striking distance of the sword,” Jonathan insisted. “And there’s a hall not far from it. Based on what I remember of the map, most of the passageways on this level should lead to that hall. Also, if my memory is right…”


  “In my experience, sir, your memory is usually accurate.” Miles smiled. “What did you have in mind?”


  “There should be an armoury nearby.”


  “An armoury? Yes, that would be most useful.” Miles clenched his fists. “Punching and kicking has done well enough so far, but I wouldn’t say no to a good war hammer or axe.”


  Jonathan held up the spirit lantern. Its cold, white glow was brighter than before, and he used a scrap of cloth to improvise a covering for it. They could not afford to be spotted. “I managed to hold onto this somehow, but I lost my sword and shield. Unlike you, I’m not skilled at fighting barehanded, not that I’m all that much better with a sword either.”


  “Lead the way, sir. We can both get weapons. But stay alert. If you notice anything, let me know. We must be cautious here. We are badly outnumbered, and we have been separated from the others.”


  They made their way along the edge of the chamber, mindful of the damaged sections of flooring and the places where water dripped from the ceiling, before they climbed up into a crumbling passageway and made their way through a series of battle-scarred grottoes and makeshift barricades. The dwarves must have fought hard to hold the crabs to the lower levels, but the fighting could not have gone well for them here. This place was too easy to flood, and the crabs would have arrived in ever-greater numbers bolstered by their necromancy. Along the way, they paid close attention to every sound. The marks on the walls and floors made it clear that crabs had once frequented this area, and many of the marks looked fairly recent. Hopefully, the crabs weren’t running regular patrols.


  I could lend you some of my power if you are attacked. The Blood Emperor was calm, which helped sooth Jonathan’s nerves. Since their survival was linked, the Blood Emperor must still be confident they could get out of this alive. But I would prefer not to. We do not know what foes are still ahead of us, and using too much power now will leave you unable to channel more if it is needed later.


  “Good point.” Jonathan looked about furtively. A bit of fiddling had allowed him to turn off the spirit lantern, but the urge to activate it to illuminate their surroundings was growing stronger. The darkness here was even deeper than it should be, and there were areas even his vampiric sight could not penetrate. Thankfully, the Words Miles had used to enhance his vision were still working. “Let’s try to avoid trouble for now.”


  They eventually reached the armoury without running into any more crabs although they heard skittering close enough on several occasions for them to take refuge in one of the many abandoned rooms and alcoves that dotted the area. Water filled the armoury up to their waists, so many of the weapons were ruined. Thankfully, the higher racks – which were truly high given the average height of a dwarf – were still well clear of the water. A quick use of [Scry] suggested the crabs were congregating elsewhere. Jonathan couldn’t get a better look without risking exposure, but it was comforting to know they weren’t nearby. They might actually get through this.


  “I can barely believe there are places this far down that are free of water, “ Miles murmured as he plucked a war hammer off the rack and tested its weight. “This is a fine weapon.”


  Jonathan agreed. He was no master weapon smith, but the quality of the weapons here was obvious despite how many years must have passed since their forging. “We are further down, but we still have quite a way to go before we reach the lowest levels. It wouldn’t surprise me if many of the dwarves’ systems for dealing with water are still working, at least in part. Besides, the crabs used their magic to help flood this place. Perhaps their magic is directing the waters elsewhere.”


  Peering at the war hammer in Miles’s hands, Jonathan tried to imagine the damage it would do against a crab. It ought to fare better against their sturdy shells than a sword or a spear. Browsing through the shelves, he took another sword and shield before grabbing a war hammer of his own. He might not be especially skilled, but his vampiric strength would let him carry and wield the weapons without difficulty. The shield was for later – against the crabs, he doubted it would be useful.


  Use the war hammer wisely. The Blood Emperor filled his mind with visions of how to properly wield the weapon. The spike concentrates the force of your blows most of all, but the blunt end is useful too. A stout hit could crack the shell of a crab, and their armour is thinner in some places too. The joints, in particular, should be vulnerable to a strong blow.


  “We should press on,” Miles advised. “We have what we came for, and the longer we linger here, the greater the odds of being discovered.”


  It went unspoken how bad that would be. The passageways here were either knee-deep or waist-deep in water, which not only greatly reduced their mobility but would also aid the crabs. If Blue Scales was right, the crabs would be even more formidable in water, and they were dangerous enough to begin with. They continued onward until they heard movement in the flooded corridor ahead of them. They peeked around the corner. There was a small group of crabs there. The largest was the same height as Miles, but the others were noticeably smaller.


  “Do you have a plan?” Jonathan asked. On his back, the spirit lantern felt strange. It felt… angry, somehow. Thankfully, it hadn’t reactivated.


  “We cannot sneak past, so we must strike hard and fast.” Miles pursed his lips. “I can use one of my techniques to push the water away from them briefly, so we should aim to take down the large one right away. After that, we must simply do our best. If we are lucky, then the smaller ones are merely workers or servants. They may not be as good at fighting as the ones we’ve already encountered. Above all, we cannot let any escape. If they raise the alarm, we are done for.”


  Jonathan nodded grimly. “Good point.” He cast [Discern Weakness] with as little power as he could while still getting results. A few areas of note came to his attention, and he whispered his findings to Miles. Despite his care, though, the crabs noticed something was amiss. He and Miles charged around the corner. His Word had identified an old injury on the largest crab, a minute crack in its shell that had never healed quite right.


  “[Heavy Impact]!” Miles growled while swinging his war hammer at the water. The attack struck with enough force to hurl most of the water in the area away from them. “Quickly! Before the water returns!”


  The large crab rounded on them, a fraction slower than it needed to be without the water there to bolster its strength and speed. Jonathan brought his war hammer down on the crack in its shell as hard as he could. The crack widened, and Miles’s subsequent blow split it wide open. As the crab reeled back, they struck again. The four other crabs turned to flee, and Miles sprang after them. His war hammer rose and fell with deadly intent, and Jonathan hurried to follow, his own blows powerful but clumsy. Water surged back into the passageway, and Jonathan bit back a curse as the liquid sapped some of his strength. One of the crabs managed to evade their blows and scuttled away.


  “Miles!” Jonathan shouted. “It’s escaping!”


  The butler’s eyes narrowed and his grip shifted on his war hammer. With a cry of exertion, he flung the weapon at the crab. It caught the crab squarely in the back of its shell, and the crustacean staggered. Jonathan rushed after it and caught it with an awkward blow across a pair of its legs. It shrieked, and then Miles was there. Another pair of blows slew the crab, and the two of them took a moment to get their breath back.


  “Well done, sir. We were able to get all of them. However, the sounds of battle might have been noticed. We must move on.”


  Jonathan gulped. The damage the war hammers had done to the crabs was horrific, and it occurred to him then that one of the chief problems the dwarves had faced was one of simple physics. War hammers did far more damage when they were being swung down on their targets. However, the short-statured dwarves would have found it much more awkward to attack the crabs with all of their weight behind each blow. “You’re right. And if these crabs were on patrol, they will be missed when they don’t return.”


  Indeed. The Blood Emperor exuded caution. Swiftness is your ally here, not strength. Once you are noticed, the crabs will bring their full strength to bear. Remember your objective. Your goal is not to defeat the crabs but to retrieve the sword and escape. He frowned. I can sense the dead stirring as well, but I cannot tell if it is the work of necromancers or simply the ghosts that cling to this place.


  Jonathan nodded. More than once, he could have sworn he’d seen a ghostly dwarf out of the corner of his eye. Yet each time he turned his head, there was nothing there. Had they been anywhere else, he might have dismissed it as nothing more than his mind playing tricks on him. Here, in a place where countless dwarves had died, where dark voices filled the water, he was not about to rule anything out. As they continued down the passageway, he felt a sharp, biting cold emanate from the spirit lantern. That feeling of anger – of rage long suppressed – only grew stronger. What on earth was inside it?


  * * *


  Blue Scales fought the urge to sigh. He had not met many dwarves – as a general rule, they disliked the ocean, perhaps because of what had happened to Mordrath – but it was obvious the ones who’d lived here had liked to build things as large as possible. The gate in front of them was a perfect example. It was thirty feet tall, which seemed utterly pointless when it was so far into the mines. Worse, the mechanisms that defended it were still active.


  “We can’t break through this,” Eric growled. He tapped the door with his spear and recoiled as lightning crackled across the metal surface. “Even if we could get past its magical defences, the door has got to be at least two feet thick. We’d have a tough time breaking it with a battering ram and a full complement of siege engineers. The crabs must have found a way around it somehow, which means we’ll likely run into them.” He made a face. “I mean… we could ask Roger to try to blow it apart, but anything strong enough to destroy the door might bring this whole area down around us.”


  Roger gesticulated animatedly.


  “We’ve been through this. We can’t understand you.”


  The raccoon’s response was to gesticulate even more wildly. It was, Blue Scales thought, adorable. If the situation had been less dire, he would have been sorely tempted to ruffle the raccoon’s fur.


  “Fine.” Eric handed Blue Scales his spear. “This is stupid. Hold this.”


  Blue Scales took the spear and shook his head in disbelief as Eric transformed. Moments later, a towering werewolf stood where his friend had been – taller, broader, and far more massive. Instead of looking down at his friend, Blue Scales now had to look up, which did not happen often on dry land. The lupine giant listened intently as Roger repeated himself. Ah. That was it. In his werewolf form, Eric must be able to understand the speech of even an unusual animal like a raccoon from the Raccoon Empire. Supposedly, older werewolves could understand any animal without transforming, but Eric was not old by werewolf standards. However, that still left them with a small – or not so small – problem.


  Eric turned to Blue Scales and growled a long series of guttural sounds.


  The merman sighed. “You do realise, my friend, that now I can’t understand you or Roger.”


  Eric looked back at Blue Scales and then at Roger. Roger looked at Eric. Both of them looked at Blue Scales. All three of them covered their faces with their hands. Eric growled again and transformed back.


  “This is so stupid,” Eric muttered. “Once we get out of here, I am either going to learn how to understand him without having to transform or get Jonathan to teach me raccoon sign language. Anyway, Roger says he thinks he can open the gate.” He pointed to several devices scattered around the chamber. “Those are control mechanisms. The crabs never worked out how to use them, and the dwarves may well have sabotaged them on their way out. However, Roger says they’re similar to the style used in some ancient Raccoon Empire designs he is familiar with. If he can get the door open, we should be able to use it as a shortcut to avoid fighting too many more crabs.”


  “Excellent. We would be wise to avoid unnecessary battles here.”


  “However, you and I will have to do most of the heavy lifting. There were other devices that went with these control mechanisms, but Roger says most of them are either missing or damaged. The crabs or dwarves could have done it. In my werewolf form, I should be strong enough to help. Between the two of us, I think we can do it. He can tell us what to do, and I can transform back and forth to relay his instructions.”


  Blue Scales eyed the mangled machinery that littered the area. “This could take a while…”


  It took a while – and a great deal of pushing, shoving, and throwing things around as well as several strategic applications of Roger’s magic – but they finally managed to activate the control mechanisms. The gate swung open with a ponderous groan, but their dreams of a trouble-free shortcut died a swift, swift death. On the other side of the gate, looking every bit as surprised as they were, was a large group of crabs.


  “And of course there are crabs on the other side.” Eric tossed his spear to Blue Scales. “I might as well get some exercise.” He shifted back into his werewolf form as his last words lingered in the air. “Let’s see how I go in this form.”


  “Indeed.” Blue Scales glanced back at Roger. The raccoon had already leapt up onto a fallen pillar to get a better view of the battlefield. “Stay behind us, Roger. Eric and I will hold them at bay as best we can. Focus on thinning their numbers.”


  Roger made a sound of agreement. As the first of the crabs rushed forward, water surged into the room. Blue Scales snarled and unleashed a Word of his own. The water trembled and stopped before it could envelop them. His lips curled. The crabs had stopped. They were wary of advancing without water to aid them. Seeing their hesitation, Eric howled and threw himself into the front ranks of crabs with Blue Scales only half a step behind him.


  The fighting was swift and brutal. Ever mindful of the horrific damage their crushing claws could inflict, Blue Scales wielded his trident with one hand and Eric’s spear with his other. He combined powerful bludgeoning blows with precise thrusts. It was a painstaking process, but it allowed him to deal with the crabs without putting himself within reach of their deadly claws.


  Eric had a different approach. In his lupine form, he lacked the ability to attack from a safe distance. Instead, he had no choice but to hurl himself at the crabs. But his lack of range was not without compensation. In this form, he was stronger and faster than Blue Scales, and his regeneration was amplified to absurd levels. His teeth and claws skittered off the hard shells of the crabs, and he took a savage blow to the chest that crushed his ribs and tossed him back. A moment later, he was back on his feet, his wounds already gone. A howl tore itself from his throat.


  [Rending Claws].


  [Piercing Fangs].


  [Hunter’s Guile].


  [Blessings of the Moon].


  Four Words. The first two would enhance the damage dealt by his claws and fangs, the third would allow him to better read the flow of battle, and the fourth would massively increase his power, provided it was night time and the moon was relatively full. With another howl of fury, Eric waded back into the battle. This time, his claws and teeth struck to deadly effect. He ripped off limbs, cracked shells, and tossed his opponents aside. Blood and viscera dripped from his jaws, and his eyes gleamed with murderous delight. Blue Scales’s lips twitched. It wasn’t often his friend let himself go like this. It was a firm reminder that for all his easy-going nature, Eric was a predator of the highest order. Behind them, Roger’s magic built to a fever pitch.


  [Ash Cloud].


  A cloud of molten ash flowed around Eric and Blue Scales and enveloped the throng of crabs. Those amongst them who could wield magic worked frantically to fend off the attack using Words like [Control Water] and [Disperse]. However, Roger’s magic was too potent to be shrugged off so easily, and Blue Scales fired several bolts of lightning at the crustacean magic users as he and Eric retreated. Roger’s magic flared again, and a brilliant arc of lightning leapt from one crab to another. He grinned. [Chain Lightning] was a powerful Word, and Roger had cast it very quickly indeed.


  Beside him, Eric greedily devoured a crab leg that he’d ripped off one of their opponents. His fur shimmered, and Blue Scales remembered the ability his friend’s clan was famous for. Eating their foes made them stronger and often allowed them to adopt useful characteristics from their enemies. Eric was more durable now, and he lunged back into the swirling cloud of molten ash. With his regeneration and increased toughness, he could weather the storm of Roger’s magic and press on against the crabs.


  It was strange how seldom Blue Scales saw Eric fight in this form. Oh, he was happy to use it against other werewolves, especially in tavern brawls, but he seemed more reluctant to use it on missions. Part of it was practical. His weakness to silver was amplified in his lupine form, and knowing Eric, he also wanted a decent fight and a chance to improve his skills with a spear. Likewise, many of their missions involved fighting giant monsters, and there were some, like dragons, that not even a werewolf would survive facing in melee combat. Yet there must be something more to it because the sheer power the transformation offered was not something most people could have set aside as often as Eric did. Perhaps one day, Eric would share his reasons.


  With inhuman speed, Eric tore through the shell of one crab and then turned to gut another, sliding beneath its outstretched claws to slice open its underbelly. With a heave of effort, he flipped the crab over and then swung it by its legs to knock over several more. The cloud of ash had begun to clear, but Roger hadn’t slowed down at all. Bolts of ash, fire, and lightning continued to rain down on the crabs as Blue Scales did his best to keep Eric from being surrounded. The werewolf was more reckless in this form, and he seemed determined to rip his way right through the mob of crabs. Unfortunately, more crabs were arriving, and even Eric’s enhanced regeneration was beginning to feel the strain as the crustaceans began to pile on the blows. The werewolf leapt back and snarled something at Roger, and the raccoon nodded sharply and raised his paws high above his head.


  The power building around the raccoon was even more ominous than before, and Blue Scales didn’t need to understand werewolf or raccoon to know what the plan would be: hold the crabs off long enough for Roger to finish whatever he was doing.


  “Stay close,” Blue Scales warned as Eric swiped at another crab. “We must watch each other’s backs or we’ll be overrun.”


  The rest of the battle passed in a blur of crushing claws and stabbing legs. The end came when the ground beneath them began to glow, and the scent of smoke and sulphur filled the air. Roger gestured for them to get clear, and Blue Scales and Eric scrambled out of the way.


  [Volcanic Burst].


  This was not a Word Blue Scales had seen before, nor was it one he would soon forget. The ground erupted upward into what he could only describe as a miniature volcano. Lava spewed everywhere, and the crabs caught in the initial explosion died instantly. Some managed to get clear, but Eric gestured for Blue Scales to follow him. His plan was easy enough to see – they were going to push the surviving crabs into the pool of lava that was growing larger by the second. There was no need for precision. Simply herding their enemies into the glowing liquid would suffice. More lava shot upward as the pool continued to grow. Blue Scales winced at the heat. They’d have to be careful, lest they found themselves caught in the attack. The lava surged, and great waves of melting rock and stone rolled outward. The last of the crabs vanished into the fiery lake, and Roger gave a short, sharp gesture and snarled. The ground began to cool, and Blue Scales doused the area in water to speed the process along.


  “That looks to be the last of them for now.” Blue Scales tested the surface of the cooled lava with the butt of his trident. It was still warm but firm. Roger hopped onto his shoulder and dragged in several deep, ragged breaths. Blue Scales patted his back. “Good work, Roger. We’re almost there.”


  * * *


  Susannah calmly used [Pierce] to send a piece of rock right through the hard shell of a crab and into its brain. Throwing rocks wasn’t her favourite way to fight, but she didn’t want to run out of arrows either. The giant crustacean toppled onto its side. Like most of its kin, though, it took a while to realise it was dead. Its limbs and claws flailed wildly before eventually falling still. Up ahead of her, Eileen was doing her best to draw as much attention as she could. With Words from Aria to enhance her durability, the shape-shifter was holding her own against the swell of crabs in the narrow passageway. Had they been on open ground, they’d have been in some trouble. There had been a necromancer crab amongst them, but Susannah had killed it at the start of the battle with one of her exploding arrows. Being at the back of the group of crabs hadn’t saved it – her arrows could pierce through multiple crabs with ease, and she’d gotten a good feel for how much power to put into [Pierce] to ensure her exploding arrows detonated inside her targets.


  “I think we should be getting to the hall near the sword fairly soon,” Aria said as Susannah loosed another one of her exploding arrows. She didn’t have that many left, but they couldn’t afford to get bogged down here. The explosion ripped through the remaining crabs, and Eileen was able to make short work of them from there using the hook-like appendages she’d replaced her bear form’s claws with. If Susannah recalled correctly, those came from a species of giant insect that preyed on other giant insects, as well as any other large animals it could find. She and Roger had destroyed a nest of them a few months back.


  I hope so. Eileen grumbled as some of her summons searched the area ahead of them for any further threats. Because I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up. I don’t tire easily, but…


  “There have been a lot of them.” Aria frowned. “And magic can only do so much.”


  “On the upside,” Susannah pointed out. “They’ve been attacking us piecemeal. We’ve also killed a few of their necromancers. It seems like the strongest crabs must either be further in or occupied with something else. If it’s just more of these guys, we should be able to manage.” She plucked one of her arrows out of the ground and sighed. Like most things she used her Words on, it was a mangled ruin. It was a shame they hadn’t stumbled across any working dwarf crossbows with spare bolts. If worse came to worst, she could use her fishing rod. It was made by elves out of a still-living branch of a special kind of tree. As long as she was careful, it could withstand her magic for a while and then gradually heal any damage it took, provided she gave it enough time to recover.


  “Let’s hope so.” Aria used [Revitalise] on Eileen. It would restore the shape-shifter’s stamina and heal her injuries, but they needed to be careful. Used too often, its effects would get weaker and weaker.


  It wasn’t long before they reached the hall they sought. It was, like every other hall in this place, enormous. Susannah couldn’t help but wonder if the dwarves would have done better against the crabs if they hadn’t loved building everything so big. It couldn’t have been easy trying to defend a place this open against so many crabs. Still, she’d give them credit. Hulking statues of ancient dwarf kings lined the hall, and despite being used as a gathering place for miners and workmen, the quality of the carvings on the roof and upper parts of the hall was impressive. They seemed to tell the story of how the dwarves had first begun to delve into the earth to unlock the wealth of Mordrath. She shook her head. If only the dwarves had stopped digging a little sooner, Mordrath would never have fallen in the first place.


  “Wait…” She held up one hand. “I hear voices.”


  The tunnel on the left. Eileen tilted her head to one side. But they sound familiar. She relaxed slightly. Today is our lucky day.


  A few moments later, a hulking werewolf strode into the hall. The beast had dark fur and stood around eight feel tall. Like most werewolves, it moved with lupine grace, its bulk and size no impediment to the predatory ease that filled every motion. However, it was the eyes that gave it away – as well as the scent. Susannah knew those eyes and that scent. Only a few steps behind the werewolf was Blue Scales with Roger perched on his shoulder.


  Susannah almost sagged in relief. She’d been worried for her friend. Roger was powerful – there were few she’d favour over him in a contest of magical power – but he was also exceedingly squishy. If he ever got caught on his own, there was a good chance, he’d get overwhelmed, and the thought of what the crushing claws of the crabs would do to him… well, it was best not to think about it.


  “Roger!” Susannah waved.


  The raccoon leapt off Blue Scales and scurried toward her before leaping into her arms and nuzzling her.


  “I hope they’ve been taking good care of you.” She rubbed his fur affectionately and checked him for any injuries.


  I’m fine. Roger took his spot on her shoulder and pressed his face into her hair. There were a lot of crabs, but Eric and Blue Scales held them off, so I could use my magic to blast them.


  “Good.” She turned and bowed deeply to Blue Scales and Eric. “Thank you for taking care of Roger. If you ever need anything just ask.” She grinned impishly. “Yeah, I know he can be a troublesome raccoon to deal with, but he’s my troublesome raccoon if you know what I mean.”


  Eric bared his teeth in a grin and growled.


  Susannah smirked. “Yes, he does have a knack for finding trouble.” Sensing his surprise, her smirk widened. “Yes, I do speak werewolf. My grandpa is a werewolf, and I picked up a few things from his side of the family.”


  Eric changed back into his human form. “Your grandpa must be powerful if you can understand the speech of werewolves without being one yourself.”


  “Yeah, he’s pretty tough for an old guy.”


  Aria covered her face with one hand and looked away. “Eric, put on some clothes.”


  The werewolf cackled and struck a pose. “Why? Do you see something you like?”


  Eileen held up a sign and waggled her eyebrows suggestively. I do.


  “Don’t encourage him,” Aria muttered. “Just put on some clothes.”


  “Hey, the gods created us naked. I’m only doing what nature intended.” Eric held out his hand, and Blue Scales tossed him his spear. “Besides, I’m a werewolf. Nudity doesn’t bother us since we almost always destroy our clothes when we transform – at least until we get older and more powerful.”


  Just be glad he doesn’t do this in front of clients. Eileen chuckled.


  “Great. Just give him some clothes.”


  Eileen chortled as one of her shadow imps emerged with some clothes. Susannah raised one eyebrow. Did Eric destroy his clothes often enough for them to have contingencies in place? And there goes the view.


  “Who knows?” Eric said playfully. “I might have to shred these if more crabs turn up. I think I had more success fighting the crabs as a werewolf.” He paused and looked around. “I don’t suppose any of you have seen our favourite vampire and butler? I’d be more worried, but Miles is one tough fellow. Jonathan is getting better too even if his survival seems like an accident half the time – and there is always his backup plan.”


  Susannah had a rough idea of what that might be – her senses were very keen – but she’d keep it to herself until they told her. People tended not to mention they had the spirit of an ancient vampire clinging onto them, and he must be concealing it for a good reason. “Hopefully, they won’t take too long. This place is crawling with crabs. We need to get the sword and leave.”


  Aria nodded and peered at the hall. Susannah watched her carefully. The former paladin was no slouch in a fight, but she wasn’t a match for Eric, Blue Scales, or Eileen in pure combat prowess. Where she excelled was battlefield tactics and strategy. There was a reason the others listened to her. “I know, but we need to wait for them. We can’t move the sword without Jonathan unless one of you is secretly a vampire noble.”


  Susannah held up her hands. “Nope. I’m part werewolf although there have always been rumours about one of my ancestors running off with a vampire.”


  Aria tilted her head to one side. “Really? You’ve got an interesting family tree.”


  Susannah scratched the back of her head. “We take some getting used to.”


  It took several more minutes before the final members of the group showed up. Miles led the way, looking every bit the aged, veteran warrior he was with a gore-covered war hammer held in his hands. Behind him, looking far more harried and more than a bit traumatised, was Jonathan. The vampire’s war hammer was also covered in gore, but he looked much less confident with the weapon. The spirit lantern on his back wasn’t glowing, but it radiated an icy, angry sort of heat. Aria must have felt it too from the way she flinched. Interesting. She wondered if it had anything to do with the ghosts she’d seen throughout Mordrath. There were more of them down here, but there hadn’t been any time to investigate, not with the crabs to worry about.


  “Hey!” Eric waved jauntily. “It took you guys long enough.”


  “We were delayed.” Miles nodded at his war hammer. “Thankfully, we were able to work through the problem.”


  “So how many did you have to kill to get here?” Eric asked.


  “Rather more than I’d hoped to,” Jonathan replied. “But can we get moving? I’d prefer to avoid any further fighting if I can. I do believe they might be sending stronger crabs soon. I used [Scry] earlier. There were a lot more of them around. They were busy with something else, but I doubt they’ll stay that way for long.”


  “Right.” Aria gestured. “There should be one more major gateway to get through before we can reach the sword.”


  Eric made a disgusted sound. “Let’s hope it’s not as annoying as the one we ran into. Not only were more crabs behind it but it was also a total hassle to operate in the first place. Imagine having a door that takes so long to open – maybe that’s why the dwarves lost. Their reinforcements couldn’t get through the door fast enough.”


  Sadly, Eric was right to be worried. When they reached the doorway, Susannah barely managed to restrain her laughter as the werewolf unleashed a long string of curses. “Seriously? Who even builds things like this?”


  “Dwarves,” Jonathan pointed out. “Admittedly, they were dwarves who delved too deep and got wiped out by evil necromancy-wielding crabs, but dwarves are known for their love of overly large and overly complicated mechanical devices.” He paused. “Which would go some way to explaining many of the calamities they’ve suffered over the years.”


  “I can believe that,” Eric muttered. Werewolves were not known for their love of mechanical devices although they were happy enough to make use of anything that had proven its worth.


  The gateway was actually more of a drawbridge. In theory, it could be lowered to span a vast chasm. However, it had been drawn up, and a quick glance suggested that any Words or magic strong enough to bring it down would likely bring down a significant chunk of the area as well. To make matters worse, the defences around the gateway were still in place. Oh, sure, there were other ways to reach the corridor, but they were either flooded or would take them far too close to where Jonathan had felt the crabs gathering.


  The mechanisms that controlled the gateway were still active as well, but they were set into the wall alongside it – a wall over the chasm with no platforms or ledges to stand on, which made her wonder how the dwarves had operated it in the first place. There must have been other devices to help bridge the gap. Unfortunately, the control mechanisms were protected by barriers of fire and lightning. Good grief. Eric might be onto something. Maybe the dwarves had been wiped out because they couldn’t move their troops through this area fast enough.


  “This could be tricky,” Jonathan whispered. The scholar had turned his gaze to the contraption. “We’ll need both fire and lightning magic to bypass the barriers that operate the gateway. That limits our options. Blue Scales can control lightning, but he’d have to use water to douse the flames, which the crabs might notice. It could also trigger even more defences.”


  Fire and lightning? Susannah grinned. “I have a plan.”


  “Oh?” Aria was also trying to puzzle out a solution. “Whoever goes will have to either hang onto the wall or rely on Eileen to fly them there.”


  That won’t work. Eileen shook her head. My shadow imps noticed other defences. Anything that tries to fly over there is going to regret it. Those defences might ignore me if I’m small enough, but then I wouldn’t be able to carry anyone.


  “Like I said,” Susannah continued. “I have a plan.” She smirked evilly. “Roger can control fire and lightning, and he’s not very big.”


  “What are you thinking?” Aria asked. Roger must have realised what she had planned because he shook his head and tried to scamper off, but Susannah grabbed him before he could make his escape. “And why is he trying to run away?”


  “It’s simple. We’re going to toss him.”


  There was dead silence before Eric burst out laughing. “Can I do it?”


  Blue Scales eyed the raccoon intently. Unlike Eric, his expression was serious. “I should do it. I’m stronger than you when you’re in your human form, and your werewolf form isn’t great at throwing things.”


  Why do I have to be tossed? Roger gestured wildly and looked at Jonathan and Eileen, the only other people who could understand him. The shape-shifter shrugged, and the vampire pointedly looked away. Come on! Toss someone else! What about Blue Scales?


  “Roger,” Susannah said. “The only one strong enough to toss Blue Scales is Eileen, and that’s not going to work. You’re the only one who is small and who also specialises in both fire and lightning. You’re also good at climbing.”


  But…


  Aria gave the raccoon what could only be described as her best leadership look. “Believe me, Roger, we understand how… awkward this must be, but you are the only one who can do this. Please. We need your help.” When Roger continued to look utterly unconvinced, she sighed. “Fine. Let’s vote.”


  Not surprisingly, the only person who voted against tossing Roger was, well, Roger. Only Jonathan looked apologetic. In contrast, Eric was upset – because he wouldn’t be the one throwing the raccoon.


  “Sorry, buddy.” Susannah was totally not sorry. “But it looks like you’re going on a little flight.” She handed Roger to Blue Scales. “Here you go.”


  “Hmm…” The massive merman took a few moments to get accustomed to Roger’s weight in his hands. “I am confident I can make the distance. Brace yourself, my friend, and keep your limbs tucked against your body until you reach the wall.”


  “Just be careful,” Susannah said. “He has a tendency to drift slightly to the right when you throw him, maybe one yard to the right for every twenty yards forward.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.” Blue Scales drew his arm back. “On the count of three. One, two… three!”


  The sound Roger made as he sailed through the air toward the wall was somewhere between a wail and the raccoon equivalent of a drawn-out expletive.


  “Do I want to know what he’s saying?” Blue Scales asked.


  “Nope.” Susannah waved cheerfully. Roger could be very creative sometimes.


  He managed to scream a few more expletives before he landed on the wall. His claws dug into the rock, and he clung to it with all his might. He may have been a war wizard, but he was still a raccoon. Climbing came naturally to him. It took him a few seconds before he was confident enough in his grip to begin moving toward the closest control mechanism. Naturally, that was when crabs began to emerge from the chasm and climb the wall.


  Roger screeched and jabbed one paw at the crabs.


  “I think he wants us to do something about the crabs,” Eric drawled. “Although I could be wrong.”


  “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what he wants,” Aria muttered before raising her voice. “You’ll be fine, Roger. Just worry about getting the gateway open. We’ll protect you.”


  “Don’t worry!” Susannah shouted. “We won’t let the crabs get you… until you get the gateway open.”


  Roger shook one fist at her and turned back to the control mechanism with renewed zeal. The rest of them got to work on the crabs. If the crustaceans got Roger, this was over. They’d be trapped. Susannah prioritised clumps of crabs, using some exploding arrows to knock them off the wall. She doubted they were dead, but she didn’t need to kill them. She only needed to keep them away from Roger. Blue Scales used bursts of water and bolts of lightning. There was no need to worry about being discovered anymore. The crabs were already here.


  Aria relied on an assortment of Words, none of which were ideal, but they only needed to knock the crabs off the wall. Bolts of radiance could do the job well enough. As for Eileen, the shape-shifter had turned into some kind of quill-covered beast, and she was busy shooting quills as some of her summons scrambled onto the wall to start fighting the crabs. Swarms of insect-like creatures stung at the crabs’ eyes and joints, and the shadow imps were actually doing a decent job of pelting the crabs with a seemingly never-ending supply of wooden signs. The summons weren’t killing the crabs, but they were knocking them off the wall. Meanwhile, Miles, Jonathan, and Eric were forced to use bits of debris as makeshift projectiles. At least they wouldn’t be running out anytime soon. There were plenty of rocks here.


  Roger moved like his life depended on it – which it kind of did – but despite their best efforts, he was still forced to use some Words of his own as he scrambled from one mechanism to the next. She wasn’t entirely sure how this was supposed to work, but Roger seemed to know. In between his frantic pleas for them to please hit more of the crabs, she could hear him muttering about how annoying the dwarves were and why couldn’t they build a normal door like everyone else? It was a fair point. A normal door might not be as impressive, but it was also a lot easier to use. Once all of the mechanisms had been activated, the gateway jolted open and crashed down to span the gap over the chasm. Roger leapt onto it and gestured for them to hurry up as crabs piled onto the makeshift bridge.


  “Push through,” Aria bellowed. “Come on!”


  Eileen’s quill beast form gave way to something that looked like a reptilian rhinoceros covered in thick plates of armour. She rumbled along the drawbridge, and Susannah dimly remembered killing something that had looked a lot like this once. It hadn’t been smart, but it had been incredibly durable, and it had ploughed through trees like toothpicks. Eileen did the same, tossing her horned head from side to side to send crabs flying back into the chasm. The rest of them followed in her wake, knocking crabs off as quickly as they could. Once they were across, Roger hastened to cast a very sloppy and fairly weak [Volcanic Burst]. It was a lot smaller than she was used to, but the pool of lava was still wide enough to make it difficult for the crabs to cross safely. Susannah cursed. The sounds of claws on stone were getting louder. There were more passageways leading into the area, so they had to get the sword now before they were overrun.


  “Come on!” Susannah turned and fired an arrow into the pool of lava. The explosion that followed sent lava flying everywhere, and the crabs reeled back.


  “The sword should be right around the corner,” Aria replied. “We’ll grab it and then run. There should be a passageway a bit further on that can lead us back to the higher levels. From there, we should be able to get back to sea level and find our way out.”


  They rounded a corner and cut down a handful of crabs. There, in the passageway ahead of them, was a sword. No, Susannah thought, as the blade’s magic pulsed in response to Jonathan’s presence. It was the sword.


  * * *


  There it is.


  Even without the Blood Emperor’s words, Jonathan would have known the sword in front of them was special. Any vampire would have. A quick glance at the group around the sword and the lack of clothing or ash on the ground spelled out the awful truth. They hadn’t brought a vampire with them, never mind one with noble blood. The sword couldn’t be moved without one, but it had been too attractive a prize for them to ignore. The adventurers must have been exceptionally skilled to get this far, but without a way to move the sword, most of them had been wiped out.


  As Jonathan ran to grab the blade, he couldn’t help but admire its quality. It was a work of art as much as a weapon. It had been made in the fashion of a claymore with embellishments on the blade that hinted at the ancient history of the vampires. The cross guard was made in the shape of interlocking dragons. Yet it was the blade itself that truly caught his eye. It was wrought entirely of a jet-black material that seemed to shimmer faintly crimson when the light from Aria’s glowing sword hit it just right. Moreover, closer examination revealed a host of tiny runes and seals. They weren’t etched into the blade. Instead, they had been woven into the very fabric of the metal itself.


  The blade is made out of blood-steel, an alloy that converts the life force and blood of those it harms or kills into energy its user can wield. A dagger alone would have been a kingly gift, but a blade of this size is truly exceptional. I have only known two or three smiths who could make such a weapon. The sword I wielded in my lifetime was… well, this may be the first time in a long, long time that I’ve seen a sword that deserves to be mentioned in the same breath as it. It’s a pity we’ll have to hand it over, but we cannot afford to make an enemy of the duke.


  At least they’d have a few days to study it – assuming they got out of here alive. Jonathan put his hands on the sword and pulled. The sword sang, a single wondrously harmonic note, and then rose. It was heavy – heavier than any sword he’d ever lifted – but that weight seemed to fall away as he became aware of a different sensation. It was blood. He could feel all of the blood around him.


  Be at ease. It is another one of the sword’s abilities. It makes ambushing someone wielding such a blade very difficult unless you’re willing to employ golems, spirits, or other such creatures.


  As more crabs rushed forward, water flooded in to cool the lava Roger had created. Blue Scales wasn’t able to protect the lava, but he was able to send the water away from them. Unfortunately, they still had to deal with the crabs, and there were a lot of crabs, along with necromancers, zombies, and bone constructs.


  The blade should be capable of harnessing necromantic energy to some extent. However, it needs blood to activate after being inactive for so long, preferably fresh virgin blood. Jonathan’s eye twitched. Yes, I know it’s weird, but that’s how these things work.


  Jonathan grimaced and ran over to Aria. In between helping her bash and stab crabs, he managed to explain what he needed. She gave him an incredulous look.


  “Really?”


  “Um… yes.”


  “For crying out loud.” She retreated behind Blue Scales and tugged off one of her gauntlets long enough to run her palm along the edge of the blade before using a Word to heal the injury. “There.”


  Well aware that the others were staring at him, Jonathan focused on the sword. The Blood Emperor’s presence thickened around him like a cloak, an almost tangible force that added steel to his spine. Yet at the same time, he could sense another presence, one on the edges of his awareness. It was getting closer too. “What now?” he whispered. They were about to be cut off. He could see it.


  We still have a chance. Channel your blood magic. Weak as it is, it should still be enough.


  Like any vampire noble, Jonathan was capable of blood magic. His was weak – far too weak to even really be considered proper blood magic at all – but the blade nevertheless responded. The weapon thrummed in his hands, and its edge took on an eerie crimson light.


  This sword was made for the rage and fury of battle. It can sense your enemies are nearby. It thirsts for blood and slaughter. The Blood Emperor bared his fangs. It is unbelievably sharp. Worry not about the strength of your blows. The blade itself can do the work.


  “All right.” Jonathan frowned. “Wait… do you hear that?”


  “The spirit lantern,” Aria hissed. “It’s glowing.”


  “Huh?” Jonathan tugged the lantern off his back. It was indeed glowing, and the crimson light pouring out of it matched the light coming from the sword. “What in the world?”


  They must have shared the same maker. The spirit lantern is a beacon, of sorts, and it seems to have amplified its call using the magic of the sword. I wouldn’t have thought such resonance was possible, but if they did have the same maker…


  The sound of boots tromping on stone floors grew louder, and Jonathan’s eyes widened in disbelief. From one of the passageways came rank after rank of spectral dwarves, eerie ghosts garbed in the same fashion as the long-dead dwarf soldiers they’d passed. And at their head, glorious and proud, eyes ablaze with wrathful determination was the dwarf king. Atop his head, his metal crown shone, as solid as the sword in Jonathan’s hands.


  “Glory!” the dwarves thundered in their rough tongue as weapons banged on shields and boots stomped the ground. “Glory to Mordrath and our great and noble king!”


  “The Unconquered Dead,” Aria whispered reverently. “I never thought I would see their like.”


  “What?” Eric asked. “They’re ghost people, right?”


  “It is a rare phenomenon. A necromancer can not only animate zombies and skeletons but also bind spirits. However, there are some spirits whose willpower is so great they cannot be pressed into the services of a necromancer. Such spirits are called the Unconquered Dead. However, they rarely last long since they don’t have a necromancer to supply them with energy. But this place is cursed. It’s full of necromantic energy. If they lay dormant and waited…”


  The spirit lantern awakened them. The Blood Emperor’s voice was filled with savage glee. They remember their old enemy, and they see someone at long last wielding the blade they forged for one of their trusted allies. No wonder they have come. Attack! I doubt they will be able to linger long, but they can aid you while they are here. Look, already the crabs with magic are preparing to attack them.


  “We need to attack,” Jonathan said. “They’ll help us.”


  Aria bit her lip and then nodded sharply. “We haven’t got a choice. Attack! Make for the passageway that’ll take us back up!”


  As they charged forward, the dwarf king lifted his war hammer and pointed it right into the middle of the horde of crabs. His voice, speaking in the rough but beautiful tongue of the ancient dwarves, spoke but three words. “Kill every crab.”


  The ranks of dwarves surged forward. Jonathan’s heart swelled to see it. It was like something out of the stories of old, the myths and legends he loved so much. These were warriors with spirits so strong even necromancers could not bind them. They were resplendent in their untarnished armour and flawless in their coordination, and their battle cry shook the fallen kingdom to its foundations. They smashed into the crabs with all the force and weight of an avalanche, and the air was filled with the furious cries of the dwarves and the hideous chittering of the crabs.


  Jonathan was glad for the sword lessons he’d taken because the sword in his hands was incredible. It sliced through crab after crab with ease, and each life it took only fuelled the power Jonathan could feel trying to burst out of his body. It was like gorging on blood of the very finest quality.


  “No wonder the duke wants that sword,” Aria shouted. She was fighting at his side, and she was using her magic to protect him, so he could deal as much damage as possible. Behind him, he heard an explosion. Roger had abandoned any attempt at subtlety and was busy lobbing bolts of lightning, fire, and ash at the crabs.


  “I know.” If someone like him could do this much with the sword, what could an expert accomplish? It was incredible to think about. Next to him, Miles whacked a crab in the side with his war hammer, and Jonathan lurched forward to cut it in two.


  Stay focused. The Blood Emperor’s calm voice cut through the growing haze of battle. Even with the sword boosting your endurance, you will tire if you begin to swing recklessly. Stay composed. Your attacks should be compact and controlled. The sword can cut through them with ease, so there is no point in swinging with all your strength.


  Jonathan nodded and tried to swing the sword more intelligently. He could feel the stamina he expended being replenished as the blade struck again and again. Around him, the others were fighting hard. Roger was firing away from atop Eileen’s back as the shape-shifter fought to clear a path through the crowd of crabs. Susannah was helping Blue Scales and Eric as the pair fought to keep the group from being surrounded. As for the dwarves, the spectral soldiers were locked in a bitter struggle against the crustaceans. The brutal battle saw spirits vanishing into motes of light and crabs being ripped to pieces. At the centre of their formation, like a great hammer pounding an anvil, was the king. Even the crabs were reluctant to face him, and the dark magic that felled his fellows seemed to have little effect on him.


  A brief lull in the battle found him next to Susannah. With casual ease, she dropped a trio of crabs with one shot of her bow. “You could have told me about the ancient vampire you’ve got hanging around. It’s not like I’d judge. He’s clearly been helping us, and my best friend is a raccoon. I’m part werewolf too.”


  “About that…” Jonathan grimaced. “It’s kind of a long story, and I’m not sure now is the best time.”


  “Fair enough.” She grinned. “I just wanted to let you know it wouldn’t be a problem. Whoever he is, he’s absurdly powerful. But since I worked out one of your secrets, would you like to know one of mine? It’ll make us even.”


  “Uh… sure.”


  “Let me borrow that.” She plucked the spare sword off his back and tested its weight. “Not bad. The dwarves really know their swords. It’s not as good as yours, but it’ll do. I just hope it lasts long enough.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Susannah twirled the blade with a flourish and took up a stance. “You know how I said I was an archer? Yeah. I might have lied about that. I’m actually better with a sword.”


  That stance… The Blood Emperor radiated surprise. The last people I saw use that…


  “Were your mother and her clan?” Jonathan whispered. “But wasn’t she a huntress from that famous clan?”


  Yes. The Blood Emperor paused. She was.


  “But that would mean…”


  As if to answer his unspoken question, the grey cloak Susannah wore changed. Instead of dull grey, it became a resplendent garment of red, silver, and gold. The deeds she’d done were clearly depicted on the crimson fabric in gleaming thread. Jonathan gaped. He knew about that cloak. Every vampire did. Only those who belonged to the oldest and most storied of the hunting clans could wear it – and only those who had achieved a certain level of mastery. They were the bane of monsters everywhere, the stuff of nightmares for vampires the world over.


  “I hope you don’t need this later.” Susannah grinned impishly. “Because I’m going to break it.”


  Still grinning, Susannah twirled the sword one last time and then leapt into the oncoming horde of crabs. [Slice] and [Pierce] – the two Words echoed through the air as loud and clear as bells. And then she began to kill. It was unbelievable. She was like a ghost, flitting through the storm of blows from the crabs only to strike, and each strike she delivered was a marvel to behold. Not only did she slice and pierce through the crabs with ease despite their hardened shells but each of her strikes was also perfectly placed and executed. One moment she cut a crab in half, the next she sliced the legs off another and then flipped through the air, twirling and cutting more crabs down before she landed. Despite the crabs bearing down on her, she was the one pushing them back, their numbers somehow making no difference at all.


  But already, Jonathan could see signs of strain in the blade she was using. He’d held that sword. He knew it was good, quality steel that had been forged by a skilled dwarf smith, yet it was already on the verge of breaking. No wonder she relied more on a bow. Any sword she used would be lucky to last more than a battle or two once she used her Words on it. A crab lunged at her from behind, and Susannah dodged, raised one fist, and punched it.


  [Pulverise].


  The Word essentially turned the crab to mush.


  His brows furrowed. So far, she hadn’t used a single Word unrelated to destruction, and all of them were incredibly powerful. She must have a strong affinity for certain Words, just as he did.


  Now that is what I call a woman. The Blood Emperor was grinning from ear to ear. My mother was a huntress from the same clan. It’s been so long that I’d almost forgotten how impressive they are in combat. He sighed wistfully. I wish she’d lived long enough for me to face her in my prime. What a battle that would have been…


  Jonathan decided to keep his thoughts about the Blood Emperor’s taste in women to himself. Women who could eviscerate giant crabs were not normally the ones he thought about pursuing. Instead, he simply said, “I’m glad she’s on our side.” Susannah and Aria were now fighting side by side, and it looked as though they’d spent their lives fighting together. Actually, now that he looked closer, that wasn’t quite the case. Aria was leading, but Susannah was skilled enough to follow her lead seamlessly.


  Throughout the area, the spectral dwarves had begun to chant and sing, and the hall shook with the force of their bloodthirsty voices and their steel-shod boots. Many of them had dissipated, but the remainder fought on undaunted. Jonathan couldn’t help but wonder how many times they’d fought this battle.


  “Pressure the necromancers,” Aria ordered over the din of combat. “I’ll deal with the zombies.”


  As the others hastened to obey, Aria retreated behind them and began to pray. The words grated on Jonathan’s nerves, a testament to the holy power she wielded. Eileen had abandoned her bear form to turn into a young, two-headed hydra, a form she could maintain longer than her larger, more powerful three-headed form. Her acid was doing a decent job of forcing the nearest crabs back, so Roger could continue to blast them. A bone creature loomed ahead of them, a mass of bleached white in the shape of a giant, multi-headed sea lion. Susannah laughed and ran forward. She leapt into the air and struck the bone creature in mid leap before she landed behind it. The dwarf sword she’d taken shattered in her hands, and the bone creature exploded. Susannah threw the hilt of the broken weapon through the shell of the nearest crab and drew her daggers. A distinctly wolfish smile crossed her lips, and her smile only widened when Eric let loose an ear-splitting howl.


  Jonathan didn’t know how effective [Howl of Terror] would be against the zombies and bone creatures, but the living crabs certainly felt the effect. Those closest to the werewolf stumbled back, and those further away seemed hesitant to press forward. Behind them, Aria finally completed her prayer. A blinding flash of light rippled outward. The god that Aria served was a noted foe of the undead, and although her prayer only managed to stun and weaken the living crabs, its effect on the zombies and bone creatures was devastating. The lesser creatures began to disintegrate, and the greater ones were thrown back, light spilling out of cracks in their bodies like smoke. The others hurried to take advantage, and the former paladin sagged. Jonathan managed to get there in time to steady her, and she gulped down a potion, so they could press on. Prayers like hers channelled the powers of the gods themselves, and no mortal could serve as a conduit for long.


  They were still charging forward when they screeched to a halt.


  It was Blue Scales who stopped them, one arm flung out to bar their path. Jonathan opened his mouth to ask what was going on, but then he saw it. Rising out of the depths of the water that filled the shattered mining area in front of them was a crab – a really, really, really big crab. Magical power rolled off the monster, and its shell was covered in gleaming geometric patterns of blues, greens, and blacks. Blue Scales tensed, every muscle in his body taut.


  “This is a champion amongst their kind,” the merman growled. “It will be no easy foe.” He nodded at Roger and Susannah before continuing. “Unlike the crabs we’ve faced so far, it can regenerate. Only overwhelming damage to multiple critical areas will defeat it, and even then, it will likely heal given time unless its body is completely destroyed.”


  Aria took stock of the situation. It was clear from her scowl that she did not like this at all. They were on the run with hordes of enemies behind them and a powerful foe in front of them. Worse, they had already used a lot of their strength just to get this far. However, they didn’t have a choice. They could either win here or die. Her lips firmed into a thin line, and she nodded almost to herself before beginning to give out orders.


  “We don’t need to kill it to win. If we can put it down long enough to escape, that’ll do. Roger, Susannah, and Eileen, you’re our strike team. Eileen, use your acid. Hydra acid is known to hinder or even outright prevent regeneration. Roger, hit it with something big. As long as you don’t bring this place down around us, it’s fine. Susannah, I don’t know how your Words work exactly, but if you can crack its shell open or land a critical blow, that would be great.” She glanced at Blue Scales. “Keep it from using water against us, and bind it if you can. If it floods this place, we’re finished.”


  “And the rest of us?” Jonathan asked, knowing he probably wouldn’t like the answer.


  “We hit it with whatever we can. Most of all, we keep it occupied.”


  Jonathan eyed the crab’s claws warily. They were large enough to cut through a wagon with ease. A single glancing hit could easily be fatal, even to him. “Okay.”


  “All right.” Aria pointed. “Look away. [Blinding Flash]!”


  The flash of light had the massive crab covering its eyes with its claws as the group burst into motion. Roger leapt onto a ledge and immediately fired off [Ash Blast]. The attack would have instantly killed a group of the lesser crabs, but the champion merely gave a short, huffing sound before expelling a tightly focused beam of water. The raccoon squawked and scrambled to get clear as the ledge all but disintegrated. Susannah swooped in to grab him, and the ranger used the line on her fishing rod to swing her and Roger up onto a half-fallen walkway that circled the upper part of the chamber. The crab fired off another beam, but Blue Scales drove his trident forward. The beam went awry, and Roger cackled and unleashed a brilliant barrage of lightning.


  “This thing… it’s control over water is comparable to my own.” The merman growled. “I cannot halt its use of water, merely divert it or slow it down.” His eyes widened as the crab rounded on him and swung one of its enormous claws. He managed to dodge, but the blow still smashed through a pillar and ripped a section of the wall to pieces. “And it is no less formidable in melee combat either.”


  [Annihilating Pressure].


  “Move!” Aria barked.


  Jonathan hurried to get clear as a great weight fell over the area they had occupied. The stone floor cracked as though pulverised by an immense boulder. That… that was not a Word he wanted to get hit by. Vampires could regenerate, but being turned into a puddle of goo would definitely be fatal.


  Only Blue Scales remained unaffected by the crab’s Word. He stood proudly amidst the wreckage, and he unleashed a withering blast of lightning that shook the chamber to its foundations. The crab flinched, and its claws flailed, sending water and broken stone flying everywhere.


  “You face a son of the Deep,” Blue Scales bellowed as he took one step forward and then another and another, shrugging off the crushing pressure of the Word. “These scales of mine have survived greater pressures before.”


  Our foe has access to powerful Words. The Blood Emperor frowned as Susannah launched one of her exploding arrows only for the projectile to disintegrate before it could even reach the crab. Her Words won’t do any good if the crab can destroy her projectiles before they can hit. It must have some defence against projectile attacks.


  “What do we do?” Jonathan asked.


  Aria gestured. A glowing barrier sprang to life as another beam of water lanced out, this time at Blue Scales. The merman’s trident rose to intercept the attack, and the beam lost most of its coherence. Even so, Blue Scales was pushed back, the sheer volume of water threatening to sweep him away. A flick of the crab’s immense legs sent water and rubble hurtling toward them, and Aria’s barrier shuddered as several chunks of rock half the size of a grown man pelted into it.


  On the other side of the chamber, Eileen spat a volley of acid. The spray of corrosive fluid turned into hazy mist before it could reach the crab, but some of it still managed to reach the titanic crustacean. The acid did some superficial damage to its shell. However, too little was getting through to do any real damage. With greater speed than it had shown so far, the crab turned. Eileen managed to avoid being caught in its claws, but the crab still managed to hit her with a backhanded swipe. Despite her size, the blow tossed Eileen back into the wall of the chamber. Had she been anything but a hydra, the blow might have killed her. As it was, Eric was forced to leap in to draw the crab’s attention while Eileen regenerated.


  “Keep the pressure on,” Aria shouted. “I think I can dispel its protective field. Roger, hit it with something bigger. Jonathan, give Susannah your war hammer.”


  The raccoon immediately began to call on more of his magic. His teeth were bared in exertion, but he refused to slow down. If any of them faltered here, they were finished. Whatever he was going to do, it would be more devastating than any Word he’d used so far. The crab reacted to the growing threat by spewing water at him and using [Annihilating Pressure] again. Susannah grabbed Roger and dodged, sliding under the beam and then flipping over a claw before using it to vault up and over the crab’s other claw and onto another part of the damaged walkway. It was a testament to his trust in her that Roger’s concentration never wavered.


  “Here!” Jonathan tossed the war hammer at her. It was an awkward throw, but Susannah used her fishing rod to latch onto the weapon and drag it over.


  “Thank you.” Susannah gave him a jaunty salute. “I’ll put it to good use.”


  Eileen lumbered back onto her feet. Instead of the two-headed hydra she’d been, she had opted to become the biggest hydra she could, a three-headed monstrosity that towered over everything except the giant crab. Three streams of acid lanced through the air along with a [Destructive Thunder] from Blue Scales. The protective field around the crab dispersed most of the acid, but the merman’s Word had better success. The crab’s entire body twitched as the savage onslaught of electricity slammed into it. Eric leapt forward with Miles on his back – it would have been a comical sight in any other situation – and the pair lashed out at the crab’s eyes before scrambling to get clear. Blinded, the crab thrashed about wildly. One of the crab’s claws threatened to close on the pair, but Eric hurled Miles to safety. He lost an arm for his trouble, but the werewolf simply growled and wrenched himself free. Blood poured from the wound, but already, the flow was slowing as the arm began to grow back.


  “[Purification]!” Aria’s magic surged, and a bright glow enveloped the crab. [Purification] was normally used to remove harmful magic from allies, but it could also be used to remove enhancement magic or protective magic from enemies. “It’s strong.” Aria grit her teeth and gestured again. “[Purification]!” The glow around the crab intensified. “[Purification]!” There was a sound like a bell being struck, and the glow around the crab vanished. “There! Its protective field is gone. You should be able to hit it with projectiles now.”


  Channel the power of the sword. It should have gathered enough energy by now to enhance you to a useful degree. The Blood Emperor’s voice was calm but forceful. If this goes on much longer, we’ll have to worry about the other crabs as well. I doubt the Unconquered Dead can hold them for much longer.


  The crab’s eyes had regenerated, and it glared at them with utter hatred. With a vile, sibilant hiss, its claws reached out to crush them. Miles dodged and smashed his war hammer down as hard as he could. With three Words layered onto the strike, it would have been enough to turn one of the other crabs into pulp. All he managed to do against the giant crab was make a minute crack. Jonathan’s eyes narrowed. It didn’t seem like much, but perhaps the sword could make something out of it.


  Strength flooded through him, far more than he’d ever imagined possible, and he took three steps and then swung with all his might. It was a mark of the crab’s durability that the sword couldn’t cut through it like paper, the way it had cut through all of the other crabs. Still, the weapon struck a telling blow. The small crack widened, and more cracks spread out along the outer surface of the claw.


  “Aim for the crack, Eileen!” Aria shouted. She barked a Word, and several glowing chains formed around the claw to hold it in place. A lance of water threatened to hit her, but Blue Scales was there to deflect it before he gathered his power and shoved as much water as he could away from the crab.


  The shape-shifter-turned-hydra spewed acid. Without its protective aura to disperse the attack, the acid was able to get all over the damaged claw. The crack widened even more, and pits and holes began to appear in the shell around the claw. Eric gave a howl of appreciation and sailed through the air, turning his entire body into a battering ram. The armour around the crab’s claw shattered to expose the weaker flesh beneath.


  Aria used [Blinding Flash] again, and Blue Scales blasted the exposed claw with more lightning. The flesh withered and blackened under the assault, and Miles and Jonathan both sprang forward to hack and hammer away. With an awful wet sound, the claw ripped off, and the crab reared back in agony. Eileen stomped forward and unleashed a deluge of acid. The attack landed squarely on the crab’s body, and it shrieked and wailed. With the acid eating away at its shell, the crab rounded on the shape-shifter. It proved to be a critical mistake.


  Susannah leapt through the air with Jonathan’s war hammer and brought the weapon down. “[Shatter]!” There was a sound like breaking glass, and a dozen large cracks spread across the crab’s shell before it shattered and fell away in large, broken chunks. The war hammer exploded in her hands, and Susannah flew back, somehow managing to land on her feet not far away from Jonathan and Miles as Roger finally – finally – unleashed the Word he’d been preparing all this time.


  [Volcanic Geyser] was a more powerful version of [Volcanic Burst] that not only generated greater heat and more lava but also covered a far larger area – like the entire central part of the chamber that the massive crab occupied. The water in the area evaporated in an instant, and the crab shrieked in agony as the space beneath it turned into a small lake of molten lava. Somehow, the crustacean was able to keep fighting. It thrashed and flailed its claws and legs in a desperate bid to either strike them down or climb out of the scorching liquid. Roger sank against the wall behind him, and Susannah hurried over to pick him up.


  “Good work, buddy.” Susannah held him close. “We’ll do the rest.”


  “Don’t let it out!” Aria ordered. “Keep it in the lava!”


  They needed no further urging. As the crab’s legs fought to find purchase on the firm stone around the lava, Jonathan swung the Blood Blade. The weapon didn’t sever the limb, but it did pierce the shell around it. Miles and Eric piled on their own blows, and the limb gave way. The crab lost its balance and toppled back into the lava. The smell of burning crab filled the air, and Eileen and Blue Scales worked together to destroy two more of the crabs’ legs. They were so close to winning. Before their eyes, the lava was doing its terrible, terrible work. The crab’s flesh had blackened, and pieces of it were burning and then falling away. The group rained blow after blow down on the crab, and Roger rallied enough to throw in a few weaker Words of his own. Finally, the creature succumbed, sinking into the lava with a final, ponderous groan.


  Some of the crabs from before spilled into the chamber, but they fled at the sight of their champion falling. The remaining dwarf ghosts roared in approval at the sight, and they gave chase, laughing and chanting as they cut down the fleeing crabs. Jonathan watched them go and dragged in a ragged breath. In his hands, the Blood Blade shivered, and he felt fresh strength run through him. However, he could tell that the blade was running low. Unless he took more lives with it, it would not be able to help him much more. Slowly, he became aware that some of the spectral dwarves had remained behind and had fallen into formation around the group. One of them stepped forward. It was the king.


  “It has been a long, long time since someone got this far,” the king rumbled. His voice was like thunder tearing through the sky. It reminded Jonathan of the Blood Emperor. “But you still have a long way to go before you are safe, and your foe is not yet defeated.” As he spoke, a charred claw emerged from the lava. Jonathan gaped. This was insane. How could it still be alive? “Still, it is gravely wounded. We can do the rest.” The king hefted his war hammer. “Go, all of you. Return to the surface and await me there. For the aid my men and I have given you, I would ask a boon.”


  It was the Blood Emperor who jolted Jonathan out of his reverie. “All right.” And with that, the spectral dwarves charged toward the wounded crab.


  “Come on.” Aria tugged on his arm. “Let them handle this.” She pointed. “The passageway is right there.”


  They hurried into the passageway, and their flight from the lower levels passed in a blur of frantic running and hurried combat. He’d never run so much in his life, and he was glad for his vampiric stamina and the power the sword was able to harvest from each blow it struck. He was amazed that Miles and Aria could keep up. Even as the group’s progress grew increasingly ragged, they pressed on. Eventually, Eileen simply scooped up Miles and Aria and put them on her back, so she could carry them along in her bear form. Roger, likewise, was clinging onto Susannah’s back. Her red cloak turned her into a swift, bloody shadow as she led the way with Blue Scales and Eric, her pace never slowing as they fought past small groups of crabs on their way up out of the lightless, doomed depths of the fallen kingdom. More than once, a spectral dwarf appeared ahead of them to show them the way or warn them of an unexpected obstruction in the path ahead. Jonathan wasn’t sure how long they ran. Time had a way of slipping past in a place like this, and the hideous chittering of the crabs seemed to be everywhere. It was only when they reached the upper halls where an exit to the outside of the mountain beckoned did some measure of calm return to him.


  “We need to wait,” Jonathan said. Eric growled. After how close they’d come to being overrun or cut off, he was not keen on waiting. “I know – and we can leave if we see trouble. But when the ghost of an ancient dwarf king asks you to wait…”


  The werewolf tipped his head slightly in acknowledgement.


  “Then let’s hope he doesn’t keep us waiting too long,” Aria said. She patted Eileen’s side. “Good work, Eileen. We don’t have much further to go now.” The bear gave a rumble of agreement and shifted to let Miles and Aria climb off her back.


  Thankfully, the dwarf king didn’t keep them waiting long.


  He appeared a few minutes later, and Jonathan finally had the opportunity to get a good look at him without worrying about imminent death. King Dalendin was tall for a dwarf and broader in the shoulders than any dwarf Jonathan had ever heard of. However, the ghost was far more faded and indistinct than he had been before. If Jonathan had to guess, either he’d used up much of his power fighting off the crabs or the necromantic energies that sustained him were weaker up here than below.


  “You waited.”


  Jonathan nodded. “You said you wanted to talk.”


  The dwarf tugged off his helmet and crown. The crooked grin he wore granted him warmth that could be felt despite his ghostly nature. His features were rugged and fierce, and his eyes shone with resolve. “You remind me of a vampire I once knew.” He glanced at the Blood Blade. “We made that for him. It’s a pity he never received it. He saved my father’s life, and we dwarves always repay our debts.”


  “We were hired by one of his descendants to retrieve it. You may rest assured it will be in the hands of his successor soon.” Had Jonathan merely stumbled across the sword, he would have kept it. Even in the hands of a novice like him, it had proven its deadly worth. He could scarcely imagine what a seasoned warrior like the duke could do with it.


  The king smiled. “I see. That’s good.” He pointed at the spirit lantern. “Tell me, do you know what that is?”


  “Yes.”


  “My men and I… the ones you saw… we were the ones the necromancers could not tame, not even with their foul magic. Yet we cannot move on. The shame of our defeat and the pain of losing our kingdom bound us here. Slaying that giant crab has granted many of my men the peace they sought. Their pride is restored, and they have gone to the halls of feasting and merriment that are home to all the valorous dead. Yet some of them – and I – still remain. Our duty compels us to stay.”


  “And what is that duty?”


  “What became of my line?” the king asked quietly. “None of the adventurers before your group could really see or speak to me, and the energies that allowed me and the others to do battle once more came from the lantern you carry. Tell me, has my line perished, or has it endured?” He looked around at Mordrath, still splendid despite its ruin. “I fell in battle, but I had hoped that at least some of my people and children could escape. Was it all for nothing? Is this… this folly all I am to be known for?”


  Jonathan smiled. “It was not in vain. There are several kings that claim to be descended from your children, and I, and most scholars, believe most of their claims to be true. Yet time has made it difficult to be sure, I will admit that much.”


  “Time does that.” The king’s gaze sharpened. He was no mere brute. “So there is no High King of the Dwarves then? My line alone had claim to that. Are the folk of the mountains, stone, and metal once more warring with each other?”


  “There has been… strife. As you fear, there has been no High King since you fell.”


  “I see.” Dalendin’s expression grew sombre. “I can tell you have… company.” Jonathan stiffened. Was he referring to the Blood Emperor? “The boon I ask is simple. Use the spirit lantern to take my spirit and those of my followers who still remain away from this place. I would meet with those who claim to be my successors and judge their worthiness. All true dwarves will honour the Unconquered Dead, and I am the last High King. They will hear me and listen.”


  “And if one of them is worthy?”


  The king handed Jonathan his crown. To Jonathan’s shock, it was solid, not some spectral copy. “This is the crown of the High King’s of old. Anyone I give it to will receive the recognition and honour it brings. If one of them proves worthy, I would give it to them as a mark of my esteem – and to unite the dwarves once more.”


  Jonathan looked at the others. None of them knew how to respond.


  “I can sense your hesitation.” The king chuckled. “Allow me to offer you something else. In exchange for the aid you give me, the one I crown High King will undoubtedly owe you and yours a debt, and we dwarves never forget our debts just like we never forget our grudges. Think of what such a boon would be worth.”


  It would be good to have the help of the High King when I seek to reclaim my throne – or you could simply ask for enough money to get your castle back. Either way, this is not an opportunity we can afford to ignore.


  “It could take a while,” Jonathan said. “I can’t really drop everything to visit your descendants.”


  “That is fair enough. I would like to learn more about them first, and the spirit lantern will allow me to wander and observe the world, provided I return to it from time to time. There were other spirit lanterns too, and I will be able to draw upon their strength. With any luck, they have been kept and cared for. All you need do is set the spirit lantern in a place of power.”


  Jonathan pursed his lips. Bloodmark had been very deliberately built atop a place of power. “I can do that, but we might need your aid from time to time. Our line of work can be… dangerous.”


  “You will have it – though our aid cannot be given often. We are but ghosts of the past, after all.” The king vanished, and wisps of light flowed into the spirit lantern. “You should leave soon, vampire. Daybreak is not far, and your kind do not handle the sun well.”


  “He’s right.” Jonathan’s hands tightened on the crown. It was still there. Incredible. “I can feel it. We need to go.”


  The entrance was partially blocked, but Roger and Blue Scales were only too happy to blast the rubble aside. The group ran out into the open and swiftly made their way down the mountainside toward the sea. Sure enough, the feeling of dawn approaching grew stronger with each passing moment. Like any vampire, Jonathan could tell when night was about to end. Roger sent up a plume of fire as a signal, and Jonathan only allowed himself to relax when he saw a ship come into view and make for the shore. It would be close, but they should be just in time.


  The captain greeted them with a broad smile as he noticed the blade Jonathan carried. “It looks like you succeeded.”


  “Yes.” Jonathan grimaced. “But I had better head below decks.” His skin was tingling.


  “Aye.” The captain eyed the horizon. “You’ve a few minutes at most, and it would be a shame to be caught in the sun after making it this far.”


  As he left, Jonathan could hear Aria speaking with the captain.


  “My orders are clear. We are to head back with the sword immediately. But fear not. The other ships will see to the other adventurers.”


  “I see.” Aria’s next words were to Susannah and the others. “We need to talk, but we can do that in Jonathan’s room provided we all fit. He – we – need to talk about what happened in there.”


  * * *


  “So… you’re a huntress.”


  Aria rubbed her temples for a few seconds. Her body ached in more than a dozen places, and she knew she was covered in bruises under her armour. It was tempting to use magic to heal everything, but she wasn’t going to waste what little power she had left on anything except life-threatening injuries. She would wait until her magic had recovered before she used it to heal more minor problems.


  Susannah being a huntress was a huge problem, and she wished she could ignore it. However, she’d dealt with huntresses before. They were allies of a sort to her former order in the sense that they hunted down many of the same monsters the paladins considered enemies. Every single one of them who’d earned their red cloak had been akin to a walking natural disaster: clever, cunning, maniacally determined, absurdly skilled, and virtually impossible to kill. Oh, they were still human – mostly – but there had long been rumours about their heritage, and she’d seen huntresses shrug off blows in much the same way that werewolves and hydras did. And that was assuming they even got hit. Susannah fit the mould perfectly. She was the best archer Aria had ever seen, but her swordsmanship was even better. She’d only used a handful of Words too, but the sheer power behind them was insane. To make matters worse, she wasn’t even as old as she claimed to be.


  After removing the broach she wore, Aria realised the girl was a teenager. What they’d seen wasn’t her full strength. She was years from her prime. The person they’d gotten used to seeing was presumably what she’d look like in several years.


  “Well…” Susannah had put the broach back on, and she glanced at Roger for approval. The racoon shrugged and nodded his assent. “Basically, it’s because of Roger. He’s my best friend, but due to certain… circumstances, he decided to leave our clans and see the world. Since he’s squishy and would probably last about five minutes before getting stabbed if he was on his own, I decided to tag along.” She grinned. “It was kind of a spur of the moment thing, which is why I don’t have a sword with me or anything else that can channel my Words for too long without exploding. It’s why I use a bow. Sure, the arrows break down, but that won’t matter if they hit my target first. Oh, and my fishing rod is a special one I got from some elves we helped out. It won’t last forever, but it heals itself, so as long as I don’t overuse it, it’ll be fine. Anyway, the duke heard about some monster hunting we did, and you know what happened next.”


  “Good grief.” Aria covered her face with her hands. Eric – that jerk – seemed to find the whole thing hilarious, judging from his pathetic attempts to stifle his laughter. Had he forgotten that huntresses often killed werewolves? Then again, Susannah had mentioned that her grandfather was a werewolf, and there had been nothing but affection in her voice whenever she mentioned him. “And your Words?”


  “Hmm… if a Word is related to destruction, the odds are good that I can use it. However, my control is still a work in progress. Any Word I use tends to be way too powerful. If I use anything except basic Words…”


  Aria shuddered. She’d seen what Susannah could do with a basic Word like [Pierce]. The thought of her using something stronger like [Obliterate] was terrifying. “But you’re a huntress. How are you okay with our group? Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad you’re not trying to murder us all, but still…”


  “This might sound weird since my clan does hunt down pretty much everyone in this group except Miles and Blue Scales, plus my grandfather’s favourite approach to problems is eating them, but we’re not all as bad as the stories say. Sure, most of my family can get a bit overzealous, and we might have wiped out entire clans of monsters before, but some of us are more discerning.” Susannah grinned. “You’re good people. Sure, you’re weird, but so are Roger and I. I won’t lie. There are people in my clan who probably would kill Jonathan and Eric simply because of what they are, but there are just as many who’d ignore them because they haven’t done anything wrong. Me? Unless I see you guys munching on kids or something, you don’t have anything to worry about although I would like to know who has been tagging along with Jonathan. Ancient vampire spirits aren’t common, and some of them can be quite nasty.”


  The Blood Emperor appeared. Aria sighed. She should have known the vampire would do something like that. Despite his claims to the contrary, he did have a tendency toward the theatrical.


  “Greetings.” The Blood Emperor did more than fill the cabin thanks to his height and frame. He also filled it with his sheer presence. If they hadn’t covered the cabin in magic to ensure privacy, there would have been chaos on deck. “You are kin to my mother, albeit centuries removed.”


  “An ancient vampire whose mother was a huntress?” Susannah laughed. “Oh, this is too good. You must be the Blood Emperor.” She caught the surprise on their faces, and she smirked. “My clan keeps great records, and your mother was one of our very best. I’m a big fan of hers, actually, although the clan was never happy about her choice of husband. Most of us, well, we kind of don’t talk about her or mention her. I had to dig through our archives. Of course, nobody had the guts to say anything to her face back then, at least, that was the impression I got.”


  “Indeed. I remember her pummelling quite a few of her relatives when she brought me back with her.”


  “Well, say what you like about their relationship, but she must have loved your father. From what I could glean from the records, she went on a rampage after he got assassinated. She supposedly singlehandedly wiped out everyone involved. If that isn’t love, what is?” She tilted her head to one side. “Were you planning on bringing yourself back to life?”


  Aria stiffened. Was this going to be a problem?


  The Blood Emperor smirked back. “And if I was?”


  “Honestly? Assuming you don’t go insane, it might be good if you did. The number of missions involving rogue vampires and people from the Blood Alliance has been steadily increasing for centuries. Having a central authority – one who actually respects humans – to crack down on bad behaviour might be better than the current mess.”


  “Can you keep this quiet?” Jonathan asked. “It would be bad if anyone else found out.”


  Susannah and Roger nodded. “Sure. Heck, Roger and I want in.”


  “Really?” the Blood Emperor asked. “Do you have any idea how dangerous this will be?”


  “Of course, I do. But since Roger and I are basically fugitives from our clans, we’re going to be in a lot of trouble when we get back. But suppose we helped complete an epic, world-changing quest? We could always claim that’s why we left since huntresses are known to have a knack for being where they’re needed most. My clan wouldn’t be happy, but they’d accept it. Results do matter. My grandfather might not be pleased either, but he’ll get over it too.” She looked about furtively. “And Roger and I will have to go back at some point, if only to straighten things out. I’m confident I can take anyone they send after me in a fight, especially with Roger to back me up, but I’d rather not be looking over my shoulder my whole life. Sure, they might send my sister after me – she’s no slouch – but I can probably talk her down.” She and Roger gave the team a thumb’s up. “So, basically, Roger and I are in until we win or end up dead.”


  “Well,” the Blood Emperor said. “We’ll be happy to have you.”


  Aria sighed. What was that saying again? In for a copper coin, in for a gold one? Something like that. “Well… welcome aboard. Hopefully, this is something we won’t regret. Hopefully, we’ll all be laughing about this in Jonathan’s castle a few years from now.”


  The scholar sighed wistfully. “Hopefully.”


  Aria took a deep breath. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way. Jonathan, we need to talk about what you and the dwarf king discussed.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yes, oh.” Aria rubbed her temples again. “In addition to the spirit of the Blood Emperor, you now have the spirits of a dwarf High King and some of his elites hanging around too. This… this complicates things.”


  “In fairness,” Jonathan said. “It’s not like I’ll have to bring him with me on every mission. I can hide the lantern at my friend’s shop until we need it.”


  “Even so, we’re going to have to visit the dwarves at some point, and who knows how that will go.” Aria sighed heavily. The dwarves were a fractious bunch, and they’d been fighting amongst themselves for centuries. As happy as some of them would be to finally have a High King again, whoever wasn’t picked would probably respond in typical dwarf fashion: by declaring a grudge and sounding the call to arms. “We need to be very careful about how we handle his request.”


  “I know.” Jonathan’s brows furrowed. “I have corresponded with some dwarves over the years when doing my research. At the very least, I can write to them and try to subtly inquire about the situation amongst the dwarves. I’m sure we can also take a few missions near their territory. If we were there at the Union’s behest or under the orders of a baron or duke, I think they’d be reluctant to try anything.”


  “Until we can be sure, you need to keep the king concealed. If he has to do a bit of wandering around as a ghost, then fine. But he cannot be traced back to us.” Aria bit her lip. “And the crown. You have to conceal it. Nobody has seen it since Mordrath fell, but every dwarf knows what it looks like. If they know you have it…”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll keep it secret.”


  “Good.” Aria leaned back. “Now, there’s still a lot to talk about, but I think we can probably leave it until we’ve all had a bit of rest. Agreed?”


  “Agreed,” they all replied.


  * * *


  “I can scarcely believe it,” the duke whispered reverently as he lifted the sword up in his hands. “I had hoped against all reason that you could retrieve it, but to finally lay my hands on it…” He bowed deeply, a shocking display of respect and gratitude. “You have my thanks – and the thanks of all my House. Truly, you have more than earned your reputations. You will be paid in full for your efforts, and I will add a bonus as well.” He looked at Jonathan. “You may rest assured, Lord Bloodhaven that despite your circumstances, you will have my support should you ever require it.” He shook his head in wonder and cradled the sword. “This… this will change a great many things for my House.”


  “We are honoured to have been of service.” Jonathan paused. “We did find some other things…”


  “Keep them,” the duke said firmly. “Our agreement was clear about that. Anything else you found there is yours.” He sighed. “Still, there were many casualties amongst the groups I sent in. Too many of them failed to retreat when it would have been prudent.”


  “It was no easy task,” Jonathan said. “Some casualties were inevitable.”


  “Indeed. But rest assured that I have no intention of sending anyone there again.” The duke’s gaze was still filled with delight at his triumph. “I am staying well away from it, and I would advise you to do the same. Let it stay as it has been. The dwarves were right to abandon it.”


  “Yes, they were.” Jonathan grimaced. “But we should warn you. There were signs that a ritual was taking place. The evil within Mordrath may soon stir again.”


  “I see.” The duke nodded. “I will have it watched from afar then. We cannot allow the evil within it to spread any further than that accursed place.”


  They continued to talk after that, but it was merely pleasantries. The duke soon took his leave, and when he was gone, Jonathan and the others all relaxed.


  “Well,” Jonathan said. “That went… well, I suppose. I mean… none of us are dead, and we all have our limbs attached.”


  Eric raised one eyebrow. “I would like to point that I had one of my arms ripped off, and Eileen got absolutely mangled.”


  In fairness, your arm grew back, and I regenerated. Eileen made a content sound as Aria scratched her back.


  “The pay was certainly generous.” From what Aria could tell, the duke had doubled their already impressive payment.


  “The sword will garner him immense power and prestige. The last vampire to wield such a weapon was the Blood Emperor, so I imagine he will take full advantage of the comparison.” Jonathan chuckled. “His enemies and rivals will be at a loss.”


  “I thought as much.” Aria leaned back on the couch. “But I think we need to take a break. We could all use a rest after what we’ve been through.” She glanced at Susannah. “Jonathan and Miles have a place to stay. What about you and Roger?” The raccoon was devouring the fruit that had been set aside if anyone wanted something to eat.


  “We’re staying at a guild-owned property. Not too many places are fond of raccoons, even ones as awesome as Roger. Although…”


  “We’ve got a place,” Aria said. Their improved circumstances had allowed them to purchase property in the city. Susannah was wearing her broach again, but now that Aria knew, she couldn’t help but worry about the teenager. “It wouldn’t feel right leaving you and Roger on your own.”


  “I can take care of myself just fine,” Susannah said. “But we’d be happy to hang around. And, yes, if I have any ‘womanly’ issues, I’ll come to you. It’s not like Roger can help.”


  “Fair enough. Jonathan, will you be going back to Martin’s shop?”


  “Yes. We did recover a few things that he might want to sell, and I know he’d enjoy the story.” Jonathan smiled. “He’s not fond of adventuring – too dangerous, he says – but he does like knowing what we do, provided he can stay clear of the fighting.”


  “Good. We’ll keep in touch.”


  Martin was characteristically blunt when they spoke. “You have a death wish, don’t you?”


  Jonathan chuckled nervously. “Believe me. I know how it looks, but these sorts of things just keep happening. I don’t plan on getting into this much trouble.”


  “I should hope not.” Martin eyed some of what he’d brought. “We can get an excellent price for everything. Anything provably out of Mordrath fetches a fine price since so few people ever manage to get anything out of there. The fact that the duke himself can vouch for their authenticity will quash any rumours of fakery. Will you be keeping the dwarf weapons? They’ll sell very well indeed, but…”


  “Given how things are, we’ll be keeping some of them, but not all of them.”


  “Okay. A war hammer is a much better weapon in some cases than a sword, and you’ve the strength to use it too. What was it like in there? I’ve heard countless tales of the dwarves of Mordrath and their skills, but I’d rather not go anywhere near the place. I enjoy living.”


  There was a specific Word that Jonathan had been practicing at the behest of the Blood Emperor.


  [Display Memory].


  An image sprang to life over the table that showed what Jonathan had seen. It showed the splendour of Mordrath, the timeless glory that not even centuries of disrepair and flooding could dim, the glory that countless battles and disasters had not erased. For a long, long time, Martin was silent as his eyes drank in the images in front of him. He had never glimpsed the exotic locales that so many of his goods originated from, yet as he gazed upon the ancient kingdom, some of the bitterness that usually filled his expression vanished. He was like a boy again, reading about ancient wonders in dusty tomes for the very first time. Quietly, as though afraid he would break the spell, he spoke.


  “Can you show me more?”


  “Gladly, my friend. But be careful. The crabs may seem comical at first, but what they could do with their claws was not comical at all.”


  “I’ll take your word for it, but let me fetch some blood. There’s nothing quite like talking about a successful venture over a hot mug of fresh blood.”


  “I hope the next time I see a crab, it will be on a dinner plate.”


  And that was how he spent the rest of his evening. It was pleasant – cosy even – with Miles and Martin, and even the reminders of how close he’d come to death in Mordrath could not take away the warmth of the company he kept.


  
Epilogue


  “Why did your people make the spirit lanterns?” Jonathan asked.


  The dwarf king stood before him, his spectral body somewhat hazy until the lantern in question began to emit a cold, white light. His body solidified, and his lips curved up into a small smile. “They were useful for mining, and the ability to channel the powers of various spirits came in handy in a number of other situations. The one you have was one of the last to be made. Unlike our earlier spirit lanterns, the ones we made later were rushed to completion with the crabs in mind. We used them to capture the souls of our people to prevent them being enslaved in death. There are mighty enchantments upon them that linger even to this day that make it impossible for the crabs to use them. Alas, we could not adapt those same enchantments to work on a larger scale. If we could have, the crabs would not have beaten us.”


  “In any case,” the Blood Emperor said. “We are fortunate. With the knowledge the two of us possess, we can modify this spirit lantern. If it works, we’ll be able to scry for spirits that we have shards or samples of.”


  Jonathan immediately grasped the implications. “You put shards of yourself into different objects. If you put some of yourself into the spirit lantern…”


  “Exactly. It may take time, but we should be able to track down more of my artefacts, most of which have been lost. If we can get a general clue as to their location, the lantern should be able to guide us to them once we get closer.” The ancient vampire chuckled, and Jonathan wondered at how odd his life had gotten. He was having a conference in the basement of his friend’s shop with a long-dead vampire emperor and an even longer-dead dwarf High King. “But we don’t have to stop there. Obviously, it would be foolish to risk the lantern unnecessarily – our dwarf friend here needs it – but if you throw in the right spirits, you’d have a tool suitable for any situation.”


  Jonathan nodded thoughtfully. It was a comforting idea. Perhaps he should ask Eileen about it? She was the group’s summoner. “What do you think of the duke and his ambitions?”


  “The duke belongs to one of the truly great Houses. He is also a shrewd man. He understands that outright domination through power is impossible unless you’re at the level I was at. However, the Blood Blade will still give him more than enough prestige and power to deter his House’s enemies. In the short term, he will have a great advantage, and I have no doubt he will take full advantage of any opportunities he gets. What concerns me is the pace of escalation. This was a big gamble for him, but the great Houses almost always prefer to move slowly and carefully unless something is afoot.”


  “Could it be another war? We do have plenty of enemies.”


  “He might simply see an opening,” Dalendin said. The dwarf king grinned. “I know a bit about vampire politics myself. If he sees any weaknesses in his opponents, he might be willing to take bigger risks, considering how rare such opportunities tend to be.”


  “We should ask Eric and Susannah,” the Blood Emperor said. “If Alaric has stirred then we know war is coming. He has never been one to miss a good scrap. Likewise if war is at hand, it’s common practice to hire as many huntresses as possible. Roger might also have some contacts amongst the raccoons on this continent. They tend to stay out of our politics, but you never know. I’d rather not lose my empire before I can even get it back.”


  “Seek out some dwarves if you can,” Dalendin advised. “We don’t like dabbling in the affairs of others, but wars need weapons, and few make better weapons than the dwarves. As long as the money is good, most dwarves will be happy to make weapons even if they won’t participate in the fighting. All it would take to find out is some coin or a relic from Mordrath. From what I understand, my… successors have become a little obsessed about it although they’ve been smart enough to stay away.”


  “But be careful,” the Blood Emperor warned. “You and the others have aided two very powerful men already – and powerful men tend to have powerful enemies.”


  Jonathan shuddered. He’d rather not think about that too much. The duke’s enemies couldn’t go after the duke. He was too well protected. But they could go after him.


  “The great game – the struggle for power – is not one that any man can win alone. Even I had allies I relied upon, poor though my choices proved to be. Be mindful not to come across as overly partisan, or those who oppose the ones you’ve helped may seek to eliminate you.”


  “Eliminate me?” Jonathan squawked. The dwarf king laughed and slapped him over the back.


  “Yes. The sword is the perfect example. If the duke’s enemies thought you could somehow acquire another, they would either force you to get it for them or kill you to prevent you giving it to the duke.”


  “Speaking of swords, where is yours?” Jonathan asked. The Blood Blade had been truly impressive, but the Blood Emperor’s sword was said to have been the finest in vampire history, a fitting weapon for the greatest vampire to ever live.


  The Blood Emperor scowled. “When they struck me down, I flung it away and ordered it to flee and conceal itself. It appears to have done its job rather well. Until we can get close enough for the spirit lantern to track it, I would suggest looking into local myths and legends. My sword was powerful enough that it must have affected its surroundings. Moreover, it can only be wielded by one of my bloodline, which makes it impossible to move.”


  “Do you believe Susannah?” Jonathan asked. The dwarf king had seemed pleased to see a huntress amongst their group. He must have met some of them before his death. “She seemed sincere when she spoke about her plans.”


  “I believe her. If her clan is the way it was during my mother’s day, then their devotion to duty is nigh unbreakable. However, different huntresses see their duty in different ways. Some believe that vampires are evil by simple virtue of existing. For them, the only logical path is to exterminate all vampires. Others, however, my mother amongst them, did not believe that merely being a vampire made someone evil.” The Blood Emperor chuckled. “I think Susannah feels the same. If you were evil, Jonathan, she’d strike you down without a second thought, but you are not, which means you don’t have to worry about her coming after you. It was said in my mother’s day that there was no foe worse than a huntress – and no friend better either.”


  “That’s good to know. A part of me was worried it might be a trick. I’m not exactly the best person at detecting lies.”


  “If she wanted you dead, Jonathan, you would be.”


  “Good point. I do hope our next mission isn’t as dangerous.”


  “Danger has a way of finding people, and it seldom lets them escape its clutches so easily.”


  “Indeed,” the dwarf king said. “There is a clear pattern of escalation in your missions. As you grow more competent, you get given more difficult missions. Once you complete those, the pattern repeats itself.”


  Jonathan’s mouth opened and closed. Now that he thought about it, Dalendin was right. Finally, he managed to speak. “I was afraid it would be something like that.”


  The Blood Emperor laughed. “You have the confidence of an emperor and a High King. You’ll be fine.”


  “In fairness, neither of you are technically alive at the moment,” Jonathan pointed out. “Although it does help knowing I’m not in this alone.”


  “Alone?” The Blood Emperor shook his head. “You have Miles and Martin on your side, and the rest of your team as well. The bonds forged in battle and struggle are often closer than those of blood. You do not have to ask yourself if they would risk their lives for you. They already have. And you, for all your talk of not being brave, have done the same for them as well.”


  Jonathan found himself smiling. “You know what? I think you might be right.”


  “I am the Blood Emperor. I am always right.”
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Two Necromancers, a Bureaucrat, and an Elf


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Part One


  Two necromancers, a bureaucrat, and an elf – it sounds like the start of a bad joke, only the joke is on Timmy.


  



  Timothy Walter Bolton – better known as Timmy – has spent most of his life as a necromancer. When he isn’t terrorising his enemies, he’s plotting inside his castle, which is built on top of lightless chasms filled with nameless horrors and beings of a generally malevolent and megalomaniacal nature. But after one of his latest creations, a zombie hydra-dragon-bear, tries to eat him, he decides that maybe it’s time to find a new, less dangerous, career.


  



  But that’s easier said than done. He’s a wanted criminal with no shortage of powerful (and crazy) enemies, and he has a bone or two to pick with the Everton Council of Mages.


  



  Hope arrives in the form of a new law. War is coming to Everton, and the Council is desperate. In exchange for providing some help, Timmy might just earn that pardon he’s been looking for. Of course, just because it’s possible to earn a pardon doesn’t mean that it’s going to be easy.


  



  To earn his pardon, Timmy is going to have to take down some of Everton’s most dangerous enemies and put together a quirky group of unconventional heroes, most of whom want nothing more than to mangle him and/or the Council in as vicious a way as possible. It’s a good thing that he’s got some help: an obnoxious ten-year-old apprentice who thinks that pink glasses are appropriate for a budding necromancer and a bumbling bureaucrat who may or may not make it through their first real fight without puking his guts up.


  



  Wonderful.


  



  Still, Timmy’s never been one to back down from a challenge even if their first recruit is basically the elf version of the bogeyman.


  


Two Necromancers, an Army of Golems, and a Demon Lord


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Part Two


  Two necromancers, an army of golems, and a demon lord – it sounds like a recipe for trouble, and for Timmy, it definitely is.


  



  To earn his pardon and avoid horrible torture and/or gruesome execution, Timmy has to complete every mission the Council throws his way, most of which seem to involve extremely scary things trying to kill him. At least he’s got help – sort of. His help consists of an apprentice with designs on his castle (and her plans may or may not involve overthrowing him), a bureaucrat whose two greatest skills are fainting in the face of trouble and using people (usually Timmy) as human shields, and an elf with the world’s worst case of pyromania and enough magic to level a mountain.


  



  Somehow, Timmy’s got to get this bunch of unconventional heroes to work together. Trouble is coming, and it’s trouble of the kind that only a necromancer like Timmy could possibly find himself in the middle of. An army of killer golems is on the loose, which may give Timmy the excuse he needs to legally unleash wave after wave of killer zombies. Zombie versus golem – it’s every necromancer’s dream. And then there’s the demon lord that’s out to usher in the apocalypse. Sure, demons aren’t exactly his specialty, but there’s nothing that a good magical shovel to the back of the head can’t fix.


  



  One way or another, Timmy is going to get his pardon and a tax rebate too – even if it means going up against murderous golems, insane demon lords, or mischievous ninja rodents with a predilection for magical swords and the skills to back up the trash talk.


  


Two Necromancers, a Dragon, and a Vampire


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Part Three


  Two necromancers, a dragon, and a vampire – it sounds like a shortcut to disaster, and for Timmy, it’s certainly looking that way.


  



  To earn his pardon and avoid becoming yet another necromancer statistic, Timmy has to work for the Council. From bandit uprisings to giant sea serpents and ogre invasions, Timmy and the others are there to save the day – sort of.


  



  And despite relying on overly intelligent ninja rats, an elf who believes that fire is the answer to everything, a bureaucrat who struggles to stay conscious through an entire fight, and a precocious apprentice who has designs on his castle, property damage per mission is down, they haven’t blown up another mountain, and they’ve gone several missions without ripping a hole in reality.


  



  Naturally, it won’t last.


  



  When the dragon egg their resident pyromaniac stole hatches to reveal the world’s cuddliest harbinger of death, Timmy and the others are dragged into a pair of diabolically dangerous missions. Breaking out of one of the world’s most secure prisons was hard enough. Now, they have to break back in to rescue a vampire.


  



  And then there’s the Eye of the Abyss. Does your country have a problem with a divine artefact capable of singlehandedly winning a war? Don’t worry. Just send Timmy and the gang. They’ll handle it, and Timmy might even get to live every necromancer’s dream with… zombie pirates.


  



  Timmy and the others want their pardons, and they’re not going to let anyone stop them, not armies, not fleets, not even the most powerful empire the world has ever seen that just so happens to hold a centuries-old grudge against Everton.


  



  The world is going to learn a very important lesson: never, ever underestimate a necromancer with a shovel and time to plan.


  


Two Necromancers, a Dwarf Kingdom, and a Sky City


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Part Four


  Two necromancers, a dwarf kingdom, and a sky city – it sounds like a prelude to mayhem, and given Timmy’s luck, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.


  



  To keep his castle and earn his pardon, Timmy has his work cut out for him. Whether it’s rescuing princesses, crushing hordes of goblins, or dealing with eldritch abominations, Timmy and the gang are there to save the day – and rob the occasional crime lord.


  



  But saving the day isn’t always easy. Timmy might be an eminently sensible necromancer, but he has to deal with a young dragon who is convinced that every problem can be eaten, an elf obsessed with property damage, an ancient vampire who can’t get through a mission without being impaled repeatedly, a semi-retired legendary swordsman, a bureaucrat who has finally mastered the art of screaming and swinging a frying pan, and an overly ambitious apprentice doing her best to be more menacing despite loving the colour pink.


  



  It’s hardly a surprise when things don’t exactly go to plan.


  



  With war on the horizon, Timmy and the others have their hands full. Rescuing a princess can be difficult at the best of times, but rescuing a princess from one of the most powerful crime lords in the world? That’s going to be tricky.


  



  And that’s not their only problem. Ever wonder whose job it is to deal with rampaging hordes of goblins that are about to overwhelm a kingdom of dwarves? Well, that’s Timmy’s job. Isn’t he lucky? On the upside, he finally has an excuse to deploy another army of zombies. He’s going to teach those goblins a very important lesson: never, ever get into a war of attrition with a necromancer.


  



  One necromancer is dangerous. Two necromancers with a dragon, a vampire, a swordsman, an elf, and a bureaucrat – that’s downright deadly.


  


The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Side Stories Part One


  The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company – it sounds crazy, but it might just be Timmy’s ticket to financial security and a fully renovated castle.


  



  To earn a pardon and avoid prison or execution, Timmy, Grand Necromancer and Lord of Black Tower Castle, has been completing missions for the Council with the help of an elite team of truly heroic individuals.


  



  There’s Katie, his apprentice. She’s brilliant, cunning, and maniacally devious. She’s also ten years old, extremely adorable, and loves billowy robes and the colour pink.


  



  There’s Avraniel, the pyromaniac elf who is responsible for more property damage than anyone in Everton’s history (including dragons, natural disasters, and demon gods).


  



  There’s Gerald, the hyperventilating bureaucrat who is at the top of every monster’s menu.


  



  There’s Old Man, a retired legendary swordsman whose hobbies include bonsai trees, fishing, and the occasional duel to the death.


  



  There’s Amanda, ancient vampire and sophisticate who knows all about the Council’s founding because she was there when it happened.


  



  And then there’s Spot. He’s cute, cuddly, and friendly. He loves tug-of-war and fetch. He’s also a fire-breathing dragon who can devour an entire cow in about thirty seconds.


  



  The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company is a collection of fourteen short stories that take place before, during, and after the first three parts of The Unconventional Heroes Series. Each story hopes to answer important questions like:


  



  How does a company involving cookies and dragons even work?


  



  How did a trans-dimensional, protoplasmic horror and a Grand Necromancer become friends, and how did that horror develop an addiction to cake?


  



  How does an ancient vampire acquire the comely, young virgins she needs to maintain proper vampiric health without looking like a total weirdo?


  



  Answers to all of these questions and more will be revealed. With unconventional heroes like Timmy and the gang around, life is never boring.


  


Divine Assistance


  The Divine Assistance Series Part One


  When the Supreme Mother and Supreme Father separated Creation from the Void, they also created the gods, beings of incalculable power who wielded cosmic energies far beyond the petty comprehension of mere mortals. The gods were supposed to preside over Creation with unmatched wisdom and knowledge.


  



  Well, that was the idea.


  



  But what is Death – a god of terrible majesty and splendour – supposed to do when his daughter asks for a pony? Is he really supposed to just go out and get a mortal one? Like that’s going to work. It’ll keel over and die in a couple of decades. No, his daughter deserves something better, a pony truly worthy of her divine heritage, which means he’s going to have to get a little bit creative.


  



  And then there’s Bureaucracy. The Supreme Mother and Supreme Father might have given rise to Creation, but Bureaucracy is the one who has to keep everything running smoothly. But that’s easier said than done when there are hundreds of gods and countless mortals to consider – none of whom understand the importance of filing paperwork in triplicate. Luckily, not even gods can escape the awesome power of divine paperwork.


  



  And let’s not forget gods like Mayhem, Mischief, and Rabble. Their names speak for themselves. When the three of them take a holiday in the mortal world at the same time, trouble is right around the corner.


  



  Divine Assistance is a collection of fourteen short stories about the gods and their attempts to manage Creation. There are souls to claim, mortals to woo, and even the occasional city to smite. After all, what’s life without a little divine assistance?


  


Divine Interference


  The Divine Assistance Series Part Two


  For aeons, the Supreme Mother and Supreme Father have led the gods in protecting Creation from the abominations of the Void. They have brought order and light to the mortal world, passing on their boundless wisdom and knowledge.


  



  Or not.


  



  What is a would-be hero to do when the god of aspiring heroes turns up to help with a less than stellar success rate? Easy. Start praying for another god since the last hero he tried to help ended up as dragon food.


  



  Who does Death – a god of unmatched power and might – go to when he needs to build a prison for the scum of the afterlife? How about Torment? He’s smart, creative, and his name kind of says it all.


  



  And then there’s Zephyra. Being a young, up-and-coming goddess isn’t easy when all the good jobs have already been taken. Being the goddess of raccoons might sound great, except the raccoon she’s stuck with is a kleptomaniac with a penchant for trouble. It’s a good thing that she’s not the only young god hoping to get some more experience. Young Death is looking for a part-time job too.


  



  And let’s not forget Fate. There’s no way Fate could possibly lose at poker, right? Most of the time, that would be true. But her opponents in this game are Luck, Misfortune, and… Mischief. There’s no way this doesn’t end in disaster.


  



  Divine Interference is a collection of fourteen short stories about the gods and their attempts to keep Creation running smoothly. There are dragons to negotiate with, cities that have to be destroyed artistically, and kingdoms in need of saving from vicious fish people. There’s nothing like a bit of divine interference to make life interesting.


  


Monster Whisperer


  In a world where monsters like dragons, hydras, and basilisks are real, being a monster researcher isn’t easy – just ask Patrick Richards.


  



  Ever since he saw Vulcan – the largest and mightiest dragon in North America – Patrick has dreamed of being a monster researcher. But despite the popularity of monsters all over the world, funding in the extremely hazardous field of monster research is far from stellar since the most enthusiastic researchers are often the ones who have to retire – or get buried – the earliest. Monsters don’t muck around, and even a single mistake can be fatal.


  



  So when the owner of one of the world’s most powerful media companies comes to Patrick with an offer, it’s not something he can afford to turn down. Sure, he’s not the first researcher they’ve asked – and isn’t that worrying – but he might just be the first researcher to pull it off. Monsters are big business, and what could be more popular than a television show that gets right up close and personal to some of the world’s most popular monsters?


  



  With a small team by his side, Patrick is in for the challenge of his life. Can he pull this off and film the pilot episode the world has been waiting for, or will he end up as yet another monster researcher statistic? It’ll be tough, but if he can do it, he might just earn the title of monster whisperer.


  


The Galactic Peace Committee


  The Galactic Peace Series Part One


  In one universe, humanity conquers the stars. In another universe, humanity is overrun by monsters so evil that their very presence dims the light of the stars. In yet another universe, humanity is drawn into an endless battle for dominion over the galaxy.


  



  This is not one of those universes.


  



  In this universe, humanity is in charge of the Galactic Peace Committee. In theory, the Committee is an unmatched force for good, bringing peace and prosperity to countless worlds and ensuring that conflicts between different races are settled with words and not planet-cracking weaponry or super plagues designed to turn everyone into goo.


  



  In theory.


  



  Jake Smith is a diplomat. He works for the Committee. This is his story – and it goes about as well as you’d expect. In other words, it doesn’t go very well at all. Can Jake survive petty aliens? Sure. He’s a diplomat. It’s all part of the job. What about angry aliens? Probably. He does have a killer robot for a secretary, and he’s not bad with a shock staff. How about a fleet of aliens out for blood? That… that might be a little bit trickier.


  



  The Galactic Peace Committee… keeping peace (sort of) throughout the galaxy.


  


Galactic Diplomacy


  The Galactic Peace Series Part Two


  Man versus machine. Synthetic versus organic. The galaxy has seen countless conflicts between these factions. Civilisations have fallen, worlds have burned, and stars have died.


  



  Clearly, the Galactic Peace Committee has more work to do.


  



  As a proud diplomat of the Galactic Peace Committee, Jake Smith is all too familiar with the difficulties involved in keeping the peace between men and machines. From the petty – like convincing a robotically enhanced organic to join a gang of robots – to the absolutely horrible – like killer robots with plasma chainsaws for arms – Jake has seen it all… and somehow managed to survive even if there’s usually a lot of running, screaming, and bashing things to death with pieces of furniture involved.


  



  And, well, if sometimes there’s a little bit of collateral damage, what’s a planet or two between friends?


  



  But Jake’s life isn’t all about evil killer robots. There’s his killer robot secretary, and she’s only kind of evil. There are also volleyball-loving aliens with a penchant for dismemberment and aliens with advanced technology who are perfectly happy using that technology to rob people of their pizza pockets. Yes, there’s plenty of villainy to go around, both minor and major.


  



  And then there are the tree people.


  



  The galaxy is a weird and wonderful place. Unfortunately for the brave – some would say suicidal – diplomats of the Galactic Peace Committee, it also tends to be less than peaceful.


  


The Trouble With Werewolves


  The Department Series Part One


  Listen up rookies, I’m going to keep this short, and I’m going to keep this simple. If you’re going to be an agent for the Australian Department of Unusual Events, then you need to know how to deal with werewolves. And werewolves, rookies, are not pleasant creatures to deal with. The average werewolf is seven feet tall and weighs roughly two hundred and fifty kilograms. The average werewolf also wants nothing more than to rip your face off and eat you for dinner.


  



  If you want to beat a werewolf, you can’t afford to fight fair. No, you cheat – you cheat as much as you bloody can. If that means sneaking up on it and putting a silver bullet in the back of its head with a sniper rifle, then that’s what you do. But I’m not going to waste your time by telling you what you already know. I’m not going to tell you about a mission where everything went right. I’m going to tell you about a mission where things went wrong because things always go wrong and learning how to deal with that is the only way you’ll last more than a year or two in the Department.


  



  So pay attention and take notes. It could save your life.


  


Beneath a Shattered Sky


  The Fracture Chronicles Part One


  There were idiots – and then there were the Ancients.


  



  More than two thousand years ago, the Ancients decided that simply killing each other with all the power in one world wasn’t enough. No. They had to use the power of countless other worlds to kill each other.


  



  Unfortunately, things didn’t quite work out the way they planned.


  



  The barriers separating the world of Fracture from other worlds shattered, and the Ancients were overrun by endless hordes of otherworldly monsters. Civilisation collapsed, monsters ate lots of people, and pretty much everything that could go wrong did go wrong.


  



  Oops.


  



  Eventually, the survivors invented barriers, a powerful form of magic capable of stabilising parts of Fracture and keeping out otherworldly monsters. Score one for civilisation.


  



  Sophie is a graduate of Relic’s Temple, a warrior trained to use innate magic to fight all manner of bloodthirsty otherworldly monsters in hand-to-hand combat. At her legendary mother’s behest, she goes on a journey to find her mother’s almost-as-legendary former student. The problem is that Matilda isn’t quite what all the legends say.


  



  Oh, Matilda has got ass kicking down to an art form, and she’s an absolute genius at barrier magic, but she’s also an irredeemable (and highly successful) flirt who is seemingly immune to the effects of alcohol. She also likes to give people nicknames – irritatingly accurate nicknames.


  



  Before she knows it, Sophie is part of Matilda’s crew, journeying across Fracture in semi-epic fashion while performing acts of heroism for fame, charity, glory, and the occasional big payday. When she’s not being fired out of a sky-ship to board a pirate vessel, she’s fighting hordes of otherworldly monsters with a troubled city in their sights.


  



  But it is beneath a shattered sky that Sophie finally learns that Matilda really is every bit the legend people say she is.
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  This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and settings are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, names, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

cover.jpeg
A

A\stemp‘ed
yenturin oy
Vampirist g p

The Atierp

8
Siies Part 190

1ECe Estilla





